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Chapter 1
 
“I hate this!” Melanie muttered as she wiggled the bottom of her black dress down over her probably-too-round hips.  
“Excuse me?” 
Melanie jumped, suddenly aware that she wasn’t alone in the elevator, and cringed.  Unbeknownst to her in her frantic, nervous state, several additional people had filed into the elevator as well.  “Oh!” she gasped, whirling around to stare.  There were four men and two women, some dressed casually and some in suits.  One of the women eyed Melanie with disdain and disapproval while the guy in the cheap suit and ugly tie next to her winked at Melanie.  Then there was a taller man and…Woah!  Big guy in the back, she thought and quickly looked away.  Incredibly handsome guy!  Facing forward again, she tried to act natural.  Tried to act as if she hadn’t been shifting her clothes around in an odd, weird manner.  “Um…Sorry!  Talking to myself.”  
Melanie glanced at the big guy in the back, then shivered slightly.  Cold grey eyes!  The coldest eyes she’d ever seen!
The man in a cream colored suit nodded, but Chilly Dude in the back was clearly amused.  Melanie thought about explaining, but the fluttering butterflies crowding her nervous stomach distracted her.  Besides, hadn’t Chilly Dude ever seen a woman shimmying her skirt down?  He looked like the kind of man who had seen plenty of women out of their skirts during his lifetime.  But…Chilly Dude probably didn’t stick around to watch the women dress again.  He looked like the kind of guy who would be very…efficient…about his interludes.  
Not that she’d been undressed!  Melanie groaned mentally as she tried to collect her thoughts.  No, she’d just…well, she tended to squirm when she was nervous.  So while driving over here, she’d squirmed in her seat as she practiced her presentation.  Simple explanation. 
Nope, a man like Chilly Dude probably prided himself on making other people nervous!  And seriously, just because she was…okay, so she was practically re-dressing herself in a public elevator.  Trying to be fair, she acknowledged that the other occupants had a right to whatever reactions sprung to their minds when another person was acting odd.  ‘Nuff said, she huffed slightly.  
She closed her eyes and went over her spiel one more time.  It’s for the kids.  Math skills.  Computer skills.  Art and marketing and science and writing…it was all there.  The program she wanted to build checked every box! 
The elevator doors opened smoothly on the fifth floor and several people exited the elevator.  The same thing happened on the tenth and twelfth floors.  She breathed mindfully, trying to calm her nerves and slow her pulse.
Melanie leaned her head against the expensive wood paneling of the elevator.  “You can do this.  You are strong and brave and it doesn’t matter if he says no.”
“Is he going to say no?” 
The deep voice startled her. Melanie opened her eyes to see Chilly Dude watching her.  He was the only one left in the elevator when she’d thought she was finally alone!  Once again, she was struck by how handsome he was – in a coldly amused sort of way.  But honesty forced her to admit that he was truly gorgeous, with high cheekbones and those icy grey eyes!  He wasn’t gorgeous in a traditional sense but in an I’ll-make-your-head-spin kind of way.  The best kind of way, she thought.  
She shook the thought out of her head.  This definitely wasn’t the time to be fantasizing about an attractive man, even if he had the sexiest eyes she’d ever seen.  
Wait! Hadn’t his eyes looked cold and unappealing just a moment ago?  
Magic eyes, she decided.  
Okay, now she was being ridiculous!  There was no such thing as magic eyes!  Good grief!  
The man was still waiting for a response and she straightened her shoulders.  “Um…yes.  He’s probably going to say no.”
The man moved subtly closer, his head tilting curiously.  “Perhaps you should ask a different question, then.  I definitely wouldn’t say no to someone as beautiful as you.”
Charm?  That was unexpected!  Melanie almost whimpered as warmth flooded her veins. “Uh…well…” She’d never been any good at flirting.  Flirting was for the sophisticated, beautiful people of this world.  She wasn’t ugly, but she certainly wasn’t a femme fatale either!  And this guy was way out of her league.  Blinking, she remembered that the man was still waiting for an answer.  It took her another moment to remind herself of the question.  “The question isn’t very exciting, I’m afraid.  Unfortunately, a lot of people have said no.”
Those grey eyes turned almost molten.  “Ask me the question.  Maybe I’ll say yes.”
Despite her nerves and the sensual tingles crawling down her spine, she laughed at the daring sparkle in his eyes.  “I don’t need you to say yes.  I need Jackson Hughes to say yes.  He’s pretty famous for saying no.”
Chilly Dude moved closer, his eyes glowing with amusement and, for a moment, she wanted to move closer to him too.  “Ah, but to a beautiful woman, I bet he’d say yes to just about any question.”
Melanie smiled crookedly.  “You’re certainly charming enough, but you’re not the man I need.”
Did he actually move closer?  “I could be,” he pointed out, his voice huskier.  Deeper.  And infinitely more dangerous.  He’d gone from a charming flirt to a dangerous man on a mission in a flash.  An incredibly attractive flirt, Melanie could generally handle.  A dangerously charming man?  Nope!  In this case, she was drowning.  
“I don’t think we are talking about the same issue anymore,” she whispered, feeling the wall of the elevator against her back.  He was tall and shockingly attractive in an indefinable but almost magical way that set her body singing a “let’s go for it” song.	  
Those thin lips curled upward slightly.  “Then let’s talk about the same issue.  Change the subject.”
Oh, he was good!  Licking her lips, she tried not to fidget, afraid that her body might betray her and drift closer to the man. She firmly reminded herself that she was a teacher.  She was here in the capacity of a teacher.  A sedate, non-dangerous, elementary school teacher!  “I’m afraid the issue is pretty clear.”
Those lips shifted again.  Not into a smile.  She doubted he ever smiled.  Hunted?  Yeah. This guy was definitely a hunter!  But did he ever smile or laugh?  Most likely not.  
He moved imperceptively closer.  Melanie had no idea how he did it but…she kind of liked it!  “So, tell me the issue and I’ll change it for you.”
She stared up into those silver eyes and wanted to change the subject.  For the first time in her life, she wanted to flirt with a man.  Unfortunately, she didn’t have time.  “Tomatoes,” she admitted. 
The startled look he gave her was enough to ease some of the thick tension.  Obviously, tomatoes weren’t what he’d anticipated!  “Tomatoes?” 
“Yes.  My mission has to do with tomatoes.”  She laughed at his surprise.  “Not a gorgeous man.  More’s the pity,” she mumbled to herself.  When she looked up at him, she knew she should have left off that last sentence.  There was a fire burning in those silver eyes. 
“Tomatoes are one of my favorite fruits,” he commented, stepping back but putting a hand to the small of her back as the elevator doors opened onto the executive floor.  
She jerked slightly, startled by the heat that singed through her clothes where his hand touched her.  “Um…yes.  Most people don’t know that tomatoes are technically a fruit.  I’m impressed.”
“I can do a whole lot better at impressing you if you’d have dinner with me tonight.”
She laughed, shocked, flattered, and wary even as she stepped away so that his hand fell from her back.  “I’m sure you have many impressive skills, but no.”
“No?” he prompted, somehow moving closer so that he was towering over her, but somehow not in a threatening, scary way.  Intimidating, yeah.  But not scary or threatening, which was a remarkable talent!  “No excuses?  No justification as to why you won’t have dinner with me?  Just a hard no?” 
“I’m afraid so,” she told him.  Glancing at her watch, she stepped away from him again.  “Unfortunately, I have a meeting.  It was a pleasure meeting a stranger in the elevator, especially one as confident and charming as you.  But I have a meeting with a man reputed to be a real hard…umm–” she looked away, changing her phrasing so that it was more appropriate, “jerk.  So, if you will excuse me, I need to compose myself in order to face a man that I’m fairly sure I’m not going to like.”
Handsome Mystery Man (no longer Chilly Dude) threw back his head, laughing at her quip.  Thankfully, he would leave in a moment and he’d never know how appealing she found his amazing smile and the intoxicating sound of his unexpected laughter.  Just a few minutes ago, she’d have wagered a good amount of money that he never smiled.  But that laugh…it sent shock waves through her system.  She wanted to say something funny so that he’d do it again.  The sound was deep, joyful, and amazing!  This man should laugh every moment of the day, she thought.  
“Fine.  I’ll leave you to compose yourself for your tedious meeting, my beautiful lady.  But I am sure that we’ll meet again, very soon.  So until then,” he lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a gentle kiss to her fingers and making her melt.  “Good luck with your discussion on tomatoes.”
And then he was off, heading down the hallway.  She watched until he disappeared, admiring both his shoulders and the confidence with which he walked.  Hot, she thought with a shake of her head when he finally disappeared around the corner.  
With a sigh, she turned to face the receptionist that stood guard over the executive floor.  
“May I help you?” she asked in a painfully polite tone.  The disapproving look in her eyes reminded Melanie that she was here in a professional capacity.  
Melanie smiled, trying to mentally dredge up a previously untapped source of confidence.  Maybe if she walked like her Handsome Mystery Man, she could gain a bit of his confidence as well.  “I’m here to speak with Mr. Jackson Hughes.  I have an appointment.”
The receptionist frowned slightly and looked at Melanie with an odd glance.  Obviously startled, the woman peered down the hallway, then at the computer monitor in front of her.  “Right,” she finally said.  “Ms. Larsden?” 
“Yes.  That’s me,” Melanie said, smoothing nervous fingers down her skirt and trying not to wiggle apprehensively.    
The receptionist looked uncomfortable or…confused?  Melanie wasn’t sure how to interpret the woman’s hesitation.  “Mr. Hughes…well, he knows that you’re here.  I’ll let his assistant know that you’re ready to see him.”
“Thank you,” Melanie replied.  A moment later, an older, rather elegant woman stepped into the reception area.  
“Ms. Larsden?”  When Melanie nodded, the woman smiled.  “Mr. Hughes’ office is this way,” she led the way down the hallway.  
There was a set of double doors and she heard a deep voice speaking on the phone.  Melanie recognized that voice and a pit opened in her stomach.  The butterflies that had started earlier in the elevator while she’d talked and…dare she say it?  Flirted?...with the charming stranger had calmed during the odd interaction with the receptionist.  But hearing that voice, those butterflies came back to life with a vengeance as she listened to the voice talking about exchange rates and combating something she assumed was the European competition.  
She stepped into the office and he was there, winking cheekily at her as he leaned against the massive desk.  “Yep.  I gotta go.  Send me the details and we’ll discuss it when I’m in London next week.”
He pressed a button on the phone, disconnecting the call.  Melanie heard the door click closed behind her as his assistant gave them some privacy.  
She felt trapped and tricked.  Not a good combination because she hated being tricked.  And she intensely disliked being trapped.  
Frowning at the man she’d thought so charming only moments before, she tilted her head to the side slightly.  Melanie didn’t even try to hide her irritation.  “So…you’re Jackson Hughes.”
That charm was out in full force, she realized.  “Yes.  And I’m at your service to discuss tomatoes.”
Irritated now, she shifted her feet, unaware of her belligerent stance.  “You didn’t think it might be pertinent to tell me who you were in the elevator?” 
He chuckled as he came towards her.  “Tell you I’m the hard-ass that you were planning to talk with but didn’t want to talk with because you thought I wouldn’t be interested in tomatoes?”  He took her hand in his, leading her over to a sofa and two big, leather club chairs.  “You said you were in need of a man.  A man who can help you with tomatoes.  Why don’t you tell me about your tomato issue?  Maybe I can help.”
Melanie heard his teasing tone and her spine straightened with indignation.  “You’re mocking me.  I don’t like being mocked.”  She hefted her tote bag higher onto her shoulder.  “Good day, Mr. Hughes.”  With that, she turned on her heel, stalking towards the door.  Melanie hated being made to look foolish.  She was so furious she could just…!  Later, she might regret her righteous indignation, but right now, she felt good about walking out of this office as fast as she could!  
“Wait!” he called back, reaching out to grab her arm.  
Melanie looked down at his hand, startled by the tanned fingers against her pale skin.  She should have worn a suit, she thought.  But the black sheath dress made her feel powerful and confident.  Obviously, the dress’s magical qualities were negated when next to this man.  And she resented his power, his charm, and how appealing she found him.  
She could see the conciliatory look in those incredible grey eyes.  “I’m sorry that you feel that you’re being mocked.  That definitely wasn’t my intention.”  He paused, as if trying to show her his sincerity.  Then he shifted slightly and continued.  “Why don’t we start over, and you tell me about the tomatoes?”
He was still laughing at her and Melanie’s chin went up a notch.  “I don’t think so.”
“Why not?  I’m a willing audience.  I’m enthralled by your beauty, especially your eyes.  You have me at an advantage, so why not go for the kill?” 
She stiffened, her fury making her whole body burn with righteous anger.  “You’re still mocking me, Mr. Hughes.  That’s not…”
He shook his head, the laughter draining his eyes.  “I’m not mocking you, Ms. Larsden.  I’m being honest.  You are a beautiful woman and I’m more than interested, which is why I asked if you’d have dinner with me tonight.  You have a willing audience.  So please,” he waved towards the sitting area again.  “Let’s sit down and you can tell me why you wanted to talk to me.”
Every instinct in her told her to run, to get as far away as she possibly could.  But those eyes…!  Darn it, his eyes looked as if he might be telling her the truth. 
“Fine. But…”
He lifted his dark eyebrows encouragingly, waiting for her to continue. 
Melanie shook her head, sighing with resignation.  Remember the kids, she thought.  They deserved this program and…well, if this jerk needed to mock her, she’d take it.  The kids…remember the kids.  
She glared up at him.  “Fine!” she snapped impatiently.  “I’ll give you my spiel, you can say no and I’ll be on my way.  Your assistant only gave me five minutes and I believe that time is already up.  So…whenever you need to leave, just interrupt me.”
“I already told my assistant to cancel my next meeting.  You have my rapt attention for the next hour.”
That surprised Melanie.  No one had ever given her an hour!  It was unheard of!  People in his position gave her five minutes, tossed her a petty amount of funding, and considered their good deed for the day accomplished.  
Perched on the edge of one of the leather chairs, she pulled out a pair of folders, handing one to him and keeping the other for herself.  “I teach fifth grade at Norvel Elementary School, which is about…”
“I know where it is,” he interrupted, flipping through the pages quickly.  “It’s that new school about five miles from here.”  
She was stunned he had that kind of information at his fingertips.  And slightly impressed, although he finished skimming through the information and closed the folder.  Obviously, he’d dismissed her idea, which irritated her.  But looking over the low, expensive coffee table, Melanie was even more determined than ever to get a donation for her project.  Even if it was only fifty dollars, she wanted to win this conversation.  She wanted to convince him to contribute.  Why it was so important, she wasn’t really sure.  
Taking a deep breath, she straightened her shoulders, trying to find that elusive confidence that Mr. Hughes seemed to have in spades.  
 “The program I’m trying to establish is a school-wide effort.  We’re going to grow tomato plants, a full-cycle, start to finish effort.  It sounds like a simple endeavor on the surface, but it’s actually quite complicated.  Other schools that used this program discovered that the kids were surprisingly enthusiastic about the concept.  Every grade and each school discipline will teach the students some aspect of tomato plants.  The science department will teach the kids to grow the tomato plants.  The art classes will draw posters to advertise the sale, once the plants are grown.  The math classes will teach the children profit and loss, return on investment calculations, how to choose the best price to sell the plants based on how much the tomato plants cost to buy and grow.  This is a school wide business, Mr. Hughes.  This program will teach the children at every grade level how to start a business and grow it, plus how to grow plants, while offering a product that the community will buy, need, and actually use.”  He didn’t seem interested.  In fact, he appeared to be more intently focused on her legs than at the presentation in his hands.  Invoking her “teacher’s voice”, she shifted her legs and leaned forward.  “The cafeteria team suggested composting the leftover food from the lunches and using it for fertilizer, encouraging the use of natural and environmentally helpful fertilizers.  So, we’re going to teach the kids how to compost, adding more complexity to the science aspect.”  Nothing.  No change in his expression.  “As the project expands over the next few years, we can incorporate vermiculture, which is…”
“Using earthworms to compost,” he interrupted.  
Melanie paused to look at him, startled by his knowledge.  “Yes.  Exactly.  Most people don’t know that.  The math classes will use the worms to explain exponential growth.”
“Worms will teach kids how to calculate exponential growth?  How exactly?” he asked.  Demanded, actually. 
Aha!  There was a brief flash of interest!  Melanie leaned forward, really getting into her subject.  “We buy one thousand earth worms.  If we feed them properly and keep them in the right kind of housing that allows them to move through the soil easily, the earthworms will reproduce.  Each earthworm lays about 20 eggs at a time, which take approximately three to five months to hatch, depending on the conditions.  If you have one thousand worms, that’s…”
He chuckled softly.  “Quite a lot of earthworms.”  
She couldn’t stop the reciprocating grin. “Yes.  It’s a lot of earthworms.  But think of the ick factor!  Kids in elementary school love gross things!  Teaching kids how to do math with worms?  They’ll love it!”
He laughed outright at that.  “Yes, I can imagine the ick factor could be a motivating force.”
Melanie warmed to her subject now.  “Plus, there’s the science in all of this.  Once we get the program running, the science teachers help the kids to experiment on growing the tomato plants in the soil they’ve created through vermiculture versus the soil they buy at the hardware store versus the composted materials from the cafeteria.  Math is important too.  If they sell the tomato plants to the parents and the neighbors around the school, what is the profit margin?  What could they do better?  The English classes could write news articles about the progress of the tomato plants, the sales, the worms, the composting…it’s a school wide effort.  Eventually, I’d like to grow a butterfly garden and show the kids how butterflies are important to the environment, allowing us to discuss the plants we need to grow the butterflies, and…”
He smiled, leaning back in his chair.  “It sounds fascinating.  So, why are you here?” 
This was always the most difficult part.  Goodness, she hated asking for money!  She hated feeling like a beggar!  Taking a deep breath, her muscles tensed and she looked at his nose.  She’d found that looking at a person’s nose while being rejected was easier than looking into their eyes.  “We’re looking for money to build the raised beds and the composting bins.”  Too late, she glanced at his eyes!
His eyebrows went up.  She smiled back at him, thinking about how she’d love to shave off those eyebrows.  He wouldn’t be raising them then, now would he?!  
Completely off topic, she reminded herself.  
He flipped through the pages of her presentation, obviously playing for time.  When he looked up, his eyes gave nothing away.  “You talk about greenhouses and experimenting with temperature and condensation.”
That stopped her cold.  “How did you…?’
He lifted the presentation slightly.  “I read through the pages, Ms. Larsden.  It’s all in here.”
She glanced down at the folder, stunned.  “You…read it?  While we were sitting here?  But…” she trailed off, looking into his eyes and those damnable eyebrows lifted as he waited for her to finish.  “You only skimmed the text, Mr. Hughes,” she declared.  
He laughed again.  “I read through every scintillating detail, Ms. Larsden.  The raised beds will be built by the parents in the summer, before school starts.  The composting bins will be right next to the raised beds.  The plan is to plant one hundred tomato plants in April or May, depending on the weather.  But over the winter, the students will start to compost, using the leaves from the fall as the base, and adding in the leftover food from the cafeteria.”
“How did you…?”
He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.  “What if you had greenhouses earlier?  You could start the tomato plants as soon as the students start school in September. They could begin documenting the growth over the winter months, comparing the growth rates to those in the spring after the composted soil is created and the plants are out in the air.  There’s also the issue of hardening for the plants.  That’s another science project for the kids and could be connected to psychology and real life.”  
She stared for a long moment, frozen. Greenhouses now?  Comparison later?  And adding in a psychology component?  It was genius!  But then reality came flooding back.  Reality was such a downer, she thought.  “We won’t have the money for the greenhouses by the beginning of the school year. We’re just…”
“You will if I donate the money,” he interrupted. 
Her jaw practically hit her lap.  He was going to buy the kids a greenhouse?  “Umm…well, we don’t…”
He listed on his fingers. “You need two hundred dollars for the materials to build the raised beds.  More for the soil.  The composting bins are five hundred dollars each and you need two of them.  Right there, that’s about two thousand dollars.”  
“Yes, but…” she had only collected three hundred dollars in donations thus far and school was scheduled to start in four weeks.  They couldn’t raise that much money by then.  
“I’ll donate the money for all of it, plus the greenhouses.  In addition, I’ll add in the cost of the worms and even start a mentoring program with my company.  I can encourage my employees to donate their time and expertise to the project.  Will that help?” 
She was silent for a long moment, stunned by his offer.  Then she nodded.  “Yes!  Yes, that would be wonderful!” she gasped.  Her boss, the principal of the elementary school was fully on board with the project, as long as Melanie could find companies to donate the funding.  And she couldn’t go to the parents for donations, because most couldn’t afford additional school costs.  The school wasn’t located in one of the more affluent neighborhoods.  “That’s incredibly generous of you.”
He leaned forward.  “I want something in return though.”
Her heart plummeted.  There was always a catch.  
He smiled and Melanie knew that she wasn’t going to like whatever he said next.  “I want you to have dinner with me tonight.”
Melanie swallowed.  “Dinner?”  
“Just dinner.  No expectations beyond a meal.  I’m not expecting sex.  Just the pleasure of your company.”
Could she believe him?
Pulling herself together, she sat back, straightening her spine.  “Mr. Hughes, I’m a fifth grade elementary school teacher.”
He smiled faintly before he asked, “Elementary school teachers don’t eat?” 
A chuckle snuck up on her, but she looked away for a moment to school her expression before looking him directly in the eye.  “I’m not for sale.”
He smiled and it was the first sincere smile she’d seen from him.  It wasn’t mocking or teasing.  It was a nice, genuine smile.  And was there a bit of admiration mixed in with the sincerity?  
“I respect that. I’d really like to take you to dinner and get to know you a little better.”  He gestured with the folder in his hand.  “In fact, to make it easier for you to decide, I’ll donate the money for the project simply because it’s a brilliant idea.  The money isn’t contingent on you having dinner with me.  Does that make my invitation more palatable?”
His assurance really did make her feel better.  “Yes,” she finally replied. 
“Yes, the invitation is better? Or yes, you’ll have dinner with me?”
She laughed, feeling her shoulders relax.  “Yes, I would love to have dinner with you.  And also, yes, I’ll take whatever donation you’d like to make towards the project.  The kids at my school will appreciate every penny.  Thank you.”
“Excellent!” he said and stood up.  “I’ll pick you up at six.”
Melanie was stunned by the shock of excitement that hit her with the thought of going out to dinner with this man.  She preceded him to the door, wondering if she’d just made the biggest mistake of her life.  
Outside of his office, he stopped by his assistant’s desk, handing her the presentation.  “Doris, draft a memo to the staff, letting them know about this project and that JJH Technologies will be partnering with the school on this.  Call the accounting department and tell them to send a ten thousand dollar check to Ms. Larsden.”
Ten thousand?  She gasped.  “We don’t need that much!”
“You’ll figure out how to spend it,” he replied easily.  “I’ll walk you to the elevator,” he told her, putting a hand to her back again.  She trembled both with the speed of what was happening as well as with the heat that flooded her system.  She wanted to tell him to slow down, but the words wouldn’t come out.  She was too shocked, too overwhelmed.  That sense of being trapped hit her.  It was as if he was a steamroller and she’d started something that she couldn’t stop.  
“Mr. Hughes,” she began, but Melanie wasn’t sure what to say.  
They arrived at the elevators and he pressed the call button.  “We’re having dinner tonight.  You should call me Jackson,” he teased. 
She pressed her lips together, but caught the daring look in his eyes.  She didn’t want to say his name.  For some reason, using his first name would cross a line that she couldn’t come back from.  His name implied an intimacy she wasn’t ready for yet.  Probably not ever! 
“Yes, well…”
His laughter stopped her and she wanted to tell him to stop doing that.  His amusement caused her emotions to fluctuate between anger and heated sexual awareness.  
He shifted so that his huge shoulders and dominating height hid her from the others passing by in the hallway.  “You’re going to do everything possible to avoid using my name, aren’t you, Melanie?”
She turned to look when the elevator doors opened, almost sighing with relief at the escape.  “I don’t know what you mean,” she said as she stepped pointedly into the sanctuary of the elevator. 
He put a hand on the doors, keeping them from closing.  “I’ll pick you up at six, Melanie.  We’ll continue this discussion over dinner.”
He stepped back.  She would have leaned against the back wall of the elevator in relief, but he stood there, watching as the doors closed.  And with that look, she was still trapped.  Still under his power.  
When the doors finally closed, Melanie sighed with relief, sagging into the corner of the elevator.  Belatedly, she looked around, worried that someone else might be witnessing her ridiculousness. Thankfully, she was alone.  
But that relief was short lived as she looked up at the security camera, and groaned as she realized that there were people watching all the time.  Coming from an elementary school environment where the worst thing that happened during the day was when one of the kids stole someone else’s Twinkies, the idea of constantly being watched was intimidating.  

