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Prologue



Meow, pussycat.

Jenny lay sleeping on a lounge chair in the sun when a warm male voice permeated her senses, making her feel hot and melty inside. Was she dreaming? It was the kind of voice that wrapped around her like a blanket and made her want to snuggle down into it, even on a sweltering summer day.

Hey, wake uprise and shine.

Wait a minute. Different voice this time. More abrasiveand kind of menacing. Jenny flinched fully awake now, opening her eyes.

At the end of the small dock floated an old wooden rowboat with three guys inside, all of them ogling her in her new bikini. Oh God. Her stomach shriveledthey were older, rough-looking. Where on earth had they come from?

Then she recognized two of themthe Brody boys from across the lake. Shed just never seen them this close-up before.


She thought of replying, but how on earth did someone respond to Meow, pussycat? Her cat, Snowball, currently meandered across the dock, a few feet away, and in her sleepy haze, Jenny honestly wasnt sure if the greeting had been for her or for Snowy.

Cat got your tongue? This came from Wayne Brody, the older of the brothershe had to be at least twenty-oneand it turned out the abrasive voice belonged to him. And apparently the Meow had been for her, even if he hadnt been the one to say it.

What do you want? she finally managed. She tried to sound mean, scary. But that was ridiculous, she realized as quickly as she spokehow scary could a sixteen-year-old girl in a bikini be? Vulnerable was more like it. Yet attempting to sound mean was her only defense at the moment.

Whats your name? asked Mick Brody, and she realized hed been the one to say, Meow. Now his voice poured over her, deep and enveloping, like a guy older than nineteen. But she still guessed that to be his agehed been a senior when she was a freshman. A senior who skipped class and got caught drinking and raised every kind of hell there is to raise, according to her father. Mick Brody held a beer can in his hand right now, and all three boys were smoking cigarettes.

She just sat there. She didnt want to tell them her name, or let herself be pulled into conversation at allsomehow that would make her even more vulnerable. But her silence also made it seem like she was simply too frightened to talk. Her heart beat too hard.

Fine, Mick Brody said. Guess Ill just have to call you pussycat then.

God, why did that make her pulse skitter? The word should have sounded dirtya word you would see in pink neon outside a sleazy strip club or somethingbut instead it seemed to caress her skin. Or maybe that had to do with the way Mick Brody was looking at her right now. Everything about him made her feel threatened, yet at the same time his blue eyes shone on her like two shimmering stars in the night sky, captivating her. Yeesh.

Suddenly, she rethought the skimpiness of the bathing suit. Shed been comfortable in it with her friends, even with the guys in the group, when shed worn it the other daybut she wasnt comfortable now. Now she felt practically naked, like Mick Brody could see all of her.

Just then, Snowball padded to the end of the dock, where the boat had pulled up.

Want something to drink, cat? asked the third boy, who Jenny now recognized as Lucky Romo, a long-haired guy who frequently sped through town in his souped-up car. She happened to know her father had given him a ticket just last week.

Lucky leaned over to spill a puddle of foamy beer out onto the wood in front of the cat, and as Snowball bent to taste it, fresh anger surged through Jenny, pushing her to her feet to barrel toward the edge of the dock. Leave my cat alone! Get out of here!

The white cat darted away, clearly much more frightened of Jenny at the moment than of anyone elsewhile the boys in the rowboat laughed. Rage burned through her, and she wondered if they could see her face turning red beneath the color shed acquired from the sun. She also wondered if her nipples showed through her bikini because of the weird way Mick Brody affected her. She crossed her arms, trying to cover her breasts, but instead only succeeded in heaving them higher. Ugh.

And Mick Brody continued to pin her in place with his dark, wicked grin. Come a little closer, pussycat. Wanna go for a ride?

Despite herself, she heard the sexual implication in the question, and even as it repulsed her, she couldnt deny that it also aroused her. Oh God.

She took a deep breath, tried to act a little more cool than shed managed so far, and rolled her eyes. Um, no thanks. Her tone implied that the very suggestion was ludicrous.