Chapter 2
 
Jackson pulled up outside of Melanie’s tiny cottage.  Looking around, he noticed that the deck needed to be redone since it sagged slightly in the middle.  The roof of the house was stained from the years of rain and the acid leeching out from the overhead leaves, and there were cracks in the driveway.  But on the positive side, the plants lining the front of the house looked amazing, healthy with lots of color.  The porch might sag, but only someone looking for issues would notice because of the inviting rocking chairs with colorful, handmade pillows that flanked one side.  There were also pots with colorful flowers on either side of the doorway, which was painted a bright, welcoming yellow.  
He knew that Melanie owned the cottage. He even knew the exact amount of her monthly mortgage payment.  Jackson knew her salary and how much she’d put down for the house.  Not because of any creepy stalking issue, but because her mortgage was through his father’s bank.  Ms. Melanie Larsden had excellent credit, paid her bills on time, and had two credit cards, one that she used for daily expenses and one that she used only once a month, probably to ensure that it was kept active in case of an emergency.  
The lovely Ms. Melanie also put more than ten percent of her gross income into a retirement plan and gave an admirable amount of money to charity, although he suspected that she donated more of her time to various causes, which in many cases was even more valuable.  
Overall, Ms. Larsden was a cautious person.  
Which was why she’d been so hesitant to accept a dinner invitation with him. 
Smart woman, he thought as he rang the doorbell.
Right on time, she opened the door, but there wasn’t a bright, welcoming smile to her soft, full lips, which were colored in a pretty dark pink tonight.  The color matched her mauve sundress and looked incredibly alluring, although he doubted she’d intended to be so enticing.  The innocent looking material of her pretty dress cupped her breasts, which seemed fuller in the sundress than they had earlier today in that ugly, black dress that was closer to an ugly potato sack than a power outfit, which he suspected Melanie wanted it to be.  
“You look beautiful,” he commented, handing her the flowers he’d picked up at a florist’s shop on the way over here.  
“Oh!” she gasped, stepping back as she admired the bouquet with surprise.  He almost laughed at her startled expression.  She did that a lot with him, he realized.  Seemingly everything he did, from a casual touch to flowers surprised her.  Were the men in her life so pathetic that she would be surprised by a simple bouquet of flowers?
By the glimmer of tears in her eyes, he suspected that they were.  
“Thank you,” she whispered, stepping back to let him into the house.  She had her purse on her shoulder, as if she were fully prepared to walk out as soon as she answered the door.  Did she not want him in her house?  Probably not, he thought.  Wise woman!
“I’ll just put these in water before we leave.”
He looked around, trying to avoid looking at her temptingly round bottom in the sundress.  “Your home is lovely,” he said, following her through to the kitchen.  The downstairs was only a small living room and the kitchen. There was probably a dining room on the other side of the tiny kitchen, but he didn’t want to pry, even as his eyes took in the bright yellow kitchen with flowered curtains guarding the window above the sink and the window on the upper half of the doorway that led outside.  There was a tiny table with mismatched chair cushions in the corner, but the counters were clear of everything but a toaster and a coffee machine.  Neat and tidy.  Just like the owner.  Interesting.
He wanted to muss her up a bit.  He wanted to take the pins out of her hair and watch it tumble down over her shoulders.  He wanted to kiss her and smudge that pink lipstick, discover the exciting woman underneath the prim exterior.  
She took a vase out of a cabinet, glancing at him over her shoulder as she filled the vase with water.  “Thank you.  My brother tells me that it’s too tidy.  Every time he comes to visit, he walks in the house, opens a newspaper that he’d specifically bought right before he arrives, and spreads it out all over the coffee table.  He doesn’t even read newspapers, preferring to get his news online.  But he does it just to rile me.”
He laughed softly, leaning a shoulder against the doorframe as he watched her.  She had pretty hands, he realized as she fluffed the flowers so that they spread out in the vase.  “Does it work?” 
She laughed, but it sounded a bit self-conscious.  “Not really.  He can’t stand messes either and he straightens everything up after an hour or two.  Plus, I cook for him and he washes up afterward, leaving everything cleaner than before he arrived.”
“So, why does he tease you about the cleanliness of your house?” 
She turned and leaned a hip against the countertop.  “Probably for the same reason you would do it.”
“Just for the reaction?” he chuckled, moving closer.
She grinned back at him.  “Exactly.  Which is probably the same reason you’re moving closer and why you asked me out to dinner,” she replied nervously, slipping away from him and moving across the room.  
Jackson turned and watched her carefully.  “I seriously doubt that my motives are similar to your brother’s.”
“You’re not trying to irritate me?” 
He chuckled.  “No.  My goal is…uh…different.”
He watched, noticing that she was holding her breath and he could practically see her mind whirling.  “Let’s go to dinner,” he took her hand.  “I don’t know why you doubt my motives, Melanie.”
She locked up the house and he saw the blush stain her cheeks.  “Probably because I’m a mouse compared to the mountain lions you’re probably used to dating.”  She turned, tucking her keys into her purse before looking up at him.  “I’m not your type, Jackson.  So why are we here?”
He moved closer, blocking the view of anyone passing by from the street.  “Because you’re a beautiful woman, Melanie.  And I’m interested in you.”
She bit her lower lip and he couldn’t believe how sexy that small gesture was.  
“I don’t know why.  I’m sure the women that run in your circles are much more interesting than an elementary school teacher who has to go around begging for money to fund school projects.”
He looked at her, his eyes moving over her beautiful skin, the flashing hazel eyes and her soft, pink lips.  “You really have no idea how beautiful you are, do you?” 
She once again stepped around him, but he saw the glimpse of arousal in her eyes.  She wasn’t nearly as immune to him as she might pretend.  
“You’re being ridiculous, Jackson,” and she stepped down the steps.  “I’m not beautiful.  I’m boring and uninteresting.”
He stepped ahead of her, opening the door to his Mercedes.  “I seriously doubt that you could bore me, Melanie.  But let’s just test your theory, shall we?” and he helped her into the car before walking around to the driver’s seat.  “Do you like seafood?” he asked as he started the engine.  “Or would you prefer something a bit more adventurous?” 
Melanie pursed her lips.  “Normally, I’d say something more adventurous, but with you, I think I should play it safe.”
Wise answer, but he wasn’t letting her get away with that.  “Adventurous, it is,” he declared and started the car.  On the way to the restaurant, he asked her about teaching and her students, what she did during the summer months.  By the time they reached the restaurant, which was close to the city and sat right on the edge of the river, she felt like she’d told him too much. 
When she realized where they were going, she pulled back.  “Isn’t this one of Tony Itola’s restaurants?” 
“Yes.  Don’t you like…?”
Melanie refrained from rolling her eyes, but just barely.  “Everyone likes Tony’s restaurants.  They’re famous for being interesting and amazingly delicious.  But you just asked me to have dinner with you today.”
“And?”  He took her hand again, tugging her gently towards the door.  It wasn’t a big restaurant, but it was interesting visually both inside and out, with an elegant flowered walkway that was filled with fragrances.  The actual building looked like a shack with corrugated tin walls and shiplap siding, broken shingles and bannisters.  It was all a façade – as the actual building was very solid.  But Tony preferred to give his patrons a visual as well as textual interest as they walked into his buildings.  Some of his restaurants were elegant, with top of the line furnishing and only the best materials, linen table clothes and a wine list that any sommelier would drool over.  But others were…different. It all depended on Tony’s mood when he chose a town in which to open a restaurant.  
“And…” she tugged but he wouldn’t release her.  “It’s impossible to get a table at one of Tony’s restaurants without calling six months in advance.  So we’re not going to be able to get in.”
He pulled her close, not as close as he’d like but enough so that he could smell her fresh, feminine scent.  “Let’s make a deal,” he began, his thumb rubbing over the back of her hand.  “If we can get a table, then I get to kiss you tonight.”
She laughed, shaking her head and stepping back.  “No deal.”
“Why?” 
“Because you’re too sure of yourself.  If you are betting something like that, then you know something I don’t.”
He grinned down at her, liking her even more as they talked.  She wasn’t a silly butterfly or a shrinking wallflower.  She was smart and feisty, daring and challenging him.  He liked it.  A lot!  “Of course I do.  I never gamble.”
“Never?” 
“No.  I always stack the odds in my favor.”  He grinned at her dubious expression. 
“But you’ve built a huge company.”
“Yes.”
“And you’re telling me that you’ve never taken a risk?   Or gambled on a business outcome?” 
He shrugged slightly, thinking about his twin brother and the project Jake and his wife, Megan, had just completed.  That had been a huge risk, but not a business risk.  It had all been personal. “I’ve taken risks.  But they are always calculated.  And my father taught me never to gamble.  Always know one’s opponent.  I’m always prepared for the unexpected outcomes and plan accordingly.”
He lifted her hand, kissing her knuckles.  “So, are we going in for dinner?  Or are we going to stand out here and make out?” 
She rolled her eyes and pulled her hand away.  “You’re incorrigible.”
He laughed, and wrapped his arm around her waist since she’d denied him her hand.  “The sooner you start to understand that, the better off you’ll be.”
“Better off in whose book?” 
He led her into the restaurant, pulling her closer against his side. Jackson enjoyed the feeling of her soft waist as well as the flowery scent of her hair.  “Ah, that’s yet to be determined, isn’t it?” he teased as he held the door open for her. 
 
Two hours later, Melanie leaned back in her chair, stuffed and more satisfied than she’d ever been in her life.  “That was amazing,” she sighed.  “I never would have thought of putting raspberry on steak like that.  It went perfectly with the basil sauce.  Incredible!”
“I agree.  I’m glad that you enjoyed the meal,” he poured the rest of the excellent wine into her glass. 
She held out her hand, trying to stop him. “I can’t drink anymore.”
He shook his head.  “You have to.  The wine is excellent and I have to drive.  So, you have to finish off the rest.”
She smiled, thinking he was incredibly attractive.  “Are you trying to get me drunk?” 
“Absolutely not,” he replied.  
Her eyes widened, but she watched as he poured the last bit of the wine into her glass.  “Why not?” 
He put the empty bottle into the wine stand.  “Because then I can’t have sex with you tonight.”
She lifted her glass up, smiling at him with a slightly glassy look.  “We’re not having sex anyway.”
He watched her closely.  “You were too far gone to make a decision after the first glass, weren’t you?” 
She nodded.  “Yes.  I don’t normally drink.”
“Pity,” he said and sipped his ice tea.  He’d switched after the first glass of wine.  “Next time, I’ll remember that and stop you at half a glass.”
She smiled, charmed both by his tenacity as well as his responsible nature regarding drinking and driving.  “We will never have sex, Jackson.”
“Of course we are, Melanie.  It’s inevitable.”
She rolled her eyes again.  “Nothing is inevitable but death and taxes.”
“Are you seriously going to tell me that you’re not attracted to me?”
She leaned her forearms against the table.  “Of course I’m attracted to you.  Any woman with blood in her veins would be.”
 “Thank you for the compliment.  But I’m only interested in you.”
“Tonight,” she amended with a relaxed grin.  
“What does that mean?” 
She shrugged one shoulder dismissively.  “You might be interested in me tonight, but tomorrow, you’ll move on to the next woman.”  Leaning forward, she looked at him seriously.  “Admit it, Jackson.  You’re not really into commitment.”
“No.  But we could enjoy each other while this attraction lasts.”
She shook her head.  “Sorry.  As much as you’re not into commitment, I’m the opposite.  I don’t do casual.”
“Not even dating?” 
She grinned, but put the glass of wine back down on the table.  “I don’t think that my idea of dating and yours are the same.”
“So no sex?” 
“No.  Never.”
His grin actually kicked up a notch in the sexiness scale with her words.  “See, now you’re challenging me again.”
Melanie was too relaxed by the wine and the excellent food to take offense, so she laughed.  “I’m not trying to challenge you, Jackson.”
He leaned forward.  “It’s inevitable.”
She leaned forward, mirroring his movement.  “What did I say about the inevitability of life?”
“You’re wrong.”
She rolled her eyes as she leaned back in the chair once again.  “Now you’re challenging me to be stubborn.  Not a good move, Romeo.”
Jackson threw back his head and laughed, delighted with her!  

Chapter 3
 
Melanie stared at the tall, impossibly attractive man as he stepped out of his car.  Two weeks!  She’d avoided him for two whole weeks, while sending his company updates on the progress of the school project, including invoices and pictures of what the parents had created.  Everything was moving right along, now that they were more than fully funded.  They’d even selected where the first greenhouse would go.  
Yes, she’d been playing silly games via phone and text with him.  He’d call her cell phone during the day and leave a voice mail for her, asking her out to dinner.  She’d ignore his phone call for several hours, then leave him a message on his office phone late at night when she knew he wouldn’t be at his desk.  When he texted her, she was painfully polite, but declined all invitations, giving him new and varied excuses as to why she couldn’t have dinner with him, but “generously” offering to meet with him in his office, along with the school principal, to answer any questions he had about the program.  She’d even phoned the contact in his human resources department about setting up the mentoring program as well as a schedule of people who could speak to the classes about various subjects.  
So in Melanie’s mind, she’d done an excellent job of playing his game…and avoiding him while remaining polite and cordial since he was the main benefactor of the new program.  
So, why the hell was he walking towards her?!  
He was wearing sunglasses, so she couldn’t see his eyes, but she knew with absolute certainty that those intense, grey eyes would be daring her to run or maybe, to stay put.  
Melanie ignored the urge to run, the instinctive need to escape from a predator that…well, if she were being perfectly honest with herself, which she usually was not!...but if she were…then she’d admit that being caught by Jackson Hughes might be…exciting.  Exciting in a dangerous, broken-heart kind of way.  
So instead of running, which would be incredibly unprofessional, she stood her ground, the shovel transferred to one hand as she wiped the sweat from her forehead with her arm.  It was a hot, humid August day and there were about fifty parents out here working to level the ground so they could build the raised tomato gardens.  
“Mr. Hughes,” she greeted him politely as soon as he moved within earshot.  “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”  A lie, but she couldn’t tell him how she really felt with such an audience.  
Turning to the group, she smiled to everyone.  “Everyone, this is Jackson Hughes.  His company donated the bulk of the money to make this project happen.”
The crowd clapped their appreciation.  And it might be wicked to have singled him out like this, but Melanie was terrified of how much she wanted to throw herself into his arms.  She wanted to feel his strong arms enfold her and know what it was like to kiss him.  
Which was wrong, dangerous, and stupid!  He’d driven her home after their dinner together.  He’d chivalrously walked her to her door, the humid, sultry night air making the ten foot walk feel much more intimate.  At her front door, Melanie had turned to say goodnight to him, hoping for a goodnight kiss.  
But he’d taken her hand and sedately kissed her fingers.  It was a sweet gesture, but not what she’d wanted.  
And that wanting was what scared her the most.  Also, the confusion as to why he hadn’t kissed her that night.  Confusion and hurt had dominated her mind over the past two weeks.  She felt rejected.  After their conversation over dinner, she’d half-expected him to make a pass at her, an attempt to have sex that night even though he’d said that they wouldn’t have sex.  Men only said those kinds of things to get women to relax, or so her experience told her.  
So the brief, annoyingly chaste kiss on her knuckles had felt like a slap on the face.  A rejection.  
Not something she wanted to experience again!  
Hence, her avoidance of another dinner with him.  She didn’t want to be rejected by a man like Jackson.  He was tall, handsome, intelligent, and powerful and…so amazingly hot!  He was the kind of man that she might have dreamed about, if she ever admitted to having silly, schoolgirl fantasies about the kind of man she’d like to marry and spend the rest of her life with.
But she wasn’t a silly schoolgirl.  At least, not anymore.  And fantasies never came true.  They were based in a dream world and Melanie prided herself on being firmly based in reality.  
After he greeted all of the parents, many of them gushing about the software programs and video games his company developed, he turned to Melanie. 
“What are you doing here?” she asked, grateful that the parents had gone back to shoveling, trying to level the land.  The delivery truck from the garden center would arrive later today with the dirt and topsoil, so she and the parents had to have the land leveled and the walls of the raised beds built before then.  
Jackson kept his eyes on her.  “I came to help get things set up for the tomato plants,” he told her.  He moved closer.  “And you’ve been avoiding my calls.”
She stepped back, but he reached out to stop her, keeping her close.  Melanie glanced over at the parents, relieved when none of them seemed to be watching.  
Nervously, she looked up at him, then quickly away because his grey eyes were too intense.  “I have not been avoiding your calls.  I’ve returned every message.”
“At times when you knew I wouldn’t be around to take your call.”  He leaned forward.  “Checkmate, Melanie.”  
She blinked, startled and…grudgingly impressed.  But she hid it, reminding herself that he was completely out of her league.  “I’m not playing games, Jackson.”
“Aren’t you?”  He moved to her side, watching the others.  “But what you don’t understand is that I’m an expert at chess.”
She shivered, thinking he was more intense now.  Had she done something stupid by avoiding him for so long?  Had she ignited his need to win?  Probably.  Not good. 
“Well, thank you for coming out to help.”  She handed him the shovel she’d been using.  “We appreciate the extra strength to get this ready.  The kids will be here tomorrow to plant the tomato plants.  We’ll let the plants grow in the ground until the greenhouse is built.”  She shifted nervously on her feet.  “We didn’t want the kids doing the heavy grunt work.”  She smiled briefly up at him and backed up several steps.  “But your back is strong.  That’s always appreciated when digging up the hard packed dirt that has endured decades of children running across it.”  She leaned forward slightly.  “It’s a bit like breaking up concrete.”  She turned to squint into the crowd of workers.  “How about if you help out over there,” she said, pointing to the area on the left hand side where most of the rocks were.  “That’s where the most strength is needed.  Lots of rocks.”
She watched him, noticing the smile that played over his lips.  “Rocks it is,” he replied, and joined three other men who were digging up rocks and tossing them off to the side.  
For several moments, Melanie watched, impressed with the easy, casual way he connected with the other parents. They shook hands and he said something that made them laugh.  Then one of them pointed to an area and…all four of them started digging up rocks.  
In less time than she would have thought possible, the land was ready.  Unfortunately, she had to give most of the credit for their impressive progress to Jackson.  There was something about him that inspired everyone to work harder.  After he started digging and tossing the rocks, the others all pushed a bit harder.  It was a bit disconcerting, but also incredibly effective.  By the end of the leveling process, the ladies were all standing along the sidelines watching the men.  Well, most of the ladies were watching Jackson.  He was by far the most handsome and muscular of the group.  His tee shirt stuck to his chest as the sweat seeped through, which showed off more of his muscles.  Delicious muscles, she thought with a sigh of appreciation.  
Wow!  The man was buff!  He was cut and built and all of those other terms the kids were using these days to describe Adonis-like men.  Melanie worked out at a gym when she wasn’t doing yoga or Pilates, but none of the men in her gym could even come close to the extraordinary muscles packed onto Jackson’s body.  
In a word, yummy!  
“You’re so lucky,” one of the mothers sighed as she walked up to stand next to Melanie.  
Melanie shook her head, knowing exactly what the woman meant by her comment and still trying to deny it at the same time.  “He isn’t mine.  Not even close.”
The woman laughed, shaking her head as she turned to continue watching Jackson.  “Well, he didn’t come out here for any altruistic reason,” she replied and several of the other ladies laughed.  
Uh oh!  Melanie didn’t want them to get the wrong impression!  “Um…he isn’t…!”
One of the other ladies chimed in, saying, “Melanie, he gave you money for good reason.  But I think he came out here specifically for our entertainment.”
They continued commenting on Jackson’s body.  Melanie grew increasingly uncomfortable with the conversation.  It was one thing for her to ogle the man.  But these ladies were objectifying him.  
After a few more of the comments, she decided that it was time to stop the conversation and move on.  Not that she was jealous!  No, that wasn’t her motivation.  It was purely out of respect for Jackson.  “Perhaps we should start moving the boards in the parking lot, and get them into place to build the walls of the gardens,” she suggested, interrupting another comment.  
Another lady chuckled.  “I think we should just stand here and admire a work of art.”
Melanie had had enough.  Turning around, she faced the women, mothers and wives, who were objectifying Jackson.  “Ladies, how would it look if a group of men were standing around watching one of us work and making comments like those?” Instantly, the women stopped, some of them staring at her with their mouths open.  Melanie noticed several of the ladies look at her, then at Jackson, then back at her. 
“She’s right,” one whispered horrified.  “We hate it when men do that to us.  Just last week, some idiot whistled to me as I walked down the street beside that construction site over on Jefferson Street.  I fumed about it for the next thirty minutes, wondering what I would do if that man had done it to Jessica,” she said, referring to her daughter.  
Another woman stepped forward, nodding in agreement.  “Melanie, I’m sorry.  We all know better and…well, it’s been done to us for so long, we don’t even realize how wrong it is when we do it back.  You’re right.”  
The ladies dispersed, heading for the pile of lumber that someone had picked up at the hardware store and delivered.  Two of the ladies grabbed hole diggers and started digging holes with renewed gusto.  
Melanie felt guilty.  Yes, what she’d said had been a good, politically correct statement to make to the ladies because ogling was a problem.  But…
Unfortunately, she hadn’t done it to protect women’s right to not be ogled.  She’d been jealous of the ladies staring at Jackson.  She didn’t like the other women noticing his muscles or how good looking he was.  Melanie was embarrassed by this previously unknown streak of jealousy. 
“Nicely done,” Jackson said. 
Melanie whipped around, startled to find him so close.  “I’m sorry?” she gasped, pretending she didn’t know what he was talking about.  
He turned around, leaning against the fence as she was doing so they were shoulder to shoulder.  Well…her shoulder was more against his arm because he was so much taller than she was, but still. 
“Your speech about obnoxious and demoralizing comments regarding men vs. woman.  It was good.  Well done,” he said, nodding to the ladies carrying the lumber over to the edges of the flattened land.  
“I was defending your right not to be treated like a piece of meat.”
He laughed softly.  “You were jealous.  I could see it in your eyes.”
She pushed away, frowning up at him.  “You weren’t even looking at me.”
He shook his head, with a chuckle.  “Sure I was.  I’m just better at hiding my ogling than you are,” he replied, and moved off to help carry the lumber over to the leveled area.  
By lunchtime, the tomato beds were ready for the plants.  With impeccable timing, a pizza delivery car arrived.  Actually, two of them.  The delivery guys carried twenty pizzas and several bottles of sodas over to the workers, who cheered with appreciation and hunger.  
Melanie peeked at Jackson, who already had a cold soda in one hand and a slice of everything-pizza in his other.  Their eyes locked and her heart did a funny little flip.  He didn’t say a word, but Melanie knew with absolute certainty that he’d arranged to have the pizzas and sodas delivered.  How he’d done that without her noticing, she wasn’t sure.  And how he’d timed it so perfectly was another mystery. 
Turning to look up at him, she saw the closed expression in his eyes and knew he wouldn’t admit it, but something told her that he was responsible for the food.  “You ordered the pizza.”
“Prove it,” he challenged, leaning closer to her.  
Her eyes squinted as she looked up at him, surprised by the soft, melting sensation deep down in her middle.  “You’re secretly a nice man, aren’t you?” 
His eyes hardened and he shook his head.  “No, Melanie.  I’m not a nice man.  You should remember that.  I’m not nice.  I can’t be nice to make it in the business world.  I’m hard and indifferent to a lot of things that you probably value very highly.”
“Is this your way of making a pass at me?” she teased, not believing him at all. 
“No.  That is my way of warning you.  You can believe me or not, but I don’t want lies to muddy the waters between us.”
A sobering comment, if ever she’d heard one.  “Jackson…”
“Are you thirsty?” he asked abruptly as he stepped over to the tub of drinks in an ice bucket.  He even opened the soda for her, handing it to her.  
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” he replied just as politely.  “I’ll get you something better to drink for dinner.”
There was a long, pregnant moment as she replayed his words in her mind.  When she finally realized what he’d said, she shook her head.  “We’re not having dinner,” she replied firmly, then took a long sip of the soda.  
“Keep telling yourself that.  But we are.”
“You’re not asking, I’m guessing?” 
“Not at all.  You’ve avoided me for too long.  It’s time to talk face to face.”
Melanie shuffled her feet guiltily, looking down at the ground for a moment.  “I’ve sent you reports about the projects updates and…”
He turned so that his body blocked her from view.  “You and I both know that it’s not about the damn project, Melanie.  If you’re kidding yourself about that, then let me set the record straight. I’m interested in you.  I think you’re a fascinating person who is intelligent and funny.  I enjoy talking with you because you have opinions, but don’t shove them down the throats of others like so many do.” 
Wow!  That sounded…really nice!  “Is that it?” she asked, a bit breathless after what he’d just said.  
His grey eyes searched her features.  “No. But I don’t think you’re ready to hear the rest.”  
She frowned at him, pretty sure he was right.  “You’re not my type, Jackson.”
“What’s your type?”
She looked away, unable to hold his unwavering gaze.  “I don’t know, actually.  The men I’ve been out with recently have all been rather…” She stumbled, trying to think of the right word to use the men she’d dated in the past.  
“Tap water,” he filled in. 
Melanie laughed but…he was kind of right.  “Okay, they’ve been a bit boring.  But that doesn’t mean that you and I have a future together. And you know I don’t believe in casual relationships.”
“Maybe not a long future,” he agreed.  “But we can enjoy each other while it lasts.”
She tilted her head.  “Is that your dating philosophy?  To just date one woman after another until you no longer enjoy the relationship?  Then you move on?” 
He shrugged slightly, apparently seeing nothing wrong.  “Yes.  Is there a better way?” 
“Perhaps if you found someone that you want to spend the rest of your life with, you’d be happier.”
He grinned slightly before he replied, “Who says I’m not happy?” 
She wasn’t sure why, but Melanie didn’t think that he was particularly happy.  It might have been the way he held himself, perhaps because she suspected he was tense or hyper aware of her.  “I don’t think you’re all that happy.  So I’m saying you’re not happy.”
“I’m happy.  But I’ll be thrilled once I get you in bed and can make love to you properly.”
She snorted at that.  “Right.  Like you want that.”
He stared at her and she recognized the stunned look.  “You think I don’t want you?” he demanded.  Suddenly, he’d shifted once again, looking down at her with an intensity that knotted the muscles in her stomach.  
“Well, the last time we were out to dinner, you left me at my door without even a kiss goodbye.”
He took her hands when Melanie tried to walk away, wanting to hide her hurt from him.  But he didn’t let her hide.  He pulled her right back to face him. 
“Melanie, you’d had too much wine.  And yes, that was my intention because you needed to relax around me so that we could get to know one another.  But when we have sex for the first time, I want you fully aware and making decisions with logic, not alcohol.”
She glared at him.  “You mean you dumped me on my doorstep because you thought I was drunk?” 
“Not drunk, but definitely not sober enough to make that kind of a decision.”  He moved closer and Melanie realized that he smelled really good.  Hot and sweaty, but not in a bad way.  It was more of a manly scent.  
“Melanie, are you telling me that you would have said yes that night?” he growled.  
She shrugged and tried to step back, but something was blocking her retreat.  “Not yes.  But…”
“But not no,” he finished for her.  Then he threw back his head, laughing.  “So that’s why you’ve been avoiding me for the past two weeks.  Because you thought I was rejecting you!”  
She didn’t like how that made her seem.  It came across as insecure and she damn well wasn’t insecure!  “No, I…I didn’t…you didn’t.”
“Stop talking, Melanie,” he ordered with another chuckle.  He turned and grabbed the last few shovels, tossing them into the back of the pickup truck that was returning the equipment to the gardening shed.  “Come on,” he took her hand, pulling her relentlessly towards his car.  
“I can’t come with you!” she gasped, digging in her heels.  He was like a bull racing towards red and she was the flag!
“Of course you can.”
“No.  I’m in charge.  I need to…” she looked around at the work site, but almost everyone was gone.  All the supplies were packed up and there were only two people carrying pizza boxes to the dumpsters by the school cafeteria.  
“Everyone’s cleaned up and most of the crowd is gone.  So yes, you can come with me.”
He was right, which meant that she was scrambling for an excuse.  “I have my own car.”
“We’ll come back for it.”
“I can’t just leave it here!” she yelped, grasping at straws.  
“Yes, you can.  It will be fine.  It’s in an elementary school parking lot.  Don’t worry about it.”
“I will!” she muttered mulishly. 
“Then I’ll just have to do something to distract you,” he said, as he opened the passenger door.  But Melanie stood there, staring at him and shaking her head.  “Melanie, get in the car.”
“No.  You’re scaring me and I’m not ready to make a decision about us tonight.”
“Fine.  I’ll just kiss you right here and get you to the point where you can make a decision about tonight.”  He leaned in closer.  “And I’ll keep kissing you until you’re no longer scared.”
Melanie shook her head, her hands dropping to her sides, but her fingers curled into fists of frustration and…and desire.  “Jackson, this is crazy.  I didn’t mean to imply that we should have had sex two weeks ago.”
He realized how nervous she was and moved closer.  “Melanie, I promise everything will be okay.  We’re not going to do anything that you don’t want to do.”  He looked behind her and nodded to someone that must be walking towards the parking lot.  “But I’d rather have this conversation in private rather than where the parents of your students can hear us.”
She thought about that, glancing around.  Sure enough, the last few parents were still cleaning up, but they glanced in their direction curiously.  With a huff, she turned to glare up at Jackson again, accepting that he was right.  At least about their public conversation.  “Fine.  But I’m taking my own car.  I’ll drive to my place and shower.  Then we can meet somewhere…”
“Your place it is,” he said and slammed the passenger door closed.  “I’ll follow you to your house.”
And with that announcement, he led her over to her car and handed her into the driver’s seat.  
On the ten minute drive to her house, Melanie called herself twenty kinds of a fool.  What in the world was she thinking?  She couldn’t be with a man like Jackson!  He would never fit in her life.  He was too dynamic and she was a mouse.  She liked staying home at night, watching murder mysteries on television, and was contemplating getting a cat for a companion.  He probably went out to fabulously glamorous galas every night, talking with powerful, important people from around the world.  The people who made the decisions that changed world history.  She was a mouse and he was a lion of the world.  And lions ate mice for breakfast! 
As soon as they arrived at her house, she jumped out of the car and stopped him, placing a hand on each arm to keep him from stepping up to her front door.  “Jackson, let’s talk about this.”
“We are definitely talking about this,” he agreed, moving up another step.  Melanie backed up as well, keeping pace with him.  “But we’re going to do it inside.  Not out here on your front porch.”  When she tried to stop him again, he simply picked her up and carried her to the porch, then braced his arms on opposite sides of her front door, looking down at her with a patient expression in his eyes.  “Open the door, Melanie.”
“No.  We’re not going inside.”
“Yes.  We are.” He plucked her keys from her hand and unlocked the door himself.  He wrapped an arm around her waist and carried her inside the door, kicking it shut behind them.  
“I’m going to shower.”  And without another word, he pulled off his sweaty, dirty tee shirt and headed up the stairs.  
Melanie stared after him, stunned by the sight of all those muscles rippling along his back and arms.  He was magnificent!  He was so powerfully built, she couldn’t imagine wanting him to ever put a shirt on again.  Wow!  The man was hot!  
And he was in her shower!  
She stood there for a long moment, wondering what in the world she was going to do.  The man was in her shower.  He was rubbing her soap all over his amazing body.  And yes, Melanie was actually jealous of the soap that got to feel his muscles.  And…other things!
“I’m not going there,” she whispered to herself, squeezing her eyes shut against the tempting picture.  “I’m not picturing him naked.  In my bathroom.  And besides, he’s probably not naked.  He’s probably….”
“I’m definitely naked,” he announced, walking down the stairs with a towel wrapped around his waist.  Very low around his waist.  “Go take a shower and I’ll start dinner.  You only ate half a piece of pizza.  Not enough.”  With that, he gave her a nudge toward the stairs.  “I promise to stay down here while you shower.  No peeking until we’ve talked.”
Melanie’s jaw was very nearly on the floor.  She couldn’t speak. He was in her house and he was naked.  That towel was low enough that she could see all of his chest, his back, his arms, and his rock hard abs.  Idly, she wondered how many sit-ups the man had to do to maintain those abs. 
“I’ll whip it off if you ask nicely,” he told her, grinning mischievously. 
Melanie’s eyes snapped upwards and she realized that she’d been staring.  She scurried up the stairs, ignoring the soft, deep laughter behind her.  
Standing in the steamy bathroom, Melanie was stumped.  Could she really get undressed with Jackson downstairs in her kitchen?  But she was sweaty and filthy from digging all day.  There wasn’t anything to do but take a shower.  
She was in and out in ten minutes, shampooing her hair and soaping her body as fast as she could.  When she stepped out, she peeked around the doorway.  Thankfully, she could hear Jackson downstairs, so she padded quickly into her bedroom and dried off, pulling on a pair of leggings and a big tee shirt.
She didn’t bother to brush her wet hair, just pulled it all up on top of her head.  Adding only a touch of mascara and lipstick for color, she stood at the top of the stairs and took several deep breaths.  What the hell was she doing?  She had a naked man cooking in her kitchen!
“Come on down, Melanie.  I’m not naked anymore, I had some extra clothes in the car.”
Somehow, that was both good and bad.  But she ventured down the stairs into the kitchen to find him wearing a clean pair of jeans and a tee shirt.  No socks, which somehow seemed very intimate but also soothing in a strange way. 
“Why do you have clothes in your car?” she asked.  
“Because I travel a lot for work and keep a bag in the trunk for emergency trips when I don’t have time to run back to my place for clothes.”  He turned and handed her a small glass of wine.  “I won’t make the mistake of two weeks ago.” 
She was about to sip when he said that and she hesitated, not sure what he meant.  
He took the wine out of her hand, and set it on the countertop.  “Let’s just get this out of the way before any more misunderstandings happen,” and he kissed her.  Really kissed her!  He wove his fingers into her hair, pulling her against him.  
Melanie leaned into him, surprised by how much she’d wanted this kiss. When his mouth moved from hers to place soft, nuzzling kisses along her neck, she couldn’t stop the shudders that tore through her, intensifying every sensation.  
“Do you believe me now?” he asked harshly, his hands sliding out of her hair, down her back.  When his hands gripped her hips, she gasped when he pulled her against him, feeling the hard evidence of his arousal against her stomach.  
“Yes!” she gasped.  For a long moment, neither of them moved.  They simply stared at each other, their breathing ragged as they absorbed the impact of the moment.  
No one had ever held her like this before.  Then again, no one had ever taken her to this peak of need so quickly either.  She was completely out of her element.  
Apparently, Jackson was not!  
“I’m going to make love to you tonight, Melanie.  Any objections?” 
Did she want this?  She thought about the heat pressing against her belly, his strong hands on her hips. Yes, she very much wanted to make love with Jackson.  It might be the stupidest thing she’d ever wanted, and she’d probably regret her decision tomorrow, but at this moment, with a clear head and a clear objective, she wanted this. 
“Yes!” she whispered. 
That was all the response that Jackson needed.  With a flourish, he lifted her into his arms, carrying her back up the stairs, kicking the door to her bedroom closed behind them.  He laid her in the middle of the bed, then stood up and stripped his shirt off.  Melanie watched, pushing up onto her elbows for a better view.  Sure enough, all of those muscles she’d seen earlier, when he’d come downstairs after his brief shower, were still there. 
She wanted to touch him, to explore every line and angle on that chest.  And when she pulled her eyes up to his, the heat she found there gave her confidence.  So, instead of just leaning back and watching, wishing she could touch him, she pushed up onto her knees and reached for him.  Tentatively at first, Melanie smoothed her fingers down his chest, tracing the ripples and muscles, exploring the indentations.  She especially loved the dip right at the base of his sternum.  “I don’t know why this is so fascinating, but I love this spot,” she whispered, lowering her head to press a kiss there.  Tasting him with a flick of her tongue.  When that wasn’t enough, Melanie moved to another spot, her mouth following her hands, touching and tasting every stop along that glorious chest.  When she found his nipple, she was fascinated by her thumb moving back and forth over that spot.  She heard him groan and touched her tongue to the place as well.  Another groan.  A shudder.  This big, huge, strong man reacted that strongly to just her tongue on his nipple?   Melanie explored more, moving over his chest, higher and higher.  His shoulders rippled with muscles, but it still wasn’t enough.  Higher, she teased his neck, his ears, pulling him lower so that she had better access. 
When her lips brushed against his, he took over, more ravenous than before!  
Every place she’d explored on Jackson, he did the same to her.  Lingering over her neck, he nipped and teased, finding every spot that made her tremble.  Closing her eyes, Melanie tried to control the rush of desire that his mouth and hands created within her, but it only intensified the sensations.  Gasping, hissing, trying to wiggle away, only to come right back for more.  His mouth and hands were relentless.  When he whipped her tee shirt over her head, she didn’t resist, craving his hands against her bare skin.  She whimpered, her fingers reaching behind her, trying to get the bra off so it was out of the way.  She wanted his mouth on her breast, his tongue touching her nipple!  Seconds later, the catch released and she pulled it away, then grabbed his head and pulled him back, silently begging him to continue. 
“Don’t stop!” she gasped, unaware of how her hips arched against his, her legs wrapping around his waist.  All she knew was that his mouth was hot and seemed to have a direct line from her nipple to her core.  “Oh, please don’t stop!” 
He didn’t!  His tongue lashed her nipple while his lips pulled and sucked against the sensitive nub.  Her back arched, which pressed her breast into his mouth more perfectly.  
Just when she thought she couldn’t take any more, he pulled away and kissed his way down her body.  With swift hands, her leggings and underwear were gone, pushed out of his way as he continued to explore. 
When she felt his fingers touching her, she pulled away, but his touch felt…wonderful!  “Jackson?” she whispered, her fingers sliding against his shoulders and into his hair. 
“Just relax, Melanie,” he said softly, letting his fingers move along her stomach, then lower and lower until…one finger slid into her heat and Melanie arched, her legs automatically opening wider, giving him better access.  
“I don’t need this,” she whispered softly, her tongue darting out to wet her lips.
He laughed, the sound low and deep.  “I do,” he argued, then slid another finger into her heat.  Sliding it in and out, he watched as his fingers disappeared into her pink folds.  “You’re beautiful, Melanie,” he told her and there seemed to be an urgency in his voice.  
“Whatever,” she groaned, lifting her hips, out of control now.  She didn’t care what he did to her, as long as he kept doing that!  
 
Jackson watched, his body on fire with desire.  Everywhere he touched her, she shivered with excitement.  She was so beautiful, so responsive, and so…his!  He kept coming back to that word and it didn’t feel wrong this time.  It felt right, powerful, and exactly what he wanted.  Melanie.  His.  
Her reactions, her whispers and gasps…they all belonged to him!  
When he touched his tongue to that spot, the taste of her made his head spin!  Every touch, every taste only further marked her in his mind as his woman.  He wanted all of her to himself, which both shocked and excited him.  Melanie.  His woman!  
“Jackson!” she shrieked, unable to keep still. She lifted her hips entreatingly. 
“Yes, Melanie?” he asked from his position between her legs.  The best place in the world, he decided. 
“I can’t…!”
“Yes, you can,” he assured her, and flicked his finger against that nub one more time before taking it fully into his mouth.  Over and over, his tongue circled and flicked, his mouth sucking as his mind thrilled to every gasp he pulled from her.  And too soon, he felt her inner muscles clench around his fingers, then a burst of throbbing, trembling, and shivering as an intense climax burst through her.
Gentling his touch, he kissed his way back up her body, reveling in how perfectly she fit against him.  When he braced himself over her, looking down into her sated features, Jackson smiled.  He’d done this to her! And he wanted to do it again!  
“Thank you!” she whispered, her hands sliding up over his shoulders.  
He chuckled softly, and pulled back.  “You’re welcome, but you know we aren’t done yet, right?” 
Melanie watched with fascination as he ripped open a condom.  “Can I…?”
He groaned and shook his head.  “Not a chance, honey,” he told her firmly as he rolled the protection down over his shaft.  “After what you just did to me, there’s no way I will last if you do.”  And with that, he lowered himself between her legs, pulling her knees up once again.  “Tell me if I hurt you,” he warned. 
Pressing into her heat, he paused, awed by how tight she felt.  “Mel,” he groaned.  
She lifted her hips and he felt her soft hands against his back.  She felt good! Her fingers were like points of electric excitement and her body was so tight!  Sliding in several inches, he pulled back, trying to control himself.  But she was just…perfect!  
With each thrust, he pressed deeper, fighting himself as he tried to go slowly, but she felt too perfect!  He could feel her body mold around him and moved a hand down her side, lifting her hip up slightly.  “Just like that, honey,” he encouraged.  And then he was in.  All the way in.  Jackson paused, looking at Melanie’s features.  Her eyes were closed, her back arched ever so slightly and…then she looked up at him.  Her dilated irises told him…well, he couldn’t stop, sliding in and out of her tight heat.  With every thrust, her body tightened around him, pulling him higher and higher.  
“Not without you!” he groaned, concentrating as his hand slid between their bodies.  With gentle movements, he brought her back to the edge…then paused.  “Look at me, Mel!” he demanded, his voice cracking with urgency. 
She was writhing under him now, trying for that one last push that would send both of them over the edge.  But he wouldn’t let her, holding her still.  “Look at me!” he ordered. 
Only when she looked up at him did he thrust back into her.  Over and over again, he pressed deep into her body, thrusting against that nub and…!
She screamed, her legs wrapping tightly around his waist.  That movement was all it took to bring him over that edge as well.  He couldn’t hold back.  Not with Melanie.  She took everything he had to offer, then gave it all back to him with her soft touches and her warm, sweet breath as he collapsed against her.  Jackson buried his face against her neck, shocked by how incredible she was, how incredible they were together.  
For long moments, there was no sound in the room other than their labored breathing.  When he finally sat up, Jackson looked at Melanie and…she was just as surprised as he was.  
“Was that…?”
He shook his head, lowering his mouth to kiss her swollen lips.  “Yes,” he replied, not sure what her question was.  But at this moment, Jackson was afraid that any answer for Melanie would always be yes.

Chapter 4
 
Jackson walked into the conference room filled with people, ignoring their curious stares.  “Go!” he snapped to one of his directors as he sat down at the head of the table.  
A text came through but he ignored it, keeping his focus on the man explaining how his division’s business was thriving.  The guy was doing an excellent job at running the video game division of JJH Technologies.  
That’s when Jackson made the mistake of glancing across the table at his brother.  Jake was wearing an annoyingly smug expression. 
Jake glanced pointedly down at Jackson’s cell phone and Jackson knew that the text message was from his brother. 
Even more reason to ignore it, Jackson thought.  Once again, he tried to focus on the speaker, but then his thoughts drifted to the way Melanie had looked this morning when he’d left her bed.  So beautiful, he thought.  She’d been warm, sweet, and sexy as she curled around the pillow.  She’d sighed his name and it had taken all of his willpower to stop himself from crawling right back into bed and making love to her again.  She’d been so damn beautiful! And now that he knew what kinds of sounds she made when she climaxed, he was…
Hell, he was in trouble!  
His cell phone vibrated again and Jackson shot a glare towards the other end of the conference room table.  Jake was just setting his phone down and Jackson knew his brother had sent another text.  
With a flick of his finger, he pushed the phone several inches away, silently warning his brother that he wouldn’t be interrupted.  Even as he forced his attention back to the next person discussing variances and profit margins, another text came through.  Jackson turned the cell phone over and picked up his pen, making notes about…hell, he had no idea what was going on.  Between memories of last night and Jake’s messages, he wasn’t listening.  Normally during these meetings, Jackson would interrogate his directors, demand answers to issues that had come up over the month and listen to the solutions  
But in this instance, all he could do was pretend to focus.  He was counting the hours until he could get the hell out of the office and go back to Melanie.  Once that thought occurred to him, he started counting the number of different ways he would make love to her tonight.  He’d like her on her knees so he could watch her butt as he…
Another vibration and Jackson picked up his cell phone, turning off the vibration.  He turned back to the speaker, still pretending to listen, while wondering what it would be like to have Melanie on top, his hands free to enjoy her breasts while she found satisfaction.  Damn, he’d love to see her like that. 
It took every ounce of his control to focus on the speaker and the details of the meeting instead of thinking about Melanie in bed.  But somehow, he managed it. 
When it finally broke up, he bolted out of the conference room.  
Unfortunately, Jake followed him back to his office. 
“You met someone,” Jake announced as soon as they were behind closed doors.  
“I meet people every day.”
Jake laughed, sitting down on the sofa, tossing his papers onto the cushion next to him.  “Yeah, but this someone is special.”
Jackson glared at his twin brother, unwilling to tell him about Melanie.  He didn’t know why he was keeping her a secret.  He just…
Surprised, he looked at Jake.  All their lives, the two of them had been best friends.  Closer than best friends!  Too many times, they could read each other’s moods and minds.  So, why didn’t he want to tell Jake about Melanie?  
He didn’t know and didn’t want to figure it out either.  Glaring at his brother, he snapped, “Don’t you have work to do?” 
“Nope.  All of my projects are ahead of schedule.  A fact you would be aware of if you’d been paying even the slightest bit of attention in that meeting.”  He paused to let that comment sink in.  “So…who is she?” 
Jackson wanted to…he wasn’t sure.  Melanie was…private!  “Get out, Jake.”
“You know that’s not going to happen, right?”
“I could make it happen,” Jackson growled. 
Jake only laughed.  “Chloe forbade brawling after our last fight.  Too much breakage.  So that’s not an option unless we’re at the gym.”  He leaned forward, bracing his arms on his knees.  “Who is she?”
“None of your business,” Jackson snapped.  
“I believe you mentioned it being your business when I was dating Megan.”
Jackson remembered and chuckled as the memory flashed behind his eyes.  “It was only my business when you were being an ass and putting the project in jeopardy.  This isn’t the same thing. I’m not being an ass.”
“Yeah, you’re too cheerful to be an ass.”  Jake stood up and collected his papers.  “But you’ll screw it up.  And when that happens, I’ll be perfectly happy to gloat.”  He punched Jackson’s shoulder on his way towards the door.  “And then I’ll help you fix it.”
“As if you’re such an expert at relationships?” 
Jake laughed, pausing with his hand on the doorknob.  “Megan is pregnant,” he announced, his smug expression changing to one of outright happiness. 
Jackson was stunned for perhaps two seconds as he absorbed that news.  “Pregnant?  Really?”
“Yeah.  We’re not telling anyone else yet, but…” he shrugged because Jackson wasn’t just anyone.  They’d always told each other everything.  That’s just what twins did with each other.  They’d shared a womb since conception and the trend hadn’t stopped.  
“Congratulations!” Jackson exclaimed, delighted.  “When?  How is Megan doing?”
Jake grinned, obviously still processing and more than slightly dazzled by the news.  “Yeah, she’s feeling great so far.  No morning sickness yet, but we’re expecting it to kick in pretty soon.”
“That’s great!  When is the baby due?” 
“The doctor said next April.  A spring baby.” 
Jackson laughed and walked over to hug his brother.  “That’s great!  Congratulations!” and he pounded Jake on the back.  
“Thanks.”  He took a breath, shaking his head as he pulled open the door.  “Back to work.”
Jackson chuckled as he rounded his desk again.  He loved being an uncle.  His older sister, Chloe, had two adorable twins, Della and Danny, who were a delightful handful and a lot of fun.  Being an uncle was the best.  He got to have fun with his niece and nephew and then hand them back in a couple of hours.  It didn’t matter if the kids were sticky or wiped out, he could still just walk away and plan their next adventure. 
Now he’d have another niece or nephew to have a blast with.  The anticipation was intense but… he wondered what it would be like to have his own child.  As soon as the thought hit him, he pictured Melanie, thinking about how incredibly beautiful she would look roundly pregnant.  
Normally, pregnancy would give him a shudder of horror.  But the idea of Melanie pregnant…wasn’t horrifying.  In fact, it was pretty damn appealing!
Jackson pulled a stack of reports closer, shaking his head.  Thinking about Melanie and babies was ridiculous.  He wasn’t ready to be a father and Melanie was…she was beautiful and sexy and more than he’d ever thought a woman could be, but she couldn’t be his “forever” woman.  He doubted any woman could be that for him.  He was too cynical and jaded by the world.  
 