Aw, come on, honey, we dont bite, Wayne Brody chimed in.

Unless you want us to, Mick added with raised eyebrows.

Dear Godwhy did that make her feel so warm in her bikini bottoms? He wasdangerous. A guy you stayed away from. It was one thing to be attracted to normal boys that wayAdam Becker from school, Jimmy Raines who worked up at the Whippy Dip. But this boy? Something must be wrong with her. You heard me, she said. Go away.

Or what? Lucky Romo replied. You gonna sic your big bad daddy the cop on us? All three boys broke up with still more laughter as if it was the funniest thing theyd ever heard.

Jenny let out an irritated breath. Fine. You wont go away? Then I will.

After all, she was pretty sure they were drunk. And from what she could tell, none of her neighbors along the lake were outsideshe was alone here. Her father had always taught her: Get out of a potentially bad situation before it has the chance to escalate; it was better to be safe than sorry.

So she grabbed up her towel and swim bag, along with her Diet Coke, slipped on her flip-flops, and started away from the dock.


Nice ass, Mick Brody called, making her glad they couldnt see her face anymoresince it was surely beet red after that. And she continued to feel the three boys stares on her rear all the way across the narrow road lining the lake and up the front walk to her house.

But especially Mick Brodys.









She walks in beauty, like the night; 

Of cloudless climes and starry skies.

Lord Byron



One



Fifteen years later

As dusk fell over Blue Valley Lake, creating texture and shadow in the air, Jenny Tolliver pushed the old green canoe from the grassy bank down into the water. Still in the summer skirt and cotton blouse shed worn to Mrs. Kinmans mah-jongg party, the only concessions shed made for the lake excursion were trading in her slingback sandals for a pair of canvas tennis shoes and zipping her telescope and other equipment into a large waterproof bag.

As she climbed carefully into the canoe, using the dock for balance, it felt like stepping back in time. She hadnt crossed this lake in this canoe since shed been eighteen years old, and back then shed had Sue Ann for a companion. And Sue Ann probably would have left her moms party to come with her tonight if shed asked, but her best friend had different obligations in life nowshe had a husband and daughter to go home to.

Besides, Jenny had wanted to be alone. Shed wanted toescape.

Good Godyouve only been back in Destiny two short days and already you need to escape? Not a good sign.

But when people had said one too many nice things about her at the party, it had pushed her over the edge. Not that it made much sense to get upset over people being kind to her, but nothing about her life made sense lately.

When Rose Marie Keckley had seen the lemon bars Jenny had whipped up for the occasion, shed said, That was so nice of you, Jenny. And when Jenny had refilled some iced tea glasses to keep Mrs. Kinman from getting up after just sitting down, LeeAnn Turner had said, Youre so sweet. Then Lettie Gale had added, Youre so good, Jenny, simply because shed helped old Mrs. Lampton up from her chair. And that was it, the final strawshed had to get out of there.

Now the words echoed in her head, taunting her. Youre so good. Youre so good. Well, she was sick and tired of being good.

So what was she doing about it?

Canoeing across the lake.

Hardly a bold act of rebellion against society.

But at least it had gotten her away from the party and all those people shed grown up with who thought she was so damn good. And now it was getting her away from her old family cottage just across the road, another place she wasnt quite ready to go back toat least not yet.

So despite knowing that paddling across a quiet lake as the sun set behind the trees wouldnt take her any farther away from her problems than coming home to Destiny had, she pushed off from the dock anyway, dipping the oar in the water. And that old saying came back to her: Wherever you go, there you are. Meaning there really was no escape. Swell.

Then she knit her eyebrows. Stop it. This isnt you. Youre the girl whose glass is always half-full, the girl who always has a smile for everyone she meets. Wheres your smile?

Glumly, she answered herself. Maybe I left it in Terrences classroom with the shattered heads of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln. The expensive ceramic ones shed given him for their first anniversary. The same ones shed sent crashing to the floor when shed found him lip-locked with Kelsey, the twenty-one-year-old student teacher whod been working in Jennys science classes all semester long.

This isnt what it looks like, hed said when shed walked into the schoolroom late that March afternoon.