Chapter 5
 
“I’m picking you up,” he announced as soon as Melanie answered his call.
“And what are we going to do?” she asked sassily, causing a smile to break out on his face.  
“I’m making you dinner.”
“Really?  You can cook?”
He laughed as he handed a contract over to his assistant, nodding to tell her that he was leaving for the day.  “Anything you don’t like to eat?” he asked, heading to the elevator.  
“Hmmm…broccoli,” she admitted.  
“Anything else?”
“I’m not a fan of cauliflower either.”
“Got it.  Not a cruciferous fan.  Anything else?”  She paused and he stopped in the middle of the hallway.  “Melanie?” 
“Who is this?” she asked suspiciously. 
Jackson chuckled.  “Cute,” was his only reply, since her laughter caught him off guard.  Damn, he liked the way she laughed! It sent lust shooting through him while, at the same time, a sense of intense satisfaction.  The two sensations shouldn’t be able to happen at the same time, but they did.  “What are you wearing?” 
Another laugh and he had to brace himself.  Looking around, he noticed that there weren’t many people around.  He probably should have checked for bystanders before asking that question.  
“Nothing?” she offered. 
He almost tripped over his feet.  Instantly, an image of her naked, like she’d been last night, popped into his mind.  Turning slightly, he leaned away from anyone who might overhear.  “Are you kidding?  Melanie…!”
Another one of those sexy, husky laughs and he’d be done for!  
“No, not really.  I’m just messing with you.”
He sighed, closing his eyes, trying to get his body back under control.  But the image of her working naked all day…Oh hell!  He was in trouble!  
Looking around again, he gritted his teeth.  “Be naked when I get there.”
“What happened to you picking me up so that you could cook for me at your place?” she asked innocently. Jackson wasn’t fooled.  He could hear the teasing in her voice as well.  
“We’ll order pizza.”  And with that, he ended the call.  
“I’m out of here,” he told his assistant.  The woman looked surprised and he understood.  Any other day, he might have laughed at her expression.  But not tonight.  Not with Melanie naked and waiting for him.  
The trip from his office to Melanie’s house normally took about ten minutes.  With the possibility of her naked…well, he hadn’t gotten beyond the naked aspect of his fantasy.  But it took him less than seven minutes to pull into her driveway.  As he raced up the wooden steps, he could feel his anticipation spiking.  Would she really be naked?  Would she answer the door like that?  Damn it, the idea was hot!  
Quickly, he glanced behind him, wondering if her neighbors could see her if she answered naked.  He didn’t like the idea of others seeing her!  But he liked the idea of her flashing him a bit of skin!  
He started to knock on her door but before his knuckles connected, the door opened…
She wasn’t naked.  But close enough!  The thin, barely-there robe draped over her body showcasing every damn curve!  
“Mel!” he groaned and stepped into the house, slamming the door closed behind him as he pulled her into his arms.  For a long moment, he just stared at her, his gaze drinking in each of her curves.  Her pretty nipples peeked shyly against the thin material and he wanted to both savor the image and order her to remove the robe so he could see all of her.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t speak.  
“Jackson, you’re making me nervous,” Melanie announced, interrupting his perusal of her curves.  
His eyes snapped up to hers, realizing that her dark eyes were worried.  Because he couldn’t speak to reassure her, he did the next best thing.  He picked her up so that her mouth was level with his and kissed her as he pinned her to the wall.  Immediately, he divested her of the robe, letting it slip down to the floor with barely a whisper.  
“Take me to bed,” she whispered when he finally released her mouth.  
He glanced up the stairs, shaking his head to release some of the lust clouding his thoughts.  But it didn’t help.  “No time,” he groaned.  He lifted her higher so that her breasts were at the same level as his mouth, capturing her nipple, teasing it, loving it, torturing the stiff peak until she cried out and her sexy legs tightened around his waist.  
He turned and aimed for the couch, but she ground against his erection and he could feel her heat through his clothing.  With a groan, he lowered her to the floor and kissed all the way down her body.  “Too hard,” he hissed and rolled so that he was on the floor and she straddled him.  
He wanted to slow down, to help her catch up to where he was, but she reached for his belt and he just about lost it.  She freed him and he watched as her eyes drifted closed.  Fumbling in his pocket, he found the condom and tore it open.  She grabbed the protection from his hands and scooted down his body.  His clothes were still on!  Hell, he hadn’t even loosened his tie!  But when she touched him as she fumbled with the condom, he didn’t care.  He’d take his clothes off later.  Right now, he just needed to be inside of her, to feel her clench around him!  
“There!” she gasped and shoved him, so she was on top.  “Now, Jackson!” she gasped, bracing her hands on his stomach.  With a sigh, she lowered herself onto him and Jackson clenched his teeth, fighting to maintain control.  Watching her taking over like this was so hot!  So incredibly sexy!  
All of that was before she started moving.  He couldn’t tear his eyes away from her.  Melanie’s head fell back slightly, her eyes drifting closed as she started moving, her body angling in ways that made her feel good.  He’d thought she was sexy before, but watching her now…!  It was the hottest thing he’d ever seen!  
Taking charge, he lifted her hips and pulled her forward, giving her more friction.  She gasped at the first thrust, but he needed her to…faster!  He helped her until she was right on the edge.  He could feel her body tense, watched as her mouth fell open as she hovered…right there.  He pulsed again, sending her over, then hung on as she screamed his name, writhing against him.  Her frantic movements were all it took for him to reach his own orgasm and he held on, praying that his hands weren’t too tight as he buried his face against her neck.  
A long time later, the hard floor started to make itself known.  Opening his eyes, he looked at the ceiling, then at Melanie, smiling with satisfaction as he heard her soft breathing.  She hadn’t moved, not even an inch, he loved the feeling of being connected with her.  She was like a shy, sexy lightning rod for him.  Yes, she was beautiful, but there was something more to her.  Something about her that just clicked for him.  He didn’t understand it, but he loved it.  He loved the way she felt against him, the weight of her and the feel of her soft curves draped against him was…perfect!  
That’s when she giggled and he lifted his head, looking down at her again.  “Want to share the joke?” he asked, skimming his fingers along the curve of her bottom.  Damn, she had a perfect ass!  
Melanie rested her chin against his chest.  “You’re still fully dressed,” she teased, then tugged playfully at his tie. 
Jackson lifted one arm, noticing that he hadn’t even taken off his suit jacket.  “Damn it!”  He shifted slightly, smiling as she gasped in disappointment as he pulled out of her.  “I was ready for you as soon as I got on the phone with you.”  He kissed her gently, and stood up.  Reaching down to help her up as well, he kissed her again before heading into the powder room to clean up.  
When he came back, Melanie wasn’t around.  “Mel?” he called.  
“Up here!” he heard her say from upstairs.  A moment later, he heard the shower turn on.  With a smile, Jackson strode up the stairs, pulling at his tie as he stepped into her bedroom.  “Shower it is,” he murmured, mostly to himself.  
Eventually, he ordered Chinese food and had it delivered to the house since neither of them had the energy to go out and get it.  She offered him a beer and she pulled down a bottle of wine, then they stretched out on her couch and watched a movie, bickering cheerfully about whether they should watch a chic flick or an action movie.  In the end, they compromised, watching the action movie first and the romantic comedy second.  But about five minutes into the second movie, Jackson glanced over to find Melanie sound asleep.  
He watched her for a long time, noticing her long lashes, the fullness of her lips, and her cute nose.  All of those things were usually evident when she was awake.  But with her eyes closed, he could focus on the rest of her.  When she was awake, Melanie was vital and gorgeous.  It was hard to notice the small details about her when there was so much else to notice.  
Normally, this was the part of the evening when he would kiss her goodbye and head home to his own bed.  Hell, normally, he would have been gone hours ago!  But this was nice, he realized.  Yes, he’d love to wake her up and make love to her again.  Although, having her snuggled up against him was pretty damn nice too!  So instead of heading home, he gently picked her up and carried her up the stairs. 
“I can walk,” she murmured, leaning her head against his shoulder. 
“I know you can.  But I like carrying you.  I’m staying the night, by the way.”  
He waited, tensing, expecting her to say he should leave.  But instead, she gave him a sleepy smile.  “I’d like that.”
She brushed her teeth and washed her face, then yawned as she grabbed for a short nightgown.  “You’re not going to need that,” he said as he borrowed her toothbrush, watching her.  Jackson realized that he simply enjoyed watching her move.  With a blush that was barely visible in the dim light of her bedroom, she smiled shyly and dropped the nightie back into the drawer before stripping off her clothes and sliding into the bed. 
Jackson finished up in the bathroom, then stripped off his own clothes and slid in beside her.  Flicking off the lights, he pulled her into his arms and proceeded to make love to her slowly and thoroughly.  

Chapter 6
 
Four weeks.  Four weeks!  He and Melanie had been together for four weeks!  What the hell was going on?  But even as he thought that, he took the stairs to her house two at a time, eager to spend time with her.  It wasn’t just sex either.  He loved being with her.  Ringing the doorbell, he slid his hand into his pocket, fingering the ring concealed there.  
Four weeks into a relationship and he’d already bought a diamond ring.  How stupid was he?!  And it hadn’t been four weeks into the relationship.  He’d bought the ring last week.  
The feelings Melanie inspired in him were…amazing, overwhelmingly so.  He loved cooking with her, laughing with her, making love with her…he loved just coming over and watching a movie, sitting on the couch with Melanie curled up in his arms.  
If anyone had told him a month ago that he would be a snuggler, he would have laughed in their face, and probably punched them too.  He’d never liked it when the women in his life snuggled.  It was such a ridiculous idea that he’d rejected even the thought. 
But now he didn’t like it when Melanie was too far away.  Even when she cooked, he wanted to be touching her.  Or just close to her.  There were two perfectly comfortable chairs in her tiny den, but the chairs were forever ignored in favor of the couch.  
Or the bed.  He chuckled, thinking about how much time they spent in her bed.  He should probably be embarrassed by how much he wanted her, but he wasn’t.  Their sex life was incredible and getting better by the day.  Every time she touched him, he wanted to make love to her.  Hell, she just had to look at him for his body to react.  It was instantaneous and intense.  
The door opened and there she was.  “Jackson,” she smiled.  
“You’re overdressed,” he warned as he stepped into her house and lifted her into his arms.  
Melanie laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck.  “You’re early.”
“Does that mean you would have put on something more interesting if I’d come five minutes later?” he teased, setting her down and pressing her against the back of the sofa.  His hands slipped under her shirt and Melanie shivered with the heat of his fingers.  
“It means I might have finished dinner in anticipation of you doing this to me.”
He glanced over her shoulder at the kitchen as his hands moved higher, discovering she wasn’t wearing a bra.  “Dinner?  I’m not hungry for dinner,” he warned.  
“Oh, you want to go for a walk?” she teased, but he was way ahead of her.  In punishment, his thumb flicked over her already hard nipple, causing her to gasp and grab his wrist.  “Not in the mood for a walk?” she asked, her eyebrows lifting as if it were an innocent question.
“Not really,” he replied, lowering his head as he nibbled along her neck.  “I think you know what I’m in the mood for, Melanie.”
“I think I do.  But…”
He lifted his head, his fingers pausing their delicious torture.  “But what?  Are you okay?” 
She stared up into his heated silver gaze, hesitating.  Her mouth opened.  Then closed.  With a sigh, she shook her head as her mouth twisted into a derisive cringe.  “I don’t have anything, Jackson.  I was trying to keep teasing you but nothing else came to my mind.”  Her hand covered his on her breast.  “And if you don’t keep going, I’m might just melt into a puddle at your feet,” she whispered, her lips hovering just under his. 
He continued to stare at her for a long moment, then his reaction kicked in and she yelped as he bent down and tossed her over his shoulder.  “You’re going to pay for that,” he threatened. 
Melanie laughed as she tried to push her hair out of her eyes.  “Promise?” 
In response, he swatted her bottom as she squirmed and giggled.  “You can’t spank me!” 
So, he did it again and flipped her over onto the middle of her bed.  Leaning over her, he used his teeth to pull her shirt up and out of the way.  “You’re not wearing a bra, Melanie,” he growled as his hands smoothed up her stomach before cupping her unencumbered breasts.  
She rested her fingers on his shoulders, fascinated by the way he was stripping her down.  Not with his hands, but with his mouth and teeth.  Slowly.  
“I know I’m not wearing a bra, Jackson,” she tried to wiggle away as his fingers continued to tease.  “I…”
He froze suddenly, his fingers digging into her hips. “Don’t you dare say that you took it off right before I got here,” he warned as he pulled her shirt off.  “Tell me that you’ve had your bra off all day long.”
She laughed, fully understanding where he was going with this.  “I have been working on new school assignments, Jackson.  Sitting at my desk, without a bra on, all day long.  And thinking of…” he pinched her nipple, making Melanie writhe.  “I thought about you all day long.”
“Tell me you weren’t wearing underwear too!”
She gasped as he pinched her nipple again, causing pain and pleasure to pool in her loins.  “I was.  But tomorrow, I have to go to the grocery store and I’ll keep them off.”  She pushed against his shoulders until he was flat on his back and she straddled him.  “I’m going to wear a skirt, Jackson,” she whispered as she unbuttoned his tailored shirt, hearing him groan.  “And it’s going to be short.”  He closed his eyes as he pictured her, so innocent, yet so….  
She smiled and lowered her head, kissing his lips very softly.  “Maybe, I’ll bend over a little.  Just enough to make others…” he grabbed her and twisted until she was underneath him.  “Damn it, Melanie!” he growled, pressing her legs apart and ripping her underwear off, tossing the scrap away as he unzipped his pants.  “You know exactly how to drive me wild!”
He grabbed a condom and rolled it on as she slid her hands up her thighs.  He watched, fumbling slightly as he tracked the progress of her hands.  “Touch yourself, Mel,” he ordered roughly, pressing her legs wider.  “Touch yourself for me.”
She did, sliding her fingers down her stomach to her core.  With trembling fingers, she spread herself wider, exposing her pink folds to him.  
“I can’t take any more.” A moment later, he was inside her, pressing deep and lifting her knees so her legs wrapped around his waist.  He moved inside of her and she closed her eyes, too caught up in the friction and the incredible pleasure, the intensity that was building…
“Come for me, Mel,” he groaned and moved his thumb lower, rubbing against that sensitive nub.  It was just too much.  She arched against him, losing herself in the crashing waves of pleasure.  Melanie wasn’t aware of anything but the heat, the pleasure and took all of it.  Moments later, she felt him follow and squeezed her inner muscles, helping him to find his release.  
It was all too much and still, not enough.  She couldn’t get close enough to Jackson and the tears rolled out of the corners of her eyes as she buried her face against his neck when he tumbled on top of her.  
“Thank you!” she whispered.  She let her fingers drift into his hair, amazed at how soft his hair was when the rest of him was rock hard and rough.  Even his voice was rough and grumbly, his lips seeking as he nuzzled behind her ear causing her to smile and shiver at the same time.  
“You’re beautiful and you drive me wild, Mel,” he told her, nipping at the shell of her ear.  
“You’re pretty overwhelming yourself,” she sighed.  He started to pull out, but she held him in place.  “Just for another moment.”  He stilled and Melanie relaxed, loving the feeling of being connected with him like this.  It was so intimate, so perfect.  She knew that he’d make love to her again before they both fell into a deep, exhausted sleep, but this moment was just…perfect.  
“You’re hungry, aren’t you?” she whispered, knowing that he was always hungry.  Hungry for one thing or another. 
“Yes,” he replied, lifting his head and looking down at her breasts.  
Melanie laughed, holding his head to keep him from toying with her nipples again.  They’d never eat dinner if they started over again.  The first time was always fast, but after Jackson’s appetite had been appeased once, he took his time, savoring every reaction, making her mind spin and her body ache until he decided she’d had enough and gave them the release they both craved. 
“I meant for food.”
He grabbed her wrists and held her hands above her head.  “Depends on what you made for dinner.”
“Remember that chicken casserole with cheese and potatoes that you liked so much last week?” 
He blinked and jumped out of bed, scooping her up into his arms to carry her into the shower.  “Why didn’t you tell me that when I walked in?  We could be eating already!” 
Melanie laughed, loving this playful side of him.  Both of them knew very well that he wouldn’t have stopped making love to her when he’d walked in.  Nothing stopped him unless she was on her period or if she was stressed about something.  
Even in the shower, he took her hands and pressed them to the wall behind her back.  “I don’t think I can wait to eat dinner,” he told her as he nibbled along her shoulder.  
“Um…Jackson?”  She knew exactly what he was about to do and wasn’t sure she could…then he touched her.  He knelt down and pulled her leg over his shoulder.  Apparently, yes!  She could!  Melanie should have known better than to doubt Jackson’s amazing lovemaking skills.  He was a master!  His fingers and mouth were tantalizing, teasing, bringing her closer and closer to release until…! 
“Jackson!” she gasped, her shoulders bracing against the tile wall as her fingers tangled in his hair.  When he stood up, there was a look of triumph in his eyes.  
“Oh, you think you’re the only one who can drive someone wild?” she taunted, pushing his shoulders so that he was in her place.  
His deep, rich laughter only spurred her on to show him that he wasn’t the only one who was a master.  Or mistress.  Or whatever.  She kissed her way down his body, tasting, licking, teasing, and reigniting his lust.  When her mouth wrapped around his erection, she could only take a portion of him into her, so she used her hands to cover the rest of him.  Melanie knew that she was doing it right when she felt his hands in her hair, his fingers guiding her gently.  But she didn’t want to be gentle.  She wanted to make him as wild as he made her, so she pushed his hands out of the way.  
“Mel!” he groaned, bending over slightly when she increased the suction, flicking her tongue against the underside.  “You can’t…!”  She looked up at him at the same moment that he opened his eyes to look down at her.  That look was all it took to send him over the edge and he leaned his head back against the wet tiles as he lost control.  
When it was all over, he lifted her up and kissed her, holding her close as he shuddered through feelings he couldn’t speak out loud.  Then she felt his hands on her again, pulling her up against his hard, muscular body, cradling her gently.  “You’re gorgeous!” he groaned as he lifted his head. 
“And you’re the most amazing man I’ve ever known,” she told him with a sincerity that showed through as she hugged him.  
When his arms closed around her, Melanie knew that she never would find any place that made her feel as good as she did when she was in his arms.  

Chapter 7
 
Melanie froze and stared at the man in her doorway.  “Roy?” she yelped in surprise.  “Oh my god, Roy!”  Melanie threw herself into her brother’s arms.  “What are you doing here?!” she demanded.  “I thought you were backpacking through China!”
The big guy laughed as he hugged Melanie.  “I was.  Now, I’m not!” After a tight, affectionate hug, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders in typical brotherly fashion as he entered her house.  Looking around, he surveyed her small, cozy cottage.  “Damn, Mel, your house needs a bit of dust and someone to mess it up!”
She laughed, leaning in to hug him again.  “Shut up!  I know you love my house and it’s a whole lot better than the filthy tent you’ve been living in for the past year.”
He chuckled in unspoken agreement as he followed her into the kitchen.  “True, but that doesn’t mean I’ll admit that the place is cute and you’ve done a great job of fixing it up.   Nor will I tell Mom and Dad how bright and cheerful it looks.”  He peered into the kitchen.  “Flowers?” he demanded with mock disdain.  “Seriously?  You had to cover the windows with flowered curtains.”  Sighing, he shook his head.  “You’re such a girl!” 
“Yeah, I guess I am,” she rolled her eyes.  Then she turned serious, looking up at her brother.  “I’m so glad that you’re here.  I want you to meet someone.”
“Someone special?” he asked, stealing a carrot from the tray she’d been setting for dinner with Jackson.  “Someone that has kept you from chatting with your one and only younger brother who hasn’t seen you in almost a year or spoken to you in a week?” 
She stopped cutting and set down the knife, looking at her brother.  Truly looking at him as she contemplated his words and tried to figure out how to reply.  In the end, she went with complete honesty.  Roy would see through any half-truths anyway.  “Yes.  He’s very special.”
Roy stopped chewing the carrot, frozen as he looked down at her.  “How special?” he asked, the teasing glint gone from his hazel eyes that were so similar to her own.  
“Very.”  She took a deep breath.  “I love him,” she admitted, then slowly released that breath.  “Wow!  I hadn’t said it out loud before!  Not even to myself, actually.”
 
Jackson pulled up outside of Melanie’s house, determined to tell her how he felt about her and about where he’d like their relationship to go in the future.  He wasn’t exactly sure how she would take it but…he wanted her to know.  They’d been together for six weeks now.  He’d never been with someone for that long before but he knew that there was something different about Melanie.  Something he wanted for the rest of his life.  
But as soon as he parked his car on the street, he noticed that the front door was ajar.  “What the hell?!”  Panic seized him by the throat, his heart slamming in his chest, he hurried up the porch steps. 
 “Love is a pretty big step.  Are you sure that it’s love?” 
Jackson froze in the middle of her tiny family room, staring at the tall, handsome man who was holding Melanie’s hands.  His Melanie!  What the hell was going on?! 
That’s when she beamed up at him and the look…it was soft and…hell, that was not a friendly smile!  “Yes.  I’m sure.  It’s love.  A crazy love that makes me laugh and cry and feel good all the time.”
What the…?!  Melanie was in love…with that guy?  Jackson felt his body go icy cold, then hot.  Fury unlike anything he’d ever experienced before hit him.  And that was before the other guy took her into his arms.  
“If you’re sure, then that’s great, Mel.”
Jackson wanted to rip the man’s arms off and beat him to death with them. Turning on his heel, he stalked out of the house, slamming his car door.  Tires squealed in the distance and he wondered vaguely who would be driving like a lunatic in a neighborhood with such narrow streets, but he was too intent on getting away.  Melanie, his Melanie, was in love?  With someone else? Impossible!  Just last night, she’d looked at him as if she were in love with him!  Only moments ago, he’d been about to propose!  
Back at his place, he poured himself a large scotch, downing it in one swallow.  But even the burn of the scotch couldn’t douse the fury inside of him.  Nor could it stop the picture of Melanie declaring her love to another man from playing behind his eyes.  
He poured another scotch and took the glass over to the windows, staring out at the summer skyline.  Melanie was in love with another man?  He didn’t understand!  How could she have given herself so completely to him, while being in love with someone else?  That just didn’t make any sense!  
His cell phone rang and he looked over at his discarded jacket.  Jackson didn’t even remember taking it off, much less tossing it over the back of the sofa.  His cell phone had fallen onto the tile floor, causing the sound to echo in the big, empty room.  Looking around, he noticed all of the tan in his house.  Tan was just a muted color of brown, he realized.  Everything in his damn house was brown, tan, or…tan.  There was no color.  There were no flowers.  Hell, he didn’t even have a plant!  
Six weeks ago, he’d never thought twice about his house.  It was a place where he slept at night and changed clothes.  Other than that, it was just…a house.  It provided shelter and had a place for him to grab something to eat if he wasn’t going out somewhere.  But it was just a house.  There wasn’t anything special about the place, although the architecture was pretty damn impressive.  
It wasn’t colorful though.  And it didn’t have that cozy feel that invited one to sit back and relax.  It was just…brown.  Tan.  Boring!
Which was probably why he’d been spending so much time at Melanie’s house lately.  She had flowered curtains and colorful pillows, a quilt on her bed that her grandmother had made for her.  It was frayed at the edges, but he liked it.  Hell, the shower was pink!  A damn throwback to the seventies, which hadn’t been in good taste even then.  But Melanie had made that stupid, pink bathroom look…quaint, charming.
“Damn it!” he grumbled and lifted the crystal decanter of scotch only to find it empty.  “Jake!” he cursed his twin brother, glancing at the empty decanter.  “Fill up the damn bottle when you drink my stuff!”  
Walking over to the liquor cabinet, he grabbed another bottle of scotch, but this time, he didn’t bother to pour it into the elegant, crystal decanter.  He simply poured it straight from the bottle and headed out onto his patio.  It was a nice area, he thought.  “Why don’t I come out here more often?”  In the heat of the summer, this area was high enough that it benefited from a cool breeze, providing a break from the heat.  “Because I’ve been over at Melanie’s house too much lately!” He took a long sip of the scotch.  Funny, he thought as he lifted the glass up to the sky, his gaze contemplating the liquid, the scotch didn’t burn any longer.  In fact, he wasn’t feeling a whole lot of anything at this particular moment.  
Unfortunately, his ears were still working!  That wasn’t good, he thought and ignored his phone when it started ringing again.  Unfortunately, the damn phone didn’t stop, it just kept buzzing, the sound alternating between phone calls and texts.  He knew that the calls and messages were probably from Melanie.  Or his brother.  Chloe might be trying to reach him, but Jackson doubted it.  She had no reason to try and besides, she was half a world away with her husband and kids.  
Still, he walked over to the phone, irritated that he wasn’t drunk yet.  He might not be able to feel his fingers, but he could still feel the…
“No!”  
“No what?” 
Jackson glared as his brother strolled casually into the room as if nothing were wrong.  As if the world were still right and wonderful and, damn it, he hated Jake right now!  “I’m changing the locks,” he muttered, taking his scotch and heading back out to the patio in an effort to avoid him.  
“Why would you do that?” Jake asked, bringing his own glass of scotch out and sitting next to Jackson on the expensive patio furniture that had barely ever been used.  Jackson noted vaguely that his patio furniture was dark brown and light brown, and muttered a curse. 
Jackson turned a glassy glare at his twin.  “So irritating brothers aren’t able to come in and annoy me?” he offered, lifting his glass up again. 
“Ah, so we’re getting drunk, are we?” he asked and lifted his own glass, sipping the expensive scotch rather than gulping it down.  “Care to share the reason?” 
“No.”
“Melanie…?”
Jackson jerked up off of the chair, walking furiously away.  “Don’t ever mention that woman’s name again,” he growled, turning to glare at his brother. 
Thankfully, Jake only lifted his hands in the air in surrender.  “Never again,” he promised, sitting down in the chair next to his brother.  “So…bad night, huh?” 
Jackson ignored him, preferring to stare into the skyline of the city.  He didn’t want to talk about Melanie and the other man.  Because talking about it, explaining why he was so angry, meant that Jackson would have to replay the images in his mind.  Not a good idea at the moment.  
Maybe tomorrow.  Yes, tomorrow he’d explain to his brother what had happened.  Tomorrow, he would be over Melanie.  Not that he was overly upset about her tonight.  Betrayal was expected of women.  He hadn’t thought it of Melanie, but that just meant he was more of a fool than he’d thought.  Because he’d trusted her.  
Standing up, he moved over to the bannister, leaning a hip against it while one hand slipped into his pocket, his fingers encountered the diamond ring.  More evidence of what a fool he’d become.  Over a woman!  What the hell had he been thinking?!  Women weren’t to be trusted!  Women were nice distractions from the tedium of one’s day, but he’d made the mistake of thinking Melanie was different.  
Not that he’d ever come close to proposing to any of the women in his past.  
“Why do you think you’re a fool?” Jake asked. 
Jackson’s head swiveled around, glaring at his brother.  “I’m not a fool.”
His brother’s face remained impassive as he asked, “So, why did you just tell me that you were a fool?”
Jackson looked down at the amber liquid in his glass.  He’d said that out loud?
“Yes.  You said it out loud.”
Jackson sighed, putting the glass down.  Perhaps he was drunker than he’d thought.  
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking too, but didn’t want to mention it.”
Jackson glared at his brother, furious at…everything!  “Would you stop that?” 
Jake held up his hands again.  “Hey, brother, I’m just responding to your comments.”
Jackson pulled back, wondering what else he’d said.  
“That you’re in love with Melanie and something went wrong tonight.”  Jake chuckled at Jackson’s scowl as he slapped his brother on the shoulder.  “No, you didn’t say that out loud.  I just read your mind.  There are some advantages to being a twin, you know.” 
Jackson leaned his forearms against the bannister, bowing his head as he considered his next move.  “I’m over her.”
Jake leaned against the railing as well.  “You’re not.  Why don’t you talk to her?  I’m sure whatever you fought about wasn’t worth this kind of heartache.”
“I don’t have any heartache,” Jackson argued.  “And I’m not speaking to…that woman…ever again.”
“Right,” Jake replied, nodding his head.  “But…could you fill me in on what she did to upset you?”
 “No.” He walked into his bedroom, stripping off his clothes and stepped into the shower.  Standing in the shower, he tried to wash away the stink of tonight, to get rid of the stench of Melanie’s betrayal.  But instead, he was overwhelmed by memories of Melanie, her soft touches, the way she’d kiss him lower and lower until she was on her knees, pleasuring him.  Or when he would find the spots on her body that made her shiver until he was on his knees in front of her, one of her legs tossed over his shoulder as he pleasured her.  And the way she clung to him as her body throbbed with release.  
Muttering a string of curses, he shut off the water and grabbed a towel off of the stack right beside the shower area.  Glancing at the clock, he realized that it was close to midnight.  Where the hell had the evening gone?  And had he really been drinking ten thousand dollar scotch for the past six hours?  
“Hell!” he grumbled and whipped the sheets back on his bed.  But try as he might, he couldn’t sleep.  Because the bed was all wrong.  It didn’t have lumps.  It didn’t have a handmade quilt.
And it didn’t have Melanie curled up against his side. 
“Damn it!”   
Jackson sprang out of bed and pulled on clothes.  It was two in the morning and he wasn’t getting any sleep.  “Might as well be productive,” he muttered to himself.  He headed for his home office.  Logging on, he worked through the backlog of e-mails, sending instructions on several ongoing projects.  
By the time Jake walked into the room with a cup of coffee the following morning, he was way ahead of schedule.  
Jake walked into Jackson’s home office, looking rumpled and exhausted, but not nearly as rough as Jackson felt.  “You realize that you’ve just sent out fifty e-mails to the staff with instructions to do all sorts of things that are already in the works, right?” Jake asked, leaning a shoulder against the doorway.  
“You need to shave,” Jackson muttered, snatching the mug and taking a long sip of steaming hot coffee.  
“You’re judging my appearance?” Jake asked, chuckling.  “At least I got a few hours of sleep.  You were the one pacing around in your bedroom, showering, and muttering curses all night.”
That might be a fair jab.  Jackson hadn’t looked in the mirror this morning.  When his hand touched his cheek, he was shocked to discover that he hadn’t shaved this morning.  Ignoring that, he looked over at his computer monitor.  “Why are you here?” 
“Because you’re upset and someone had to babysit you,” he explained, turning on his heel and walking out of Jackson’s office.  “And to stop you from taking over the world, apparently.”
“I heard that!” Jackson called out as he headed for his bedroom to get dressed for the day.
Jake chuckled as he pulled his ringing cell phone from his pocket.  “Hi honey,” he greeted his wife, Megan.  “No, he’s not okay.  Something happened with the woman he’s been seeing and he’s pretty upset about it.  Are you doing okay?” He paused for a moment, smiling at whatever she said.  “Well, I’ll be home tonight.”
Jackson didn’t want to listen to his brother talk to his wife with that affectionate tone of voice.  It irritated the hell out of him!  “Go home.  I don’t need you here,” Jackson snapped, pulling a dress shirt on.  “Megan is pregnant.  She needs you a whole lot more than I do.”
Jake ignored him.  “Yeah, I’ll talk to you in a while,” he said softly to his wife, then slipped the phone into his pocket.  “You’re a mess.”
“I’m fine,” Jackson argued back.  The doorbell rang and he looked over his shoulder at Jake.  “Tell me you didn’t call Mom.”
“I didn’t call Mom,” Jake assured him, then watched as Jackson opened his door to reveal Chloe, their sister.  Technically, she was only their half-sister.  But since Deni Hughes, their mother and Chloe’s stepmother, had raised Chloe since she was five years old, the brothers had claimed Chloe as their full sister.  And she never argued with them.  At least, she never argued about the little stuff.  When they’d stuffed chewing gum into the pockets of her jeans or put mud in her favorite shoes, the ones she was going to wear to a fancy dance with the boy she was ‘in love with’, she’d gone ballistic about that. Sisters!
 
Melanie pushed the sheets off her legs and forced her feet over the side of the bed.  
Then sat there.  She didn’t want to get up.  She didn’t want to cook breakfast.  She didn’t want to do anything.  
She’d called Jake last night, out of desperation, needing to know that Jackson wasn’t hurt or killed.  Jackson hadn’t arrived at her place for dinner as planned so, when he still wasn’t there hours later and he hadn’t answered his phone, she’d finally convinced the security guard to contact Jake Hughes to make sure that Jackson was okay.  
Jake had texted an hour later, letting her know that Jackson was fine, just getting drunk.  Although, Jake didn’t know why.  
And Melanie hadn’t heard anything from either of them since.  She hadn’t slept at all, wondering why Jackson was getting drunk and she couldn’t believe he would simply ignore her phone calls and texts all night.  That was so unlike him.  They texted several times a day when he didn’t have back to back meetings.  Sometimes the messages were fun and flirty.  Other times, he told her exactly what he was going to do to her as soon as he saw her, causing her to tremble with need and anticipation until he walked through her door.  
Roy turned when she walked into the kitchen, sympathy in his eyes as he handed her a cup of coffee.  “No word?” he asked, pulling her into his arms.
“I’m sure he’s okay,” she told her brother, leaning her head against his shoulder.  
“Why don’t you go talk to him face to face, find out what happened last night?”  
Melanie bit her lower lip, not sure what to do.  Jackson’s silence last night seemed to tell her exactly what was going on.  “I don’t know,” she replied, thinking that she should have anticipated this.  Jackson was a player.  He’d warned her from the beginning that he wasn’t a long-term kind of guy.  She should have been prepared for this.  
But something told her that there was more to this story than just Jackson being finished with their relationship.  Something was wrong.  
Roy sighed and patted her back as only a brother could.  It was an awkward gesture, but filled with love and concern.  “Talk to him, Mel.  From what you’ve told me about this guy, last night was completely out of character.”
Melanie wiped the tears from her eyes.  “Fine.  But you have to come with me.  I can’t face him alone.”
“Scary man?” he teased, tweaking her nose slightly.  
“He can be very scary at times.”  
An hour later, wearing in her favorite dress, which made her feel powerful, she stepped into the executive area of JJH Technologies.  
“Good morning, Ms. Larsden,” Doris greeted Melanie as soon as she walked in.  
“Is Jackson avail–”
“No.  I’m busy,” Jackson interrupted, coming up from behind her and simply walking into his office and slamming the door.  
Melanie stared at the empty doorway, her heart feeling as if it might explode from the pain lodged there. 
Melanie turned, looking into the shocked eyes of Jackson’s assistant.  Melanie didn’t know what to say, how to react.  
“I’m so sorry, Ms. Larsden,” Doris whispered, leaning forward.  “He’s been in a foul mood all morning.  I have no idea what’s gotten into him.”  She patted Melanie’s shoulder.  “I’ll call you when he’s in a better mood.”
Melanie looked at Jackson’s assistant as her heart ached even more painfully and forced a smile.  “That’s okay.  I don’t think I’ll need to discuss anything with him.”  She lifted her chin and added, “Ever.”  
With that, she turned on her heel and walked out, aware of Roy trailing behind her but, thankfully, he was silent.  There wasn’t any brotherly teasing or pithy comments about her taste in men. He simply walked beside her, a big, reassuring presence that Melanie was grateful for.  
It took about three minutes for the elevator to bring them down to the lobby and another five to leave the building and head down the block.  But that was as long as she could hold it in.  As soon as she rounded the corner she burst into tears, grateful for Roy’s presence as he pulled her in close for a hug.  
“I know, Mel.  I’m sorry.”  
Somehow, she got home.  Probably due to Roy’s gentle guidance.  But as soon as she stepped through the door, she climbed the stairs, tossed her shoes into the corner, and curled up on her bed.  She couldn’t sleep, but simply stared out the window, wondering what she’d done wrong.  Why he’d acted like that.  None of it made sense!  There’d been no warning of his intentions yesterday or the day before.  In fact, she’d thought he was just as deliriously happy as she was.  
Apparently, she’d been wrong. 
She ignored the gentle knock on the door, but her brother poked his head in anyway.  “Mel, I’m making some soup and grilled cheese sandwiches.  You’re going to eat something.”  It wasn’t a question, it was an order.  
Melanie didn’t respond and Roy quietly closed the door, leaving her alone with her thoughts.  But a half hour later, he reappeared, carrying a tray with two bowls of soup and two grilled cheese sandwiches.  “You have to eat,” he ordered.  “You didn’t eat dinner last night or breakfast this morning.”
He set the meal on the bedside table and stuffed pillows behind her back.  When she didn’t move to take the food, he sighed and shook his head.  “Mel, this is crazy.  You have to eat.  You start back at school in a week.  You will be facing twenty-five to thirty fifth graders and they will eat you alive if you don’t keep up your strength.”
Any other day, Melanie might have laughed.  But she was cold and numb, in more pain than she’d thought possible.  Moving in any way might cause her to shatter.  So she sat very still, not able to contemplate moving.  
“Here,” he set the soup on a pillow on her lap.  “Eat,” he ordered and handed her a spoon.  
Melanie eyed the soup and the spoon in her hand, not sure what to do.  “I can’t eat anything,” she told her brother, feeling nauseous at the thought.  
“Try,” he urged, nudging the hand holding her spoon.
Melanie shook her head slightly.  “Please,” she sobbed, choking slightly.  “Just take it away.  I’ll eat something.  Later.  Not right now.”  
Roy took the soup and moved it away as Melanie crumpled into a heap of misery.  He pulled her into his arms and held her as she cried, sobbing incoherently at times.  Finally, exhausted and cried out, the tears stopped.  She sniffed, gratefully accepting the tissue Roy handed her.  “Thanks,” she whispered.  “I just need to sleep, okay?” 
He looked at her, his eyes worried.  “Okay, but promise me that you’ll eat something tomorrow.” 
“I promise,” she said, already sliding down in the bed, pulling the quilt up and over her shoulder.  And continued staring, although this time, she stared at the wall instead of the window.
 
“You’re being an ass.” 
Jackson glared at his sister across the island countertop. “I love you too,” he replied sarcastically.  She was making him breakfast, but Jackson wasn’t hungry. Not even his sister’s famous chocolate chip pancakes that she made every year when the whole family went camping together could tempt him, although she was trying.  And he loved her for it! 
“You know that I love you,” Chloe said, then flipped over a perfectly browned pancake and poured more batter in for the next round.  “But you’re being an ass.”
He sipped more coffee, ignoring the burn in his stomach.  “Why are you here?  Don’t you need to be taking Della and Danny to school?  Isn’t Girad irritated that you’re out of the country?”
“Girad is perfectly capable of handling the kids, and he has plenty of staff to help him.”
Jackson took another gulp of coffee, his stomach roiling.  “And I’m not capable of getting myself ready for work on my own?” 
She glanced at his jawline.  “You missed a spot while shaving this morning.”  Another pancake flipped and she tossed two more onto a plate.  “But you’re still handsome, even if you’re being an ass.”
Jackson stared at the growing pile of chocolate chip pancakes, wondering how he could politely tell his sister to get the hell out of his house.  He was fine in his misery!  He didn’t need her to fly halfway around the world to take care of him.  “I don’t want to eat anything.  I don’t have time.”
“Doris already canceled your first meeting,” Chloe told him and nudged his shoulder until he was sitting in one of the chairs pushed up to the kitchen island.  “You have time.”  She took his coffee cup, replacing it with a glass of milk.  “You need the calcium and I suspect that your stomach needs a break.  Over the past week, I haven’t seen you without a cup of coffee in your hand unless it was a glass of scotch.”
Jackson eyed his sister with surprise and a touch of admiration.  “You’re a bit bossy, aren’t you?”
Chloe laughed softly, turning to fill another plate with chocolate chip pancakes for Jake who was just coming out of the guest room, showered, dressed in a pressed suit, and freshly shaved.  “Just noticed, huh?” 
“I have to get to the office,” Jake announced, walking by Jackson and punching his arm.  “Take care of our wee beastie, okay, Chloe?” 
Her grey eyes danced as she nodded. “I’m on it.”  
A moment later, the front door to Jackson’s house closed.  
He shrugged off Jake’s jab and took a long sip of the milk, surprised that it did make his stomach stop churning.  Although, it wasn’t his stomach that hurt the most, he thought.  
“I don’t know.  I guess I’ve always tried to annoy you so I never noticed when you were annoying me.”
“Good point,” she replied, tossing another pancake onto his plate.  “Eat.”  And she pulled a bowl of fruit from the fridge.  She didn’t say anything until he’d finished the whole plate of pancakes as well as a large portion of fruit.  
When he leaned back in his chair, obviously full, she went for the kill shot.  “Want to talk about it?” she asked gently.  
“Nope,” he snapped, rinsing off their plates and loading them into the dishwasher.  “What are you and the kids doing this weekend?” 
“I get it,” Chloe replied, standing and walking over to him.  She didn’t say anything.  She simply hugged him.  He stood there for a long moment, not moving, before he hugged her back.  They didn’t move for a long time.  Just stood there and Chloe knew that Jackson was in real pain if he was willing to accept her affection without doing something annoying, like pulling her hair.  
When he pulled back and took a deep breath, she knew that he was back to trying to be superman. 
“I have to get to work.”
“I know,” she said, nodding as he grabbed his keys.  “Good luck.”
He stopped and kissed the top of her head.  “Thanks for breakfast.”
“You’re welcome.”  And he was gone.  Chloe watched him, her heart aching for how sad he was.  And the poor guy didn’t even know it.  His pain was shrouded in anger because that was easier for him to deal with.  She understood it, but knew that he couldn’t move past it until he acknowledged the pain.  Which he wouldn’t do, if Jake was any barometer.  Jake had pined for Megan for years, not acknowledging his pain after she’d left him abruptly so many years ago.  They’d been college sweethearts, until Megan had…well, that was all water under the bridge now.  
Thankfully, they’d worked things out, even if there was still that cloud of worry hanging over them.  Every day, there was the chance that Megan’s cancer could return.  The horrible disease had changed their perspective though.  Each of them considered a day together to be a gift, a chance to explore their love.  They lived life every day as if it could be their last.  
And now they were going to have a baby!  Chloe was excited about becoming an aunt, but as she looked around at Jackson’s impeccably decorated and depressingly boring house, she wondered if it would take him a decade to get over whatever his lady-love had done.  
She certainly hoped not.  Jackson was a great guy, for a brother.  No, she thought as she grabbed her keys and headed out the door, ensuring that the alarm system was activated.  “He’s a great guy no matter what,” she muttered as she walked out of his house.  

Chapter 8
 
Melanie got through each day moment by moment, breath by breath.  The week before school had started, she’d looked around at the parents and children who had helped with the tomato project and smiled, relieved that everyone was on board.  With every step of the project, she sent off reports detailing the progress of the project to everyone who had helped raise the funds for the effort.  That included Jackson.  When she slapped that address sticker onto the envelope, she felt a painful sense of loss and betrayal.  
She didn’t understand why he’d rejected her so callously and so abruptly.  One day, everything had been wonderful and beautiful and passionate, then the next, he doesn’t show up for dinner?  That was so unlike the man she’d come to know over those six, wonderful weeks.  
Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and stacked the envelope on top of the others.  
“Stop thinking about him,” she told herself.  
“Who are you trying not to think about?” Beth, one of the other teachers, asked as she sat down to help Melanie label the envelopes.  
“Just…” she shook her head, feeling sick to her stomach.  “No one.”
Beth looked at her gently.  “Hey, you’ve lost weight over the past couple of weeks and you’re not looking any better now.  What’s going on?” She tossed another envelope onto the stack.  “Could it have anything to do with that stud who helped us put in the raised garden beds?”
Melanie lowered her eyes, not sure she was willing to talk about Jackson yet.  “We need to get these into the mail as soon as possible.  They should have gone out last week.”
Beth nodded understandingly.  “Right. You’re not ready to talk about it yet but,” she laid a hand on Melanie’s arm, “know that I’m here when you need a sympathetic ear, okay?” 
Melanie blinked hard, fighting back tears.  She was sick of crying and it didn’t help anyway.  “Thanks,” she replied, covering Beth’s hand with hers for a moment.  Melanie took a deep breath and looked at the reports.  “I’m going to run these over to the post office.  Thanks for your help.”
“You’re welcome.  The kids are excited about this project.  You did a great job of getting it ready.  Come springtime, we’ll have those tomato plants in their pots and ready for sale.  It’s going to be an interesting project and it’s all due to your vision.”
Melanie smiled weakly and shook her head.  “Not mine.  This idea came from another teacher who works in Alexandria, Virginia.  I’m just following up on the article I read about the project.”
Beth stood as well, smiling brightly in the face of Melanie’s pain and modesty.  “Well, it’s brilliant!  It teaches the kids about the environment, math, business, art, and writing, all in one cohesive project that the entire school can rally around.  I think the kids are going to make a lot of money too!”
“Always a bonus,” Melanie laughed.  
“Yep!  Everyone loves making money!”
Melanie thought about that statement as she fought a feeling of something just not being right.  She wasn’t eating well, but that was mostly because she didn’t feel good.  Something just…she felt off.  
Pushing her melancholy aside, she forced herself to focus on getting through the day, just as she’d done for the past two weeks and just as she would going forward.  “I can do this,” she told herself.  If she felt exhausted and sluggish, well, that was to be expected since she hadn’t been eating well.  
With the start of school, she’d been so busy, she didn’t have time to think about Jackson.  She didn’t have time to wonder why he hadn’t shown up that fateful evening or why he wouldn’t take her calls or respond to her texts.  For all she knew, he’d blocked her on his phone so he wasn’t even getting her texts or phone calls.
After another two weeks, as the school days slowly settled into a steady rhythm, Melanie managed to convince herself that she was fine.  She wasn’t hurt by his abandonment, because that was just who he was.  She’d known from the first moment she’d met him that he was a player, a man who liked the ladies and variety.  He was the kind of man who simply left when he was bored. 
If she saw his picture on the news or the internet, Melanie convinced herself that she didn’t care that he was alone at the fancy galas he attended or that he looked to be just as miserable as she was.
Because she wasn’t miserable.  She wasn’t feeling well and she was losing weight, but that was a good thing.  Not the feeling bad part, but the losing weight.  But the losing weight was…okay, so she hadn’t needed to lose this much weight and now all of her clothes looked…sad.  Baggy.  
This wasn’t good, she told herself one afternoon as she smiled to the last of her students as they left for the day.  This wasn’t good at all.  She was tired all the time, losing weight, and feeling sick.  Time to start eating better and being more conscious of what she was doing.  Time to get over Jackson and move on with her life.  
And she needed to get back to exercising.  She’d been going to her yoga classes, but not as consistently as she should.  Even when she made it to class, she didn’t put much energy into the exercises and stretches.  Sometimes, she didn’t have the energy for even a half-hearted effort.  
“Time to change!” she announced when she walked into her house that evening.  With renewed determination, she changed clothes and hurried out of the house.  She made it to her yoga class with only moments to spare.  
At the end of the class, she felt much better.  Sweaty and starving, she hurried to the grocery store, stocking up on fruits and vegetables, chicken, and even tossed in a few sweet potatoes – because she had a craving for them.  “You guys look interesting,” she told the orange-ish spuds.  “Why not try using you guys for a while?”
As soon as she walked into her house, she pulled out the sweet potatoes, leaving the rest of her groceries for a moment while she searched for a sweet potato recipe.  “Sweet potato fries?  Why not?” She started chopping.  She chopped up the whole potato, which was a lot of sweet potato because they were huge!  She tossed the sweet potato sticks in cornstarch, a bit of olive oil, adding garlic powder, onion powder, and chili powder.  “Yum!” she announced to the empty kitchen as she slid the sliced spuds into the oven.  
Turning, she noticed the rest of her groceries still sitting on the countertop.  “Ooops!” 
Tossing the ice cream into the trash because it was melting all over the bottom of the fabric bag, Melanie put the chicken into the fridge, then cut up vegetables and fruit for a salad, deciding that she needed the extra nutrition after the way she’d been eating for the past few weeks. 
When the sweet potatoes were done, she ate on every last one!  “Delicious!” she sighed, leaning back in her chair and picking up her book, full for the first time in a long time.  
The following morning, she spied the sweet potatoes on the countertop and shrugged.  “Why not?” and she made another batch of sweet potato fries for breakfast.  They were high in fiber, had lots of vitamins, and were much healthier for her than a regular potato, which was mostly starch.  Plus, the sweet potatoes had potassium.  Lots of potassium.  Melanie had no idea why a body needed potassium, but the headlines all said that it was good.  
After chopping and spicing them up, she popped them into the oven.  The sweet potato fries were exactly what her body wanted and she swept out of the house, ready to start her class with more energy than she’d had in a long, long time!
At the end of the school day, Beth walked into Melanie’s classroom.  “Hey, you were on fire to…” 
Beth stopped, looking over at her friend and co-worker.  “What’s wrong?” she demanded, rushing over to Melanie who was leaning against her desk, looking as if she might fall.  
“I don’t know.  I just got dizzy for a moment,” she whispered, gripping the desk with white knuckled intensity.  
Beth grabbed hold of Melanie’s arm.  “Okay, so hold on.  I’m getting you a chair.”  She pulled Melanie’s desk chair around and helped her friend to sit down.  “You haven’t been eating well lately and have lost too much weight.”
Melanie sighed, feeling hot and sweaty all of a sudden.  “I know.  I went to the grocery store last night and stocked up,” she told her friend.  “I won’t do it again.  I’ve just been…upset.”
Beth nodded sagely, crossing her arms over her stomach as she leaned against Melanie’s desk.  “About a guy?” 
Melanie looked up carefully, not wanting the dizziness to recur.  “How did you know?” 
“Losing weight.  Not eating.  Lack of energy.  There are only two things that cause that kind of depletion of energy, you are either pregnant or getting over a bad breakup.”
Melanie laughed…sort of.  But the P word echoed in her mind.  Beth started talking about something that happened in her class earlier in the day and Melanie pretended to listen, but she was counting back the days since her last period.  
She’d been with Jackson at that point but…that was over a month ago.  Still counting, she felt the blood drain from her face.  She wasn’t just a week late, Melanie realized.  She and Jackson…they’d…she was over two months late!  Was she…?  She couldn’t be!  No!  Oh please, after everything she’d gone through over the past few weeks, please please don’t let her be pregnant!  
“What just happened?” Beth demanded, leaning over and touching Melanie’s shoulder.  “Are you dizzy again?  Should I call an ambulance?”
Melanie panicked at the offer of an ambulance.  “No!  No, I’m fine.  I just remembered that I…I forgot to get milk at the grocery store,” she told Beth.  With jerky movements, she grabbed her purse and her tote bag, which was full of papers to grade tonight.  She’d planned on a sweet potato dinner and grading papers for the rest of the night, sitting in her big chair and relaxing with a glass of wine.  
Change in plans, she thought as she rushed out of the school to her car.  “Pregnant?” she whispered as she drove to the drug store.  
Getting a pregnancy test was simple enough.  Easier than she’d thought, but why it would be hard, she wasn’t exactly sure.  
Ten minutes later, she had confirmation.  She wasn’t just tired because she was sad.  
She was pregnant!

Chapter 9
 
“Okay, this is worse than asking for money,” she whispered to herself as the elevator carried her up to the executive floor of JJH Technologies.  She hadn’t been able to make an appointment, but when she’d arrived in the lobby and explained herself to the security guard, he’d made a call and she’d been allowed to come up.  
Memories of the first time she’d ridden up this elevator swamped her.  That was long gone, she told herself, pressing her lips together as she watched the numbers over the door of the elevator.   Was it moving slower than normal?  
“Just tell him and get out,” she said to the elevator.  Obviously, it didn’t respond, but she felt the tug of apprehension in her stomach.  Dread, she thought.  Yeah, dread that he was going to tell her it wasn’t his child. 
A month ago, she wouldn’t have thought that Jackson was capable of being rude or purposely inflicting pain.  But after his cold, unexplained and abrupt silence, she suspected that he was capable of a lot.  
Stepping off of the elevator, she turned to the left, trying to control her rising terror.  He had been horrible the last time she’d seen him, but this wasn’t a social call.  She didn’t want to tell him, but this was too important.  He had a right to know.  If there’d been any other reason for her fatigue, she would have dealt with this on her own. But…it was his baby too.  Even if he kicked her out of his office, she still had to tell him.   
That had been a big debate she’d had with herself last night.  Should she tell him?  After he’d just abandoned her without any explanation, she was inclined to simply keep the news of her pregnancy to herself.  
But her parents had always taught her to do the right thing, to step up and face the bad stuff just as one would the good stuff.  Life wasn’t always fair, but she didn’t have to be the person who contributed to the unfairness of the world.
 “Good morning, Doris,” Melanie greeted Jackson’s assistant with a weak smile.  “Thank you for allowing me to see Mr. Hughes.”  
Doris smiled.  “I don’t know if it will make much of a difference,” she said softly.  “But he’s been a bear over the past few weeks.  Hopefully, you can put a smile on his face.”  With that, she opened the door to Jackson’s office and announced that Melanie was here. 
“Send her in,” Melanie heard him say.  But his voice was hard.  Definitely not eager as it used to be when she arrived to see him at his office. 
As soon as she stepped into the office, he was standing there.  “I’m not going to dance around the issue, Melanie.  I don’t share.  If you want to have multiple lovers, that’s your option.  But don’t count me in.”  He moved closer.  “If you ever step foot on any property owned by the Hughes family, I will call the police and have you arrested for trespassing.  Do I make myself clear?”
Melanie stared into the eyes of the most amazing man she’d ever met.  She’d fallen in love with him but she’d never imagined this cold, heartless person.  So obviously, she didn’t really know him.  She certainly didn’t recognize the stranger in front of her.
“Crystal,” she said and turned around.  Her fingers fumbled with the doorknob but when he reached around her to help, she cringed away, not wanting him to touch her.  Not after what he’d just said.  “Get away from me!” she snapped and fumbled again with the door.  This time, thankfully, she was able to get it open and she burst out of his office.  Instead of taking the elevator, she rushed to the staircase, needing to get away from him as fast as possible.  She couldn’t stand there and wait for the elevator.  She couldn’t be on this floor where he worked and breathed for another moment.  
It was a long way down the stairs since the doors to the other floors were locked.  She should have thought about that, knowing the intense security that this building maintained.  But she was a schoolteacher and wasn’t aware of the security measures that a building like this must have in place.  
And in the end, it didn’t really matter.  She hurried down the stairs, fighting back tears.  Bursting out onto the street, she breathed in huge gulps of fresh air.  The summer heat and thick humid air had slowly given way to crystal clear air that was still warm, but not like what the city endured over the summer months.  
It didn’t matter.  Nothing mattered but getting away from Jackson Hughes and everything he represented.  She was so hurt by the anger in his voice, the hatred and humiliation…she just ran.  She ran across the ornamental cement area fronting the building.  She ran down the cement sidewalk and all the way to the parking lot.  Once there, she dove into her car, her fingers shaking so badly that she missed the ignition button several times.  
Pulling out of the parking lot, she almost ran into another car coming towards her.  After almost hitting a pedestrian, she pulled into another parking lot and burst into tears.  She was furious with herself for going to him, trying to do the right thing, only to be slapped in the face. 
And what had he said?  Something about not sharing her?  Did he consider her to be a piece of property?  Did he think he owned her?  And who the hell was he sharing her with?  What did he think?  Was he somehow convinced that she was seeing someone else?  
It took her twenty minutes of crying before she pulled herself together.  Wiping her tears away, she took several deep breaths and looked around, orienting herself.  “Get it together,” she whispered.  Pulling out of the parking lot, she made her way back home.  After another batch of sweet potatoes, she sat in her big, comfy chair and considered her options.  She could send him a letter, explaining her pregnancy.  But he probably wouldn’t open it. She could send him a text, but he hadn’t responded to any of her other texts, which meant he had probably blocked her.  
She couldn’t think of any other way to inform him that she was going to have a baby.  Perhaps she could contact a lawyer who could send him official notice, but she didn’t really have the money to do that.  As a teacher, money was always be tight.  She’d accepted that when she’d joined the teaching profession and knew that her life wasn’t going to change.  She didn’t live paycheck to paycheck because she’d bought a tiny house and saved a certain amount every month for emergencies and retirement, but that didn’t mean she wanted to spend her savings informing a man that she was pregnant.  
No, she’d tried.  And failed.  He hadn’t listened to her.  Jackson had thrown out strange accusations and…as she sat there staring out the window into her tiny back yard, she decided that she’d done her duty.  She’d tried to tell him about her pregnancy, and that was all she needed to do.  
With a clear conscience, she stood up and got out the ice cream from the freezer.  Ice cream solved everything, she thought to herself.  Ice cream was happiness in a cold, wonderful mouthful.  

Chapter 10
 
“No!  No, you’re not inviting him!” Melanie snapped at Beth.  
“But…” she stared at Melanie, then at her friend’s giant tummy.  “He’s the one!” she gasped, finally connecting the dots.  “He’s your baby’s father, isn’t he?” 
Melanie pressed her lips together, refusing to answer.  Her hands covered her belly protectively, well, as much as her hands could cover.  Which wasn’t a whole lot, considering that she was more than thirty-seven weeks pregnant.  She was huge!  Absolutely huge!  If she hadn’t had a sonogram several months ago, she would have suspected that Jackson’s twin-genes were at work, but there was only one inside of her and she was grateful for that.  
“He’s not coming,” she repeated, more firmly this time.  “The reception to kick off the tomato sales is for the kids.”
“Yes, but Melanie, if it weren’t for his generous donation, we wouldn’t have the greenhouses, the tomatoes wouldn’t have thrived over the winter, and the kids wouldn’t be selling a bumper crop of tomato plants for their spring fundraising event.  Face it, Jackson Hughes made all of this happen.”
Melanie emphatically shook her head.  “No, the kids made this happen.  They’ve all been hugely on board with this project for months.  They planted the seeds.  They watered the seedlings.  They experimented with the temperatures and light in the greenhouses.  They pampered those plants.  Every child in the cafeteria ate their apples and bananas so that the compost bins could have the cores and peels.  They were very careful about separating out their foods so that only the right foods were tossed into the compost material.  And because of their diligence, the tomato plants had an excellent, nutritious meal of compost every few weeks.”  
She took a deep breath and walked over to the center table.  “The kids made this happen, Beth.  Mr. Hughes only donated the money to start the program.”
“Yes, but you know we couldn’t have started it without his donation.”
Melanie didn’t care.  She didn’t feel like being fair about anything.  It had been a struggle to get through this pregnancy.  Their baby was due any day now and she was terrified!  Terrified of giving birth, even though Beth and Roy both promised to help her through it.  Melanie was terrified of bringing her baby home from the hospital.  Good grief, she hadn’t even finished putting the crib together! Where was she going to put her baby?  She’d tried to figure out how to put the pieces of that stupid contraption together on her own, but someone, a very sadistic person, had written the instructions for crib assembly and they were impossible to figure out!  Possibly because she started crying every time she walked into the nursery.  Or had a panic attack and had to concentrate on breathing and calming down.  
Thankfully, Beth dropped the subject and they moved on to the planning of the tomato plant sale.  
 
Jackson stepped out of his black sedan and looked around at the school grounds.  The place was mobbed with parents and…others.  This crowd couldn’t all be parents of elementary school teachers.  And it seemed that every one, or at least each group of people, had a tomato plant in their arms, several of them admiring the health of the huge plants.  
As a man who hadn’t ever planted a single thing in his life, he knew nothing about tomato plants, but these looked to be pretty big, several of them already had yellow flowers, which he assumed would eventually transform into tomatoes.  Then again, what did he know?  
Walking along the street, because he hadn’t been able to park closer, he realized that several people also had brown bags filled with popcorn.  So the kids weren’t just selling plants, but bags of popcorn as well?  Good for them!  Everyone loved a bargain and food was a huge seller. 
Once again, he wondered why the hell he was here.  He’d gotten the invitation in the mail, but it had simply been an invitation to buy a tomato plant grown by the local school to raise money for both their next crop of plants as well as a school-wide party – depending on how much money was raised during this spring sale.  
He’d thought about teaching the kids how to calculate loan rates and return on investment.  But Jackson had spurned all calls from Melanie earlier in the fall.  Those phone calls had dropped off and, after her last visit to his office, he hadn’t heard from her again.  
Yes, he missed her.  But she’d been with another man.  He’d seen her that day in her kitchen, professing her love for the ass!  Then again later in the week.  She’d been in the same man’s arms, her pretty head resting against his shoulder.  Exactly as she loved to do with him.  Or used to, he corrected.  
“I have to get out of here,” he muttered to himself.  He was just about to turn around when he spotted the long tables filled with tomato plants.  There were hundreds of plants, and all looked pretty darn good!  
And then…he saw her!  Melanie!  She was smiling at a woman, her smile making his stomach clench with jealousy.  If it hadn’t been a woman Melanie was smiling at, Jackson might have walked over and punched the other person.  
Jealousy seared through him and…
Then he looked down.  
What the hell!  Melanie was…huge!  She was pregnant!  She was pregnant with his baby!  A fury unlike anything he’d ever felt surged through him.  Walking over to her, he grabbed her upper arm and pulled her away.  “Excuse us,” he snapped at the other woman, ignoring her look of shock at his rudeness.  
 
Melanie stumbled as she was dragged away from Debbie’s mother. They’d been having a perfectly nice conversation about math tests and grades and…then her upper arm was gripped painfully.  A moment later, she’d been pulled off to the side, almost tripping on the uneven pavement of the sidewalk.  Strong arms caught her and held her safe, but when she looked up into the furious silver eyes of Jackson, she knew that she wasn’t safe.  She was in grave danger.
“You’re pregnant!” he hissed.  
It took Melanie several moments to process everything.  Jackson was here?  He was here!  Damn it, he was here!  After months of not hearing a word from him, he was here? Why was he here? The last time she’d gone to see him, to tell him about her pregnancy, he’d told her never to contact him again.  He’d told her that he’d call the police and have her arrested for trespassing!  
“What the hell are you doing here?” she hissed. 
Jackson’s hand sliced through the air.  “Never mind why I’m here, why didn’t you tell me that you were pregnant?” 
Melanie covered her protruding belly with her hands, as if she could protect her unborn child from his wrath.  
“Get away from me!” she hissed and jerked her arm out of his grip.  “And I’ll issue the same threat to you that you gave to me the last time I spoke to you.  Go away.  If you come near me again, I’ll have you arrested for trespassing.  Perhaps a restraining order would also be appropriate,” she warned.  With that, she turned around and waddled back to the plant sale, trying to dismiss Jackson from her mind. 
Not an easy task when he was so big.  Not to mention, he loomed over her.  
“Oh no!  You don’t get to walk away from me like that!  I need an explanation!” 
She turned around slowly, knowing that her center of gravity was off with her baby so big.  “Jackson, you don’t get an explanation.  I came to you back in the fall to explain.  But you threatened me.  You told me to leave you alone.”  She leaned forward slightly, wanting to be just as intimidating as he was.  But that was hard to do when she was more than eight months’ pregnant.  Not a very intimidating package, she knew.  “You don’t have any rights, Jackson!  Wish granted.  I’ve left you alone!”
His eyes sparkled with fury.  “That was before I knew you were pregnant with my child!”
She pulled back.  “Really Jackson?  Is that where you’re going with this?”  She poked him in the chest.  “You accused me of cheating on you!  You said you didn’t like to share!  Now you’re claiming that this is your baby?”  She shook her head, furious with him.  And she clung to that fury like a lifeline because it was so much better to be angry than scared.  Melanie was sick of being scared, of wondering how she was going to raise a child all by herself. 
“That’s my child!”
She didn’t agree or deny it.  “How do you know?”
Jackson glared at her and Melanie wondered why she was saying things like this.  Of course it was his child.  She’d never been with another man since meeting Jackson Hughes and all she wanted was to throw herself into his arms. 
But she’d gone down that pathway once.  She wasn’t going to believe in him again.  She couldn’t trust him.  He’d thought she’d been with another man and hadn’t had the decency to talk to her about it, to confront her so that she could defend herself.  Nor could she imagine where he had gotten the idea in the first place.  
“Go away, Jackson,” she said and turned around.  
Pain slashed through her pelvis and she cried out, gripping the tree as she bent over.  
“What’s wrong?” Jackson demanded, coming to her side.  Was this another trick?  Was she playing him?  
He looked down at her as she bent over, noticed that her face was white, even her lips as she bit them. 
“Mel, what’s going on?  What can I do?” Jackson demanded, panic rolling over him like a wave. 
She only shook her head, causing the loose bun of silky hair to tumble down around her shoulders.  “Go away,” she whispered, then turned her head as another slice of pain slashed through her body.  
“Mel, this isn’t good,” he warned.  When she started to tumble, he caught her, lifting her up into his arms.  
Others were starting to notice that Melanie wasn’t doing well.  Several mothers rushed over.  “What’s going on?” one of them demanded.  
Jackson tried to swallow the panic that threatened to choke him.  Looking down the street, he tried to find someone who could help him.  Help Melanie!  “I don’t know.  She stopped and then bent over in pain.”
The woman nodded.  “I’m an obstetrician.  I’m calling an ambulance.  It sounds like she’s going into labor.”
Jackson heard the words and a sick feeling hit him.  “I’ll meet the ambulance on the way to the hospital.” 
The doctor nodded as she started talking on the phone.  She grabbed Melanie’s wrist and walked with Jackson to his car, speaking to someone on the other end of the line.  The doctor was saying something about pulse rates and placental ruptures.  Jackson wasn’t sure what that meant, but he was pretty sure that it wasn’t good.  
“Move faster,” the doctor ordered.  “Put her in the back seat of your car and I’ll be next to her while you drive.”
Jackson didn’t argue.  He popped the locks on his car and settled Melanie into the back seat as gently as possible.  Word had gotten around and some of the parents had cleared a pathway for him to get out, stopping traffic both ways.  He peeled out of the parking lot, tires squealing as he raced down the road.  
They passed by the ambulance but Jackson didn’t stop.  He was only two minutes from the hospital and, apparently, the obstetrician was talking to the emergency room doctors.  As soon as he came to a halt in the emergency room entrance, a gurney was there with a crowd of emergency room personnel who immediately lifted Melanie out of the car and onto the gurney.  Moments later, she was whisked away.  
The obstetrician walked over to Jackson, putting a hand to his arm.  “Go inside.  They’ll guide you through her delivery.  I’ll take care of your car,” the doctor said. 
Jackson didn’t need to be told twice.  In a flash, he was gone, rushing through the doors.  A nurse was there, pointing in the direction Melanie had been taken.  The nurse was explaining that Melanie was being prepped for an emergency C-section due to a placental abruption.  She put him into scrubs and led him through the doorway to a surgical area where he found Melanie.  She was on the table with tears falling from her eyes.  When she turned her head, his heart ached for her.  Hurrying to her side, he reached for the hand she extended to him. They were in a surgery room, so many nurses and doctors rushing around.  A fabric screen was put up, shielding what they were doing and Jackson focused on Melanie, on her eyes and holding her hand, trying to give her some of his strength.  
“I’m scared,” she whispered.  “Tell me our baby is going to be okay.  Tell me that she’ll be fine.”
“She’s going to be fine!” he repeated immediately.  The rest of the room disappeared as he looked down at Melanie.  She was pale and terrified and he’d done this to her.  “I’m sorry, Mel.  I saw you with that other man and I just…I couldn’t handle it.”  The beeping sounds faded away, replaced by her soft breathing, the sound of Melanie’s beautiful voice.  
“What other man?” she asked, her lips barely moving. 
“It doesn’t matter now,” he assured her. 
Tears were streaming down her cheeks.  “It does.  I need to know.  You just…left me, Jackson.”  
He closed his eyes, his hands tightening around her cold fingers.  “I know, honey.  But…I couldn’t stand to see you with that other man.”
“There wasn’t any other man, Jackson,” she whispered as another contraction rolled over her.  
“I saw him, Mel.  I saw you in his arms.  I walked into your house.  You’d left the front door open and I was worried.”
Her eyebrows knitted.  “When?  What did he look like?” 
“Tall, brown hair.  Hazel eyes.”
Another tear fell down her cheek.  It seemed impossible under the circumstances, but Melanie actually looked sadder now than she had a few moments ago.  
“Jackson, that was my brother,” she whispered.  “Roy came for a surprise visit.  He…” she choked on a sob.  “It was my brother.”  With that, she turned her head and closed her eyes, pulling her hand out of his. 
Jackson stared at her in horrified astonishment, feeling as if she’d just taken his life away when she’d pulled her fingers out of his hand.  Moments ago, he’d been giving her reassurance.  But now, hearing that he’d made such a monumental mistake, he needed her touch.  He needed that connection with her. To know that she would forgive him. 
Then the doctors started moving faster.  Something was going on and he looked up, taking it all in.  “It’s a boy!” one of the doctors announced.  But there was silence.  A horrible, tangible silence as the doctors continued to work, doing something to Melanie.  
They took the baby away.  There was no sound.  No sound at all!  Weren’t babies supposed to cry when they were born?  Shouldn’t they slap the baby on the butt to get him to start breathing?  But there was no sound.
“What’s wrong?” Melanie sobbed, turning back to him, her eyes pleading for him to make things better.  “What’s going on?” 
Jackson didn’t know.  “Is the baby okay?  Is Melanie...?”  
He stopped, unable to ask.  If Melanie were to…no!  No, she wasn’t going to…
“There’s some bleeding,” one of the nurses explained.  “The doctor is trying to stop it.”
Jackson felt as if he were dying.  Melanie?  He looked down, her eyelids were drooping slightly. 
The doctors didn’t even glance his way.  They all looked too serious, the nurses passing instruments to the doctors, then back again.  
“Doctor Newson is one of the best obstetricians in the hospital,” the nurse told Jackson with a soothing voice.  “She’s doing everything she can to save your wife.”
Jackson didn’t correct the nurse’s assumption that he was married to Melanie.  Right now, their lack of a marriage license seemed irrelevant.  “And my son?” he asked, wanting to look around to see him, but there were so many people around and he didn’t want to leave Melanie.  He reached out, taking her hand again.  He didn’t care if she pulled away, he wanted to touch her, to connect with her.  Thankfully, she curled her fingers around his and squeezed – just a barely there movement.  It was the best sensation he’d ever experienced!  
Another nurse came over and put a hand on Jackson’s shoulder.  “Your son is doing well.”
“But he’s not crying?” Jackson asked anxiously.  
She smiled, he couldn’t see her mouth behind the surgical mask, but her eyes beamed.  “They don’t always cry like in the movies now.  His breathing is extremely good, his heart rate is strong, he has ten fingers and ten toes.  He’s just a bit startled at the moment.  He’s had a busy day!”  
Jackson breathed a sigh of relief, closing his eyes as he sent up a silent prayer.  
“Thank you,” he said to the nurse, squeezing Melanie’s fingers.  
“Would you like to see him?” she asked.  
“You’re doing well, Melanie,” the doctor announced.  “I’ve stopped the bleeding and you’re going to be fine.”
Melanie’s eyes were still trying to close and Jackson didn’t think that was a good thing.  He started to say something, to argue with the doctor.  But she squeezed his fingers again before her hand dropped limply.  “Go look at our son,” she pleaded in a whisper.  “Tell me what he looks like.”
Jackson stared at her for a long moment, torn between wanting to stay with her, to protect her and not lose the connection with her.  But also wanting to see his son, to make sure that he was okay.  
“Go!” she urged weakly, her lips barely moving.  “Then come back and tell me that he’s just as handsome as his father.”
Jackson laughed, shaking his head and feeling the sting of something strange behind his eyes.  “You’re beautiful, Melanie,” he told her.  He gave her fingers another squeeze.  “I’ll be right back.”
The nurse led him to a plastic basinet where warming lights were shining down on a baby boy.  His eyes weren’t puffy like the other babies he’d seen.  He looked…beautiful, he thought.  
“Eight pounds, three ounces,” the nurse told him as Jackson stared down at the tiny infant.  “That’s a big baby,” she teased.  
“He’s mine,” Jackson announced softly, pride making him choke out the words.  “He’s my son.”  The fact that it had been Melanie’s brother released a band around his chest that he hadn’t known was there.  He felt free and…happy!  Damn it, he loved her! He’d been so consumed with jealousy, he’d forgotten how much he loved her.  
He never should have doubted her. Should have allowed her to explain.  She’d gone through this entire pregnancy alone, probably scared, worried about how she was going to handle the responsibility of a child.  A baby!  And he’d pushed her away.  He’d threatened her and rejected her in the most callous way.  During all of it, she’d been nurturing his child.  His son!  
He needed to call his parents.  But first, he reached out, touching his son’s tiny hand.  Immediately, those tiny fingers curled around his finger, holding tight.  “You’re a strong little guy,” Jackson whispered, overcome with emotion.  “I’m going to take care of you, buddy,” he promised.  “I’ll teach you so much!”
“Your wife is ready to be moved to a private room,” the nurse explained.  
Jackson turned, looking down at the woman who thought he was married to Melanie.  “She’s uh…” he stopped, thinking about the ring he’d bought so many months ago.  It was in his pocket.  He’d been carrying it around as punishment, a reminder to him to not be a fool when it came to women.  He’d fallen so hard and so fast for Melanie, he hadn’t wanted to do that again.  He hadn’t wanted to be vulnerable.  
“Jackson?” 
He heard his name and turned, watched a sleepy Melanie as she was rolled out of the surgery room.  She looked as if she wanted to cry, but was too sleepy to do even that.  
“I’m here, honey.  I’m not going anywhere.”
Her eyes closed again.  “Take care of our baby,” she muttered.  Then she was out.  Asleep.  
He looked at her, then back at his son as the nurse placed the tiny infant into a cotton blanket, wrapping him tightly.  “Ready to follow your wife?” she asked with a smile.  
He nodded.  At least, he thought he did.  He wasn’t completely sure.  

Chapter 11
 
“You just have to do everything before me!” 
Jackson turned at his brother’s teasing voice and laughed, relieved to see his family rushing down the hallway towards him.  
“Thanks for coming!” he hugged his brother, slapping him on the back.  
“As if I’d be anywhere else!” Jake replied with equal fervor.  “Congratulations.”
Megan was next, but since she was eight and a half months pregnant, it was harder for him to hug her.  He embraced her gently, careful not to hurt her.  After this morning’s experience with pregnant ladies, he was wary of even touching her! 
His mother was next and she glared up at him, and smacked his shoulder.  “Why didn’t you tell me that you were going to be a father!” she demanded, and threw herself into his arms, hugging him and sobbing.  “I’m so happy for you!”
“Thanks Mom,” he said, feeling better in his mother’s arms.  
His dad followed, beaming with pride.  But before Sebastian hugged his son, he put a hand on each of Jackson’s shoulders, looking him in the eye carefully.  “You’re going to marry this woman, right?” 
A lump formed in Jackson’s throat.  Just thinking about marrying Melanie made his whole body ache with the need to get it done!  To get his ring on her finger!  “As soon as I can,” he vowed.  
“Good man.”  Sebastian hugged Jackson, then pulled back.  “This is the woman you’ve been in love with for the past year, correct?  The reason you’ve been such an ass?” 
Jackson laughed, feeling generous now that he had Melanie back.  “Yes.  She’s the reason I’ve been so unbearable lately.”
Chloe followed and hugged him as well, although how she’d flown from Cordaire to get here so quickly was a mystery he’d delve into later.  “I should have made more pancakes,” she teased.  
Jackson rolled his eyes, feeling too good to give his sister a proper set down for her pancake comment.  He was going to get Melanie back and…hell, they would be a family.  A family that lived in her tiny house because there was absolutely no way he was going back to his tan place.  He hated that house.  He hated every brown and tan inch of it.  He wanted flowers and yellow kitchens and…Damn, there was so much to do!  
Turning to his family, he looked at them with determination.  It was time to take charge!  “Can one of you get over to Melanie’s house and see what she needs?  I have no idea about baby food or diapers.  She mentioned something on the way over about the crib not being put together.”
His father stepped in.  “Don’t give it another thought.  We’ll take care of everything,” Sebastian assured his son.
His mother, Deni, leaned into him and he wrapped his arm around her.  “We’ve got you covered, Jackson.”
“Thanks!” he said with feeling.  “Want to meet your newest grandson and your future daughter in law?” 
“We’d love to,” Deni replied with a smile.  
Jackson turned and poked his head back into the hospital room.  “My parents would like to meet you and…” he glanced over at their son who was in the bassinet, sound asleep after drinking a bottle.  
Melanie looked panicked as he came inside, closing the door.  “What’s wrong?”
“I can’t meet them like this!” she gasped, trying to sit up in the bed, but the stitches from her C-section hurt too much and he rushed over, helping her to sit straighter.  “I can’t…”
“Hey,” he said, cupping her cheek.  “They’re normal people.  They’ll love you.”
She started to shake her head, then looked behind him at the door.  “Fine,” she sighed resignedly.  “What do I care what they think of me anyway?”
He laughed and leaned forward to kiss the top of her head.  “You’re beautiful, Mel.  Don’t worry.”
“Says the man who…” she didn’t finish because he was pulling the door open, amusement lighting up those unforgettable silver eyes.  
The door opened up and in came a group of tall, intimidating men and several shorter women that were so achingly beautiful, it made Melanie shrink back against her pillows.  There was a woman on a man’s arm that looked to be just as pregnant as she’d been yesterday, holding onto a man that looked exactly like Jackson. Another woman walked in, with blond hair and the most beautiful smile Melanie had ever seen.  
The older couple was more intimidating, but only because Melanie grasped that these were Jackson’s parents.  The woman had fine lines around her green eyes and a look that announced to the world that she’d lived a happy life. The man had silver at the temples, but looked so much like his sons it was unnerving.  
They were all beaming, excited to greet her son and Melanie wasn’t sure what to do.  She was painfully aware that she was naked underneath the hospital gown.  The medicine was helping to keep the pain from her incision at bay, but the achiness was still there.  
Jackson stepped in front of the crowd coming into the room.  “Guys, I’m thrilled you’re here, but Melanie is still in a lot of pain and needs to rest.  So only about fifteen minutes, okay?”
“Absolutely!” the older woman said and extended her hand.  “I’m Deni Hughes.  It is a real pleasure to finally meet you, Melanie.  And I’m truly sorry for bursting in on you like this.  But we were surprised by the news!”  Melanie took the beautiful woman’s hand, shaking it nervously.  Deni Hughes covered their clasped hands with her free hand, smiling graciously.  “And please know that we’re here to help in any way we can.  Just call us and we’ll be there for you.”
The comment was startling in both the generosity as well as how relieved it made her feel.  Her parents were thousands of miles away and would be on a flight in a heartbeat if she needed them.  But knowing that someone was close by who could help was comforting.  Not that she would ask, she told herself. 
The older man was much more intimidating, even when he tried to smile.  It wasn’t that he was taller or bigger than Jackson.  He was just…scarier somehow.  Perhaps it was the way he looked at her with those grey eyes, as if he were assessing her soul and Melanie felt like she came up lacking.  Or maybe it was how he moved, sort of stiff and formal.  
Either way, she forced a smile when he greeted her, but was grateful when he stepped back and spoke to Jackson as the other couple came forward to introduce themselves.  
“I’m Jake, the handsome twin,” he said and was immediately smacked by the woman who looked like she was ready to give birth a week ago.  “And this is my beautiful wife, Megan,” and he wrapped his arm around her pregnant waist.  
For the next fifteen minutes, they all cooed over her son and gushed about how handsome he was.  But they also left promptly, giving her the impression of a whirlwind coming into her life and then leaving, but without the destruction.
Silence. 
Jackson turned when the last of them left and looked at her.  “They can be a bit much,” he apologized in general.
“They are lovely.  But thank you for the brief visit.  I’m horrified that I met your entire family looking like this,” she told him as she pushed her hair back, knowing that it was limp and unwashed after her ordeal.  She wasn’t allowed to shower yet, but the nurse said probably this afternoon, once all of the tubes were disconnected.  
“You’re gorgeous, Mel.”  He put their son down and pushed the bassinet closer to the bed, sitting down next to her himself.  “I’m so sorry,” he told her, looking directly into her eyes. 
Melanie knew what he was apologizing for.  “It’s okay.”
He shook his head.  “No.  It isn’t okay.  I should have talked to you.”  He reached out to touch her hand but she pulled it away, not wanting him to touch her. 
“Any ideas on a name?” she asked, changing the subject because she didn’t want to talk about the past.  It was over.  Done with.  She had moved on and now had a beautiful baby boy to love and cherish.  Jackson would be in her life, but on the periphery now.  There was no way she’d let him become the center of her world as he’d been before that horrible night!  
 
Jackson wanted to pull her into his arms and hold her, show her how deeply he regretted the way he’d treated her.  He’d been an ass.  A complete and total ass.  
Seeing her now showed him just how jealous he’d been.  Jackson berated himself for his reaction, both at the time and afterwards.  But he knew how much he loved her.  How much he needed her in his life.  
So, he was going to win her back.  He knew he couldn’t live without her.  Over the past several months, he’d existed.  It wasn’t until he’d seen her again, when he’d given in to his need this morning and come to the plant sale, that he fully understood how much he needed her.  
He knew that he’d have to convince her that she needed him too.  Because obviously, she’d been doing just fine without him.  While he’d been wallowing in fury and jealousy, she’d been nurturing their child.  
Damn, his stupid reaction had cost them both so much!  
A nurse came in at that moment, distracting them.  
“How are you feeling?” she asked.  
Melanie smiled slightly, but Jackson knew that she was in a lot of pain.  He could see it in her hazel eyes and the way she moved.  Or the way she wasn’t moving, he corrected. 
“I’m fine,” she lied to the nurse.
“She’s not fine,” he argued, noting the tightness around her mouth.  Turning to the nurse, he shook his head.  “I think something is wrong and Melanie just doesn’t want to be a bother.”
The nurse looked up at him for a moment, and at Melanie who was cringing, either at his words or at new pain, he wasn’t sure.  
Smiling politely, she walked over to Melanie.  “Would you mind if I took a look at your incision?” she asked gently.  
Melanie nodded reluctantly, but glanced at Jackson.  He knew that she was self-conscious of being exposed, but he didn’t give a damn.  Melanie was in pain and his gut twisted with that knowledge. 
“I’m not leaving, Mel,” he warned.  “If something is wrong with you, I want to know.”
The nurse smiled at Melanie, who rolled her eyes.  “Fine.  But move away.  I don’t want you to see this,” she told him. 
He lifted a dark eyebrow, but he moved away, taking their son into a corner of the room to give the nurse a bit more space.  While Jackson cradled their sleeping son in his arms, needing to hold him again, he watched and listened.  
“Your incision is a bit more red than it should be,” the nurse explained, carefully touching the incision slightly.  “I’m going to talk to your doctor.  Perhaps she might recommend antibiotics.  I don’t like the way this looks.”
Melanie’s mouth twisted slightly.  “Can I shower soon?” 
The nurse nodded.  “Yes.  We’ll take out all of the tubes once the doctor looks at your incision.  After that, the more you move, the better you’ll feel.  But…let me just check with the doctor about this redness.”
A moment later, she was gone, writing something down on Melanie’s chart as she went.  
He watched her carefully for a long moment, wondering if he should ask her about the pain.  Would she tell him?  Probably not, he decided.  But he’d watch her carefully, he thought before looking down at their son.  “So…about…”
“We really need to come up with a name for him, don’t we?” she interrupted and he heard the forced cheer in her tone.  He looked back at her and noticed that her eyes were bright.  Unshed tears?  Or something else?  
“You don’t want to…”
“What about Michael?” 
He understood and smiled slightly.  “You’re going to interrupt me every time I try to discuss what happened, aren’t you?”
“You’ve apologized.  It’s over.”  She fidgeted with the sheets.  “What about something a bit edgier?  Such as Paxton?” 
Jackson didn’t like the dismissive tone, but over the years, he’d learned to negotiate.  He knew when to strategically back away and approach an issue from a different angle.  With determination, Jackson knew that he would win Melanie back. And he’d never make the mistake of doubting her again!  
Then the name she’d suggested struck him and he smiled down at her.  “Jackson Hughes and Paxton Hughes?” 
Her mouth fell open.  “Um…why do you assume our son is taking your last name?” she asked, emphasizing the pronouns. 
Jackson started to laugh, but looking into her pretty, hazel eyes, he realized that she was serious.  “He’s taking my last name, Melanie,” he told her sternly.  “As are you as soon as we get married.”
Her eyes widened, a clear warning that he wasn’t going to like her answer.  “Married?  We’re not getting married, Jackson!”
He came closer and he watched her body’s reactions.  Her eyes dilated and her pulse pounded against the delicate skin of her neck.  “Oh yes, Melanie. We’re definitely getting married.  We’ll be a family.  We have a son together.  And no, we’re not naming our son Paxton.  But yes, we are naming him Hughes.”
She shook her head, looking just as stern and ten times as defiant.  “No, Jackson.  We’re not.  There’s no need to get married.”
“There is every need.  We have a son.  A child needs two parents.”
He could see that she was getting riled and liked it.  Her cheeks had been pale only moments before, but her anger brought the color back.  Damn, she was beautiful!  
“I’d forgotten how beautiful you are, Melanie,” he replied, chuckling when her eyes narrowed. 
She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down.  “Jackson, yes, we have a child together.  But many parents raise perfectly healthy children separately.  We both love him and…” the baby cried at that moment.  Barely a moment later, his tiny body tightened and he let out a squall. 
“What’s wrong?” Jackson demanded, looking from his new son to Melanie.  
“I don’t know,” she whispered.  “Is that normal?  Is he supposed to wake up that quickly?”
He shrugged, careful not to jostle their son.  “I have no idea,” he muttered, lifting him higher and bouncing him. But that only seemed to make the crying intensify.  “Maybe he’s hungry?” 
Melanie blushed and he wondered about that for a moment, but then his eyes dropped to her breasts.  He quickly understood.  “You’re breastfeeding him?”
“I want to but…”
He chuckled.  “But you’re embarrassed to try it with me around?”
“That thought occurred to me,” she replied with an irritated scowl even as she reached out for the baby.  Instantly, Jackson extended his arms, carefully placing the tiny human into Melanie’s arms, ensuring that she had hold of him before releasing their baby.  But that meant that his arm brushed against her breast and he caught the slight gasp at the contact.  
“I should probably apologize for that,” he said, grinning.  “Unfortunately, I’m not sorry.”  
“You need to leave,” she ordered, fiddling with the hospital gown.  The lactation nurse had stopped by a while ago to help Melanie, explaining that the painkillers for her incision wouldn’t hurt her breast milk.  But she didn’t want to reveal herself while Jackson was around.  It was one thing for him to know what her body looked like pre-pregnancy.  But she was different now.  Her body wasn’t…well, she was lumpy and her breasts ached and her back hurt and her stupid stomach was pinching like no one’s business!  
“I’m not leaving, Mel.  Just go ahead and feed him.”  When she still hesitated, he chuckled.  “Melanie, I’m going to be around a lot.  You might as well get used to me being here.”
Melanie looked down at her son, then back up at Jackson.  “Fine!” she grumbled, then began struggling with the ties on her hospital gown.  “You’re still annoying.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” he teased, moving over to help her with the ties since her fingers were shaking too badly.  
When her breast was finally free, Jackson watched with amazement as his son snuggled against Melanie’s breast and started sucking.  Shaking his head, Jackson watched, awed by what was happening.  
“Stop watching me,” she whispered. 
When Jackson looked up at her, he noticed that she was looking down at their son as well, her fingers delicately stroking the dark, almost black hair on his head.  The image was so startling, so beautiful, he could barely breathe.  “It isn’t sexual, Melanie.”  His eyes dropped back down.  “You’re breasts have always been beautiful, but seeing you feed our son like this,” he stopped and swallowed, trying to control emotions that were pretty much uncontrollable.  He took a deep breath, shaking his head.  One part of him wanted to run, the other part needed to stay here and be with Melanie and their son, to watch and to absorb everything that was happening.  It was amazing and humbling to watch Melanie nourish their son with her body.  And then it occurred to him that she’d been doing this for months, but in a different way.
“I really am sorry that you’ve gone through this whole pregnancy alone, just because I was such an ass.”  He was sitting on the side of her hospital bed, one hand resting on the other side of her legs as he watched her nurse their son.  “I was a complete idiot.”
She smiled slightly, her long, slender fingers caressing the soft down of their son’s head.  “Yeah.  You were.”
“I’m going to make it up to you.”
She laughed, shifted their tiny son slightly so that she could hold him more securely against her breast.  “You banished me from your life, Jackson.  I waited for you that night.  I had dinner all ready for us.  I didn’t know that Roy was coming into town.  He’d been in China for months.”
“You don’t have pictures of your family anywhere.”
She looked up at him, her hazel eyes drilling into him and he felt the guilt even more intensely.  
“Would that have made a difference?”
“Of course!  I would have recognized him.”
She sighed and pulled her eyes away.  As much as he hated the guilt when she looked at him like that, he liked her dismissal even less.  
“That’s the problem, Jackson.”  She paused for a moment, taking a breath as if the memories were still painful.  “You saw me in another man’s arms and assumed the worst of me.  You didn’t trust me. You didn’t even bother to ask me.”  She looked up at him once more.  “For months, I’ve wondered what I’d done to push you away.  One day, we’re laughing and having a wonderful time together.  The next night, you don’t bother to show up. You just vanished. You rejected my phone calls and,” her voice cracked and the ache in his chest increased.  “And then you threatened to call the police on me.  That was the worst, Jackson.  You threatened me.  You made me feel like a criminal!”
He closed his eyes briefly, hating himself even more.  “I’m so sorry!”
When she opened her eyes once more, they were bright with unshed tears.  She shook her head and took a deep, cleansing breath.  “I’m fine.  It’s over.  In the past.”
He touched her hand.  “I don’t think it is.”
“It’s done.  I’ve moved on.”
He saw the slight tremble in her lips and cursed himself.  “Have you?”  He suspected that her wounds went deeper than she was allowing even herself to realize.  
“Yes.”  She nodded firmly.  “Done.  I’ve moved on and we’re going to look towards the future.”  She looked at her son again.  “What about Alexander?”  She laughed.  “I actually made a list of all of the names I liked. But now, looking at him, none of them fit at all.”
“What did you come up with?” 
“Alexander, Michael, David.  Samuel.” she laughed.  “I don’t know.  They all seem wrong somehow.”
“I don’t know.  I kind of like the sound of Alexander Hughes.”
Once again, she shook her head.  “No, Jackson.  He’s getting my last name.”
His eyes hardened.  “Children take the father’s last name, Melanie.”
She grinned and Jackson knew that he wasn’t going to like what she said next.  “Actually, that’s only tradition.  Not the law.  There’s no law that states that the child must take the father’s last name.”
He wasn’t sure, so he didn’t argue with her.  He’d speak to his lawyer first.  Because…well, damn it, he was a traditional guy and wanted his son to have his last name!  Hell, he wanted Melanie to have his last name!  
“Could you do me a favor?” she asked softly, breaking the tense silence of the moment.  
“Anything.”
She grinned.  “Be careful!  I might ask for something you can’t give me.”
He shook his head.  “Anything at all, Mel.”
“I need my suitcase. It’s already packed but I wasn’t expecting this little guy to arrive this early.  Could you take my house keys from my purse and get my suitcase?  Bring it back here?  I packed more comfortable clothes for a hospital stay.”
Jackson sighed.  “Is that all you need?  Just a suitcase?”
She blinked up at him.  “Should I need something else?” 
“An engagement ring, perhaps?” 
He waited, watching her eyes. The longing was there and…and a hell of a lot more!  There!  She still felt something for him.  Was it love?  Jackson had no idea.  He loved his parents.  He loved his brother and sister.  But what he felt for Melanie was completely different. 
But he also knew that he wanted her to love him. He wanted her for the rest of his life!  Damn, why had he made those stupid assumptions? 
He wanted her so fully enmeshed into his life that he didn’t know where she ended and he began.  He wanted every precious, lustful, angry, messy emotion she had.  He wanted her to decorate his house with flowers and her smile. 
Why hadn’t he realized this before?  
He had, he realized.  He’d bought her that ring.  A ring he still had.
“No.  No engagement ring,” she whispered. 
Her words said no.  But her eyes told him that she was lying.  
So be it, he thought.  If she wanted to play that way, he’d…well, he wasn’t sure what he’d do.  But he was going to figure it out.  He had to.  Because if the past several months had taught him anything, it was that he needed Melanie in ways he didn’t fully understand.  
“I’ll be back in less than an hour,” he promised.  He reached out and touched their son’s head, resisting the urge to lean in and kiss her goodbye.  

Chapter 12
 
Melanie breathed a sigh of relief as Jackson walked out the door, but her eyes lingered on his butt until the door silently closed.  
With a sigh, she looked down at her son.  “He does have a nice butt!” she whispered.  “I know that I’m not supposed to look, but I always do.”
“Good to know!” 
Melanie’s head whipped around and saw that Jackson had come back.  He was standing by the doorway looking amused.  
“I thought…”
“I know what you thought,” he teased as he reached around her to her purse sitting on the chair.  He pulled her key ring out of her purse, then braced a hand on either side of her head.  “And we’ll talk about what you were thinking later.  After I get you more comfortable clothes.”  With that, he leaned down and kissed her. 
Before she could protest, it was over and he was gone.  Again, her gaze drifted to his butt, although she was quick to pull her eyes away before he caught her look as he rounded the corner of the nurses’ station.  
As she looked down, she noticed that her son was looking up at her.  She switched breasts, sighing at the relief that his nursing created.  She hadn’t realized how tight her breasts felt.  She smiled as his tiny hand reached up, almost cupping her breast, as if he were holding his “bottle” so that he could greedily fill his tummy. 
“Don’t worry, little man,” she whispered.  “Everything is going to be wonderful!  I don’t know how, but it will be.  I promise.”
A few minutes later, the nurse came in to detach the IV and the various other tubes.  She still wasn’t able to take a shower, but the nurse promised her “soon”.  The doctor prescribed some antibiotic ointment for her incision, so that the medicine didn’t get into her breast milk.  By the time Jackson returned with her suitcase, she would be more than ready to change and start walking around.  Everything she’d read indicated that walking as soon and as much as possible after a cesarean helped the healing process.  
“I’ll just…” she tried to sit up, but the pain was too much for her.  Thankfully, it was easy enough to put their son back into the basinet, but anything more was too painful.  
She had to try though!  Healing was her top priority so that she could care for the new little man in her life!  
“Melanie, stop,” Jackson ordered, stepping through the door and dumping her suitcase by the bed.  “Let me help you.” Jackson hurried around to the other side of the bed.  He lifted her carefully out of bed, and lowered her legs to the floor, standing there with his arms still around her while she found her balance.  
“I need…” she waved at her suitcase.  
“Clothing,” he finished for her and held her hand while he lifted the suitcase onto the bed.  He quickly grabbed what she needed, only briefly lifting up the white, basic cotton underwear she’d been wearing during her pregnancy. 
“It was necessary,” she explained, grabbing them out of his hands.  
“I wasn’t asking,” he told her with a wink.  “But I was definitely remembering the lingerie you used to wear.”
Or not wear, she thought, finishing what she knew he was thinking as well.  He’d loved it when she went without panties and Melanie “forgot” them often, knowing that it drove him wild.  
“Right,” she muttered, taking the clothing from him.  She was painfully conscious of his hand helping her the whole way to the bathroom.  When she was safely inside with the door closed, she sat down on the small chair and sighed with relief.  
It took her about ten minutes to finish dressing because of the pain, but by the time she was dressed, she felt significantly better.  When she opened the door to the bathroom, she was startled to find Jackson right there, ready to grab her arm and lead her back to the bed.  
“Thank you,” she mumbled, embarrassed by how much help she needed.  “I can…” she didn’t have time to tell him that she could get back into bed herself because he simply picked her up and set her carefully on the bed.
Kneeling beside her, he shook his head.  “I spoke to the nurses,” he told her.  “They explained that getting into and out of bed was going to be a problem for a few days.  So, let me help you until you’ve healed enough to take over, okay?” 
She blushed, which irritated her, although if the truth were known, she’d never really gotten over blushing.  Jackson was the kind of lover who embraced the eroticism of sex and had taught her to embrace her sensuality.  But that had come with a lot of blushes along the way.  Whenever he’d shown her something new, or done something different with her, she’d felt the heat stealing into her cheeks until the crazy lust for whatever he was doing took over.  
Unfortunately for her heart, those were the things she remembered now.  And those memories were worse when she watched him bend over and lift their son into his arms.  The baby looked even smaller in Jackson’s muscular arms.  
“I like the name Alexander,” he said as he turned and brought the little guy over to her.  He grabbed the special C-shaped pillow and placed it on her lap, then lowered their son into her arms.  
“Thank you,” she told him, adjusting their son slightly.  “That’s much better.  And I’m doubly impressed that you knew what it was for.”
He chuckled.  “I’ll ‘fess up.  I called my sister Chloe.  I asked her what you would need in the hospital and checked off everything that was in your suitcase, added a few other items, including this pillow, which she explained the purpose of.”
Melanie laughed with him.  “She’s a smart woman.”
“Don’t I get a bit of credit for calling her?” he asked as he relaxed into the chair beside her bed.
“No.  You are too confident already.  I’m not giving you any more credit.”  They sat there talking back and forth, teasing and laughing, and it felt good, Melanie thought.  Alexander nursed again, and she realized that she’d started thinking of their son with that name.  They still hadn’t agreed on a last name, but that was a battle for another day.  
When she started to drift off, he took Alexander out of her arms.  “Sleep, Mel.  I’ll be right here with Alex.”
She fought the need to sleep, but she was too wiped out after the trauma of the day.  “What if he…
“If he wakes up and is hungry, I’ll wake you up.  You need to sleep when he sleeps,” he told her and turned to close the blinds.  Before he turned around, Melanie was sound asleep.  

Chapter 13
 
“I’m scared,” she whispered as she looked down at Alex in her lap.  They’d named him Alexander Michael Larsden-Hughes, a compromise on the last name.  It was a mouthful, but Melanie was convinced from his lusty cries and demands for feeding that he could handle a big name.  
“What are you afraid of?” he asked, touching her shoulder gently. 
She looked up at him, noticing that he’d touched her a lot over the past three days while she’d been in the hospital.  He hadn’t kissed her again, not after that first time.  But he touched her in different ways.  Just a touch to the shoulder, helping her walk down the hallway to exercise her sore muscles, kissing her hand or her fingers, rubbing her back when he helped her sit up or sit down.  
Thankfully, he hadn’t been around when the nurse suggested a shower.  She’d bet that he would have offered to help her with that as well.  Not that she would have allowed it, but he would have enjoyed watching her blush while she argued against his assistance.  
“I’m terrified of bringing him home.  What if I get into an accident?  What if…”
“Melanie, I bought a new SUV, just for this,” he glanced behind him with a shake of his head, “as well as something big enough to carry all of the flowers and presents home with us.”  He chuckled.  “Between your parents and mine, we’ll have to buy a new house for everything.”
She gasped.  “Oh no!” 
“What?” he demanded, motioning for the person pushing the wheelchair to stop. 
“The crib!  I haven’t put it together yet!  I didn’t…”
“Relax, Mel.  Jake and my dad built it two days ago.  Between Chloe, your mother, and my mother, everything is ready.  There is a closet full of diapers, your fridge is filled up with easy meals, and there are more flowers than the royal garden.  Trust me.” he soothed.  
She relaxed.  Sort of.  What did he mean when he said “we” and “us”?  He sounded as if he were planning to be with her during the next few days.  Or longer?  
Correction, she knew exactly what he wanted, but she wasn’t marrying him.  He wanted to marry her because of the baby, and because he thought that kids should have two parents.  No doubt, a two parent family was better.  But she wasn’t going to pretend to be married to a man when he didn’t love her.  She simply wasn’t that good of an actress.  Nor could she marry a man who didn’t trust her.  
It was confusing and she was just too nervous about getting Alex home safely.  She’d deal with Jackson later, she promised herself.  
“Ready?” he asked softly.
“Not really,” she replied honestly. 
A deep chuckle told her that he appreciated her honesty.  “I’ll take it slow and easy,” he promised.  He took their son out of her arms and settled him in the car seat, strapping him carefully. 
“You traded in your Mercedes?” she asked, stunned. She knew he loved the powerful, high-end vehicle. 
“No.”
“But…?”
“I bought this one, but I still have my other car.  I got you a new one as well,” he told her.  “A smaller SUV, but one with more room that will be easier to get Alex in and out of.”
“You traded in my car?” she asked, shocked and not sure how she felt about that.
“Nope.  One of the parents at the plant sale last week drove your car home and I put the keys in your kitchen.  You can trade that one in and get cash for it and accept the SUV I bought you, or you can let it rot in the driveway.  I’d rather you drive the safer vehicle, but it’s up to you.”
With that, he scooped her up and carried her to the passenger seat of the big, black SUV that probably cost more than her whole house!  The soft leather cushioned her sore body, but that comfort only lasted for a moment because he wasn’t finished.  He leaned in to secure her seatbelt, shocking her with his intimate touch.  When she was secure, he pulled back only slightly, resting his strong hand on her knee, the warmth seeping into her body.  
When he pulled into her driveway, she heard Alex starting to squawk, needing to be fed.  With a sigh of relief, she started to jump out of the SUV, but her incision stopped her and she gasped at the pain the sudden movement caused. 
Jackson immediately understood what she was doing.  “Melanie, wait!  Hold up and I’ll help you out.”  She waited for him to come around to the other side of the vehicle.  With seemingly little effort, despite the extra weight she’d put on during her pregnancy, Jackson lifted her out of the vehicle, carrying her into the house.  “You’re going to need help with the stairs too.  So just wait here and let me get Alex inside, then I’ll help you up the stairs.”
Melanie watched with an aching heart as he carefully lifted the car seat out of the SUV, and carried their son into her small house.  She was grateful that he hadn’t insisted on going to his place, even though he had a lot more room and it would have been more convenient.  There were even servants’ quarters in his house, although he didn’t have any live in servants – just a maid that came in once a day to cook and clean for him and a lawn maintenance service that took care of the outside.  
But instead, he brought them back to her house.  
Was that significant?  She didn’t know how or why, but it felt important. 
“You okay?” he asked when he turned around with Alex in his car carrier to find her at the bottom step of her porch.  
“I’m fine,” she assured him.  But even so, he carried Alex into the house, then picked her up instead of helping her walk up the porch stairs.   “I’m going to have to do that myself, you know,” she said, lingering on the removal of her hand from his shoulder.  
“I know, but you’re letting me do it for now, and I’m enjoying it.”
She rolled her eyes, her hands slipping down over her still round stomach self-consciously.  “You can’t be enjoying all of this.  I’m going to break your back, Jackson.”
He pulled back, looking down at her with surprise.  “Melanie, are you under the impression that you’re not the most beautiful woman in the world?”
She tried to pull away but his hands tightened on her upper arms.  “I’m not beautiful, Jackson.  I’m huge and…”
“Stop, Mel.  You’re gorgeous.  As for your weight, you just had a baby!  Give yourself time to recover. You’ll lose the weight without a problem.”
She stared up at him.  “What if I can’t?” 
“Then you’re not going to obsess about it, because I want you no matter what.”  
She saw the sincerity in his eyes and held her breath.  But she couldn’t trust him.  She couldn’t believe in him ever again. 
“I need to feed Alex,” she said, pulling away and walking over to the car carrier where little hands and feet were wiggling in the air. 
“Welcome home, little man!” she cooed softly.  She laughed, thinking that he was excited.  Yes, intellectually, Melanie knew that he was too young to be able to smile.  He just didn’t have the muscles in his face yet to create a smile.  But she sensed his excitement as well as his confusion at the new environment.  When she stood up with him in her arms, her incision hurt only slightly.  Turning, she found Jackson watching her with a look in her eyes, another look that she couldn’t…or wouldn’t…interpret.  
She turned and walked into her tiny family room.  Moments later, she found Jackson right beside her with the nursing pillow, ready to help her sit down and feed their son. 
And so it went.  Over the next few weeks, Jackson was there all the time.  He slept at his own house, but he didn’t leave until about midnight, giving her time to sleep during the early evening.  He was back at her house before six o’clock, helping her with Alex in the early morning.  He gave her time to sleep and ensured that she ate meals, which she would have given up because she was so incredibly wiped out.  
Even better, both of them took Alex for a long walk every day.  The exercise accomplished several things.  She got out of the house, which gave her some fresh air and helped put life back into perspective.  Without him to encourage her to get out of the house, Melanie knew that she would have fallen into post-partum issues.  She was already beating herself up for failing Alex, even though he was thriving and growing and even smiling already.  But the hormones surging through her body after giving birth weren’t kind to her psyche.  Getting out into the warm sunshine helped enormously. It also helped her lose the baby weight. 
But the last thing their walks did was to get the three of them out of the way so that a cleaning team could come in and clean, straighten up, make meals for the next twenty-four hours and…well, just make life a whole lot easier for a new mother.  
Of all the things he did for her, having a clean house and not needing to worry about meals was the best part of her day.  So not only did she come back from her walks with Jackson and Alex refreshed and feeling better with the new endorphins rushing through her bloodstream, she came back to a clean, newly organized house.  It was…magical.

Chapter 14
 
Melanie was going to kill him!  
Jackson might be wonderful, but she was still going to kill him  
Staring at the counter, she couldn’t miss the ring that was sitting there.  Staring at her.  Mocking her.  
It was a beautiful diamond ring.  The diamond glittered in the summer sunshine, seeming to wink at her.  Mock her!  
“Are you going to try it on?  See if it fits?”
Melanie turned away from the beautiful ring, grabbing something out of the fridge.  “No,” she snapped, turning away and trying to walk through to the family room.  But Jackson was there, holding Alex in his arms and blocking her path.
“Why not?” 
“Because!”
“Because you’re being stubborn, Mel.  Put the ring on.  See if you like it.”
Rubbing her forehead, she glanced down and realized she’d pulled out a bottle of mustard from the fridge.  Mustard?  Huh?
“I love the ring.  The style isn’t what bothers me.”
“Tell me what it is that bothers you.  We can work this out.”
She shook her head.  Looking up at him, she let the tears fall from her lashes.  “I’m too tired to fight you, Jackson.”
With a groan, he pulled her into his arms, cradling her against one shoulder and Alex on the other.  “Talk to me Mel.  What are you fighting?”
She sniffed, trying to fight the tears.  But she was just…she was worn out.  Too many touches.  Too many long nights of too little sleep.  She was exhausted and beaten down.  Alex was the love of her life, but he was…exhausting. 
“I love you,” she burst out, the tears falling uncontrollably.  “I loved you months ago and then you rejected me without explanation. More than that, you didn’t listen, you threatened me, and you cut me out of your life, without even….Then you came back and you’re just as wonderful as before that horrible day.  But…”
“But what?” he asked, pulling back so he could look into her eyes.  “But?”
She sniffed, hating that her face was probably all blotchy from crying while he looked handsome and amazing and virile and just…it wasn’t fair!  
She looked up at him, her lashes wet with tears.  “But what if something else happens that you don’t like?  Are you going to leave me again?” 
He sighed and leaned his head closer to hers, tightening his arm around her waist.  “Mel, I’m so sorry!”  He kissed the top of her head.  “Let me put Alex on his blanket and then I want you to listen to me.”
She nodded, thinking it was time to have this out.  Not talking about their issues hadn’t worked.  But she was pretty sure that talking things through wouldn’t help either.  But she loved the way he carefully put Alex onto his back and set the arched toy holder over their little man’s head. 
When Jackson came over to her again, he took her hands in his and led her over to the sofa, close enough to watch Alex play.  
“Melanie, when I saw you hugging your brother, my mind sort of…exploded.  I’d never experienced jealousy before.”  
She looked at him, not sure she believed him. “Never?” she asked.  
“Never.  Women would come and go, but I thought that was fine.  Until I met you.  And you blew me away.”
That sounded nice.  But…“So if I was so important to you, why did you reject me?”
His fingers tightened around hers.  “Because you were so important.”
She blinked, shaking her head.  “That doesn’t make any sense.”
He sighed, rubbing his face as he fidgeted with one of Alex’s toys.  “It does if you consider where I’ve come from.”
“Jackson, your parents are a wonderful loving family.  You…”
“I’m talking about business.  When my brother was at MIT and I was a Harvard, he developed a video game program that was…” he shook his head.  “Well, it was leaps ahead of the competition.  I promised to take his product to market and set us up in business.  Jake is brilliant at computer technology, but I’m the business guy.”
Melanie knew all of this, but she didn’t understand why it was relevant.  “What does this have to do with us?” 
“Everything.  In an odd way.”  He searched for the right words, trying to explain.  “When I first launched Jake’s product into the marketplace, there were a lot of people who tried to take advantage of my inexperience.  But the one thing they didn’t understand was that my brother and I both had my father’s influence growing up.  He’s one of the most successful bankers in the world.  The man can see issues coming ten steps ahead of his competition.  And that’s exactly how it should be.  Business is basically a game of chess.  The leaders place their pieces strategically, then wait for their plan to win.”
Melanie listened, but she wasn’t sure she understood his point.  “And you’re…?”
“I’m an excellent chess player.  I manipulated things to our advantage, all legally and ethically, but I trapped the people that were trying to trap me, trying to steal my brother’s product.  I had to think logically.  I had to maintain a strategic advantage over every competitor or all of my brother’s hard work would have been for nothing.”
Yeah, she got that he was good at business.  His company was amazing and had disrupted the tech industry.  They were leaders in the tech world and on top of the gaming industry.  But she still didn’t understand what that had to do with him not trusting.  “So…you’re saying that you’re good at business?  I already knew that.”
His thumb rubbed over her knuckles.  “Yes.  I’m very good at business.  What I’m not good at is emotions.”
Melanie stared as he tugged at a soft giraffe that Alex was trying to put into his mouth.  The little guy was holding onto it with his hands, mouth, and both feet.  
“So, you had emotions and…I’m still not understanding.”
He looked over at her.  “What happens when you are tired and the kids in your class are out of control?”
She shook her head.  “I don’t let them get out of control.  I have ways of keeping them engaged so that they don’t get out of hand.”
“Exactly.  That’s what I do with business.  I keep control.  I have methods I employ that help me maintain my control.  I never allow emotions get in the way of a decision.  When that happens, I lose.  Everyone loses.  My brother loses, the employees that work for me lose.  I won’t let that happen.”
She was starting to understand, but understanding wasn’t going to help them here.  “So you’re saying you’ve abandoned all emotions.”
He shook his head.  “I thought I had.  I thought I was in control.”  He was watching her carefully.  “And then you walked into my office talking about tomatoes and worms and art classes.”
She swallowed, a sadness creeping in on her.  “And you started to feel things.”
“Exactly.  I fell in love with you. But I didn’t know it until….well, until recently.  All I knew months ago was that you’d cheated on me.”  He held up his hand when she opened her mouth to argue with him.  “I know.  You didn’t cheat on me.  But that’s what I thought.  That’s all I could see.  I walked in on you telling your brother that you were in love and I couldn’t think rationally.  I couldn’t think strategically.  I felt a fury unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.”
She blinked back the tears.  “So you banished me.  Because I made you feel emotions.”
He abandoned Alex’s giraffe and took her hand, squeezing it gently until she looked up into his eyes.  “Melanie, I didn’t push you away.  I punished myself.”
She blinked, obviously trying to understand him, but failing.  “There’s a difference?” 
“Yes.  A big one, actually.”
She still didn’t understand.  “Jackson, all I know is that you were supposed to show up and you didn’t. Instead you ignored me.  When I tried to contact you, I was threatened with legal action.”
“I know,” he sighed, and pulled her into his arms.  For the first time since he’d seen her at the plant sale, she didn’t resist.  He counted that as a victory.  “You threw me, Mel.  I was so lost in the way I felt about you, about how you made me feel, that I forgot that I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with you. And since I’d never experienced jealousy before, I didn’t understand what it was.  As a guy, I can’t fix something I don’t understand.  And I couldn’t confront it either.  So the only thing I could do was push away the one thing that mattered to me as punishment for feeling those emotions.  Emotions that threatened my family, my brother, and my whole company.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “Jackson, you’d never do anything to damage your company or put the security of your employees at risk.  You’re just too good of a businessman for that.”
He tightened his arms around her.  “Now that I understand, I can deal with it.  But it took me seeing you again before I could understand.”  He buried his face in her hair, inhaling the wonderful, feminine scent of her.  “Emotions were dangerous to me, Melanie.  They meant that I wasn’t focused.  I wasn’t planning ten steps ahead of the game.  I wasn’t…” he tightened his arms again, then loosened them, afraid he might hurt her.  “It wasn’t that I didn’t trust you, honey.  It was that I didn’t trust myself anymore.  And even worse, I didn’t understand the emotions that hit me like a ton of bricks.  Emotions are bad in business.”
She whispered into his ear.  “Yeah, but they are pretty good in a marriage.”
He tensed.  But when she didn’t say anything more, he pulled back to look into her eyes.  “Are you saying that we have a shot at a marriage?” 
“Yes,” she nodded.  “If you love me that much, then yes.  I guess I should marry you just so you don’t have to worry about bankrupting the business.”
He laughed, shaking his head.  “Melanie, I love you!” he groaned and pulled her close again. “In business, emotions mean that mistakes can be made.  But what I learned when I saw you again is, lack of understanding of emotions means that I could lose the one person I love more than anything else in the world.”  
She laughed and threw her arms around his neck, loving him more and more with every word he spoke.  “So if you walk into the house and find me in the arms of another man again, are you…”
“I’m going to walk in and punch him out.”
“Even if it is my brother?”
Jackson laughed.  “Okay, I’ll make an exception for your brother.  But all other men need to keep their hands off you.”  He pulled her closer, kissing her until she was clinging to him.  “You’re mine, Melanie.  You and Alex, we’re a family.”
“Yes,” she sighed, thinking he was the most wonderful man she’d ever met.
“Does this mean you’ll marry me?” 
She laughed.  “Does this mean you’ll talk to me about emotions?” 
He rolled his eyes, then rolled her so that he was on top of her.  “How about if we compromise? I’ll make love to you and you can tell me what you’re feeling?” 
“No deal,” she whispered, feeling his body respond. 
“Fine,” he said, kissing her gently.  “I love you, Melanie.  And it scares the hell out of me.”  He kissed her again.  “I can’t guarantee that I’ll understand every emotion I have, because everything with you is new.”  Another kiss and this time, his hand slipped underneath her loose shirt. “But I promise I’ll learn to talk to you.  Is that good enough?” 
She smiled, wrapping her arms around his neck.  “That sounds like a wonderful solution,” she agreed.

Epilogue
 
“Are you ready?” Chloe asked, looking at the white dress that skimmed down over Melanie’s figure.  Six months after giving birth to Alex, she’d finally lost her pregnancy weight, but that was mostly due to Jackson’s efforts.  The last ten pounds had only come off in the past two months…when Alex started sleeping through the night.  It wasn’t a coincidence that, with more sleep, she’d regained the need to make love with Jackson.  
He’d been patient for so long, the moment that she’d woken up after a full night’s sleep, she’d rolled over and…that look was all it had taken.  Jackson had been voracious that morning…and every night since!  
“I’m ready,” she sighed, taking the bouquet that Megan handed to her.  Megan had also given birth and was wearing a lovely pink dress.  Chloe was in mint green and Melanie hadn’t realized how much she loved having sisters.  
“Okay, that’s our song,” Chloe said, leaning over to give Melanie a gentle hug.  “I’m first!”  
Moments later, Chloe walked down the aisle as one of Melanie’s bride’s maids.  Then it was Megan’s turn.  “You look gorgeous!” Megan whispered before she too walked down the rose strewn aisle.  
When the music changed, Melanie took a deep breath, and stepped through the double doors of the church.  For a split second, she saw Roy and Jake as they stood at the front, but Jackson was blocked from view when the congregation stood up.  Slowly, she walked towards the front, smiling to her friends from school and some of Jackson’s friends.  Her mother was holding Alex, who waved as soon as he saw his mother, his chubby arms and legs wiggling and a goofy grin on his face.  Max, Megan and Jake’s five month old son was in Deni’s arms, her soon to be mother-in-law, and Melanie laughed, thinking those two boys were going to be trouble.  But not as much trouble as Della and Danny, Chloe’s kids who were being held by Sebastian, her handsome future father-in-law.  What a family, she thought.  
Then she turned and…there was Jackson.  He looked magnificent in his black tuxedo and she wished the ceremony were over so they could be alone.  Goodness, what a horrible thing to think, she thought as she stepped up, taking his hands after giving her bouquet to Chloe.  
“You look beautiful,” he whispered.  
“Dearly beloved,” the minister began.  Melanie smiled up into his silver eyes, eyes that were just as amazing as her son’s.  
“I love you too,” she whispered right back, translating because she knew that Jackson’s “beautiful” meant that he loved her.  Which he said pretty often, but he was trying to change it up, telling her in as many ways as possible how he felt about her.  
And she loved all of his wonderful, amazing, heartfelt efforts.  She loved this man more than she’d ever thought possible.  Oh, what an amazing life they were going to have!  
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Lana stared at the complex documents spread out chaotically over the big, wooden desk.  Contracts and invoices, complaints and lawsuits, requests for…something…and even a few pieces of paper that looked like they might be official or legal.  Those were the papers that scared her the most.  Everything in front of her seemed extremely complicated.  She had no idea where one issue ended and another began.  
At the moment, the door to her father’s big, pandemonium -filled office was closed, a heavy silence weighing over the room.  Lana slowly lowered her head into her hands, hoping that some divine intervention would point out what she needed to focus on first.  And if that could happen, perhaps that divine intervention could also give her clues as to how she might accomplish each of those priority tasks.  
Unfortunately, no heavenly message was forthcoming and she sighed again, but this time, frustration tinged the increasing resentment.  “Why did you leave me, Father?” she whispered to the panicked silence.  “Why couldn’t you have taken better care of yourself?”
Lana’s father, Higar Kosta, had been a wonderful man, his life filled with love and laughter, always ready to listen when Lana had a problem or just needed a hug.  But Higar preferred a good cigar with a glass of scotch over sweating in a gym.  And goodness, he’d loved his food!  The man was renowned all over the city for his elaborate dinner parties!  Maybe, if he’d stopped eating all of the rich foods and exercised a few times a week instead of sitting around smoking those horrible cigars, then he might still be with her now.  He would still be taking care of all of these mind-boggling corporate details and she could be back in her light-filled art studio, doing what she loved instead of sitting her in this depressing office, alone, panicked and…overwhelmed!  
But her father had passed away two months ago and…Lana secretly acknowledged that she was completely lost.  
Yes, she could call up her best friends from school, Tamara or Willow.  They’d met at The Burling School on the outskirts of London, and, after an initially expecting to hate both of them, they’d quickly become fast friends.  The three of them had shared a room for many gloriously wonderful, laughter and tear-filled years.  No, their acquaintance hadn’t started off smoothly.  Lana was very aware that most people thought of her as flighty and irresponsible.  But she wasn’t!  Lana came across as flighty only because she lived in her head a bit more than the rest of the world.  As a painter, Lana saw things differently, which was also why her paintings sold so well.  Every year, the value of her paintings increased in value.  She was financially secure and understood the international markets better than most artists.  
But this….!  She shifted several of the papers around on the previously polished desk, not sure where to even start.  Lana couldn’t keep relying on advice from Tamara who had a degree in international business and knew how businesses worked.  The woman knew the world and, even though the world might think that she was a ditzy party girl, that was a very deliberate image that Tamara created and cultivated.  The images that appeared in the tabloids were placed there for a very specific purpose.  
Unfortunately, Tamara had her own problems and Lana didn’t want to bother her friend.  Willow was…well, normally Willow would be in her craft studio, working with her team to get ready for the next holiday season’s…stuff…whatever it was that Willow might create next.  But Willow had her own worries as well.  
“Cassandra!” Lana whispered into the silence of the office.  Standing up, Lana walked over to the window and looked out, not really seeing the beautiful ocean or the sunshine as it sparkled off of the water.  “Cassandra might be able to get me out of this…mess!” she thought.  There’d been that article recently about an especially trick legal case that Cassy had won!  
But…Cassy and Lana weren’t really friends.  They were more…acquaintances.  Lana and Cassy had enjoyed a few moments of camaraderie during their years at The Burling School, but they weren’t bosom buddies.  Although, Lana had always wondered why Cassy had worn those horrible sports bras. The woman was gorgeous in a pinup girl kind of way.  She was smart too!  Unfortunately, Lana hadn’t ever taken the time to really get to know Cassy – or Cassy’s roommates.  Not really.  Oh, the six of them had snuck into the dining hall occasionally for a late night ice cream raid.  But she’d been too close with Tamara and Willow and hadn’t bothered trying to befriend anyone else.  
“Not an option,” Lana thought with resignation and turned away from the window to look at the desk once again.  
“What a mess,” she groaned, pushing her hands through her already mussed, brown hair, trying to figure out where to start.  Her father’s business was shockingly complex and, from some of the documents she’d read, wasn’t in very good shape at the moment.  
Every morning when she contemplated coming into this office, she felt her chest constrict and a vicious bout of nausea came next.  Not only because she had her own issues to handle with her personal business, but because her father’s empire was too convoluted.  Too vast.  
Thankfully, as an artist, Lana’s business had done well enough over the last few years that she hadn’t taken any money from her father since graduating from college.  Her paintings were meticulous and beautiful.  Every canvas she released into the world sold almost immediately.  But…!
“Having problems?” a deep voice asked, interrupting her pity party.
Lana looked up, startled.  But not nearly as startled as she was when her eyes focused on the tall, terrifying man standing in the doorway of her father’s office.
“What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded, standing up with a jerk as the tall, odious man pushed away from the door frame and stepped arrogantly into her father’s office.  With a soft thud, the door closed behind him, the sound ominously dreadful.  It might have been better if he’d slammed the door closed.  That would have given her mind something to focus on besides the terrifying man coming towards her.  
“I’m here to see if you need help.”  His eyes moved over the desk that seemed to be piled with papers and files, contracts and reports.  “Looks to me as if you’re drowning.”  
Lana looked up at the formidable man, refusing to show her fear.  Christoph Anastas.  The few times she’d met him at the various social gatherings around Athens had told her that this was not a man to ignore.  He was one of the few businessman in Greece, all over the world actually, that made other businessmen quake in their thousand dollar shoes!  Christoph Anastas was simply that powerful!  Just his name sparked reverential silence when spoken out loud.  
Even now, looking up into eyes that weren’t quite blue and not really grey, she knew that he was a man to keep at arms distance.  Ice, she thought.  Yes, his eyes were the color of ice.  Cold.  Heartless.  Merciless.  Rivers of ice ripped open mountains, tore down boulders and reframed the earth.  This man was the same.  Just a simple glance from this man could damage a business, alter financial markets and shift the paths of currencies.  
She’d hated him from the first time she’d met him several years ago.  It had taken one dance, just five minutes in the man’s spookily strong arms, before she understood his dangerous power.  
Well, not really understood so much as grasped.  Even from across the ballroom that night, the man had looked at her and she’d felt naked.  Raw.  Vulnerable.  And when he’d touched her that one time, her skin had felt singed.  An odd reaction when his eyes seemed so cold, but she’d immediately wanted to pull her hands away.  To run from him.  
But Lana prided herself on facing problems head on.  Never running from them, never cowering.  After the initial shock of being in his arms, she’d straightened her spine and glared up at him, refusing to let him feel her trembling because she absolutely refused to show any weakness around this man!  Not him!  Not with her father’s enemy!  Show no weakness, Higar Kosta had always told her.  “Use your weaknesses to gain power!  Aspire to Strength” her father had preached ever since she’d been small.    
So here she was again, facing the man who was her weakness, determined to make him her strength!  How Lana was going to do that was the mystery, but she’d eventually figure out how.  
In the meantime, Lana refused to show him how overwhelmed she was with all of the business issues spread out over the wide desk.  Her chin went up a notch, her arms crossing over her stomach.  “Did you come here just to annoy me for general purposes?” Lana demanded, pretending that everything in this office was under control.  “Or did you have a more specific purpose?” 
The man had the audacity to sit down in one of the chairs on the opposite side of her father’s big desk.  He even unbuttoned his immaculate suit, stretching his long legs out in front of him before he looked up at her.  Was he laughing?  Was he mocking her?!  
Oh, her hatred for the man intensified with that smug expression!  There were few people in this world who could engender those kinds of emotions in Lana.  Her friends from boarding school, Tamara and Willow, had been two of them…initially.  They’d hated each other upon their first meeting all those years ago.  But now she loved those two women more than if they were her own sisters.  The three of them understood each other.  They fought for each other and protected each other’s secrets.  
This man had secrets, she thought.  And if she could ever discover any of them, she’d reveal those secrets to the world.  Just looking into his icy blue eyes made her want to take him down several pegs.  No, not several pegs.  She wanted to crush him under her heel.  She wanted to beat him at whatever game he was initiating.  
And Lana had no doubt that the man was definitely initiating a game.  Cat and mouse.  Okay, maybe lion and mouse, she corrected.  Christoph Anastas was much bigger and significantly more powerful than a house cat.
But Lana refused to be his timid mouse!  She was going to be…well, at least a cheetah.  
Okay, ridiculous mental conversation, she acknowledged and forced her eyes to glare at him from across the huge desk.  
“I understand that you’ve inherited all of your father’s businesses,” he started off conversationally.  
The horrible grief from her father’s passing several months ago still haunted her, but she suppressed the instant stab of sadness.  She was a cheetah, she reminded herself.  A sleek, powerful cheetah.  “How is that significant to you?”  Her hand slipped self-consciously over her too-rounded hips, reminding herself that she’d planned to go for a run after work.  Of course, she’d planned on going for that run this morning, but had rolled over in her warm bed, not wanting to face the misery of morning, much less a morning run.  
His thin lips smiled slightly, but because the man’s face was all angles and planes, harsh lines and boogey-man intensity…the smile didn’t warm his features in any way.  
“Lana, I know that you’re in over your head.  Your father’s businesses were far-ranging.”
That was true, but Lana wasn’t going to admit that to this man.  Leaning forward, she clasped her hands in front of her and looked directly into his ice-blue eyes.  “Christoph, you’re being a patronizing ass,” she came right back.
He stared at her for a long moment, then threw back his head laughing.  
For some reason, the sound made her heart pound harder but she hid her insane reaction by crossing her arms more tightly over her chest.  
When he looked up at her this time, there seemed to be a glimmer in his icy eyes.  A glimmer of…ice?  Or heat?  
“That’s good, my dear.  No one has ever had the courage to call me out in such a way.  Which,” he leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees, “makes my offer even more enticing.”
Lana watched him for a long moment, tensing because she knew with absolute certainty that she wasn’t going to like his offer.  An easy supposition, since she’d never liked anything this particular man ever said to her.  “I can’t sell the business to you.  Even if I could, I wouldn’t.  Not to you,” she told him with a bit of her own smug delight, warning him that she wasn’t going to give in to threats or intimidation – two tactics she knew this man was extremely good at. 
His grin widened for a brief moment.  And did those eyes of his glance downward?  Lana wasn’t sure because it was only a brief flash, then he was looking right back into her hazel eyes once again.  “I don’t want to buy any of your businesses.  I know that you can’t legally do that.  The terms of your father’s will were very strict.”
Wait – he knew about the terms of her father’s will?  Her mouth fell open in shock. “How…how do you know about what’s in my father’s will?” she squeaked out, even more…impressed because her father’s will was private.  No one but her father’s attorney and Lana knew about what her father had demanded of her.  So yeah, she was more than a little impressed.  And terrified.  And overwhelmed.  How in the world could he know?!  
“It doesn’t matter how I know,” he replied smoothly and stood up, moving around to the other side of the desk.  Immediately, Lana stood up, not wanting to be so much lower than this man.  
“I know that your father’s will declared that you couldn’t sell off any part of the business.  Everything he owned, right up until the point of his unexpected heart attack, will go to your husband.”  
She wanted to step back, but seeing him this close reminded her of those few minutes in his arms, swaying gently to the music.  But she hadn’t heard the music that night.  Every ounce of her mind, her body, had been focused only on this man and trying not to let him know how intensely confused she’d felt when he held her like that.  
Taking a deep breath, she shook her head, trying to banish the image from her mind and the feelings from her body.  Those blasted memories were…warped!  She’d magnified them in her mind over time.  There was no way she was accurately remembering her body’s reaction because she would never betray her father by…reacting in that way to his foremost enemy!
So what if she’d had a few erotic dreams featuring that dance and this man?  He’d never know about those dreams!  Ever!  
Her chin lifted slightly in an attempt to appear more confident than she felt.  “Okay, so you know about the private details of my father’s sexist will.  Should I be impressed that you have super-secret spies that are everywhere?  Your information doesn’t change the details.”  She shrugged slightly.  “I don’t see how that is relevant.”
He buttoned his suit coat as he looked down at her, his icy eyes not revealing anything.  
“I want to be your husband.”  He pulled a card out of his pocket, wrote something on the back, then laid the card on the edge of her desk.  “This is my private number.  Call me when you’re ready to talk.”
And with those words, he left her with her mouth hanging open and no pithy response to toss back at him.  
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