Shed just stared at him in disbelief. Seriously? shed asked. Thats seriously the route you want to go here?

We should talk someplace private, Jenny. I didnt want you to find out like this.

Then maybe you should have, say, locked the door. Thats when George had hit the floor. She didnt exactly remember making the decision to pick up the bust and throw itit had just happened, and pieces had flown everywhere.

Jenny, you need to calm down, hed insisted, his eyes all aghastlike she was the one doing something reprehensible here.

Let me get this straight. I walk into my husbands classroom to bring him a piece of the vice principals birthday cake, and I find him making out with my student teacher, and he thinks I should be calm? Well, hows this for calm? Thats when Abe had bitten the dust, as well, crashing down to explode into a thousand shards.

It was the most uncharacteristic thing good Jenny had ever done. But cheating on her was the most out-of-character move Terrence had ever made, too. And it was that night at home, when the blind rage had passed, settling into a good old-fashioned gnawing ache, that shed asked him the question, Why? Just tell me why, and Terrence had dealt the lowest blow of all. Hed told her she was the twenty-first century June Cleaver.

June Cleaver! Of all the cultural icons in all the world, hed had to compare her to June Cleaver? Not that she had anything against June, butshe didnt want to be her.

And it had grown even worse when hed gotten down to the real heart of the matter. Its not that I dont love you. Its just that youre too sweet towell, to have the kind of sex I want. The kind Ive been craving for years.

It had been like a punch in the gut. The kind you have with Kelsey, you mean.

Hed looked down at the living room carpet theyd picked out together last year. Well, yeah.

Another punch. Since they hadnt technically established, up to that point, that he was indeed having sex with Kelsey.

Youre justso good, Jenny, hed said, his voice pained. Too good. Ugh.

She didnt bother reminding him that not once in all their years together had he let her know he desired anything different. And that he was the only guy shed ever had sex with, so that everything she knew shed learned from him. So what is it you want exactly? shed snapped instead. Whips and chains? Stripper poles in the bedroom? What?

And just like earlier, hed had the nerve to look at her like she was the crazy, unreasonable one. Its not aboutprops, hed said. Its aboutheat. Passion.

Since then, Sue Ann had taken to calling him a rat bastard, and what the term lacked in originality, Jenny felt it made up for in accuracy. Sue Ann also liked referring to Kelsey as the chippy and the tart, and in some odd, weak way, that helped ease a little of Jennys grief, too.

Although as she got far enough out into the lake to truly start feeling isolated, she suffered a blip of emotionone that continued to hit her often. It was a fraction of a second when she remembered what life had felt like back when it was normal, back when shed felt safe, happy, content.

Her life with Terrence had been simple but goodshe wasnt a woman who asked for the moon, even if she loved watching it through her telescope. Theyd been together since college; theyd taught in the same middle school. He specialized in history, she in science. Shed once had aspirations of becoming an astronomer, working at NASA or doing research at a university, but Terrence had urged her to settle for teaching, and shed discovered that when youre young and in love, it was shockingly easy to agree to anythingeven giving up your dream.

And so theyd taught. And theyd had dinner parties. Theyd been active in the community. Theyd never had childrenshed just never gotten pregnantbut they loved the kids in their classes, and they were the kind of stable, happy couple people envied. Or they had been. Before the tart.

Losing her marriage had been devastating. But the part that still seemed to hang over her now, every day, every hour, was that Terrence had betrayed her because he thought she was too sweet, too nice. The dreaded Catch22: He loved her because she was a good girl, but he secretly desired a bad girl. She could never be everything he wanted.

So shed pushed the divorce through quickly, and shed quit her jobno longer willing to work so closely with Terrence, and now she suddenly found herself back in Destiny, Ohio, where her father was still the chief of police and where the old cottage by the lake on Blue Valley Road sat completely furnished but unlived in since hed bought a small second home in town. And where she was still the perfect good girl. Like it or not.

Shed come home to think, and to heal. Just for the summer. Partially because her father had insisted, and partially because she hadnt really had anyplace else to go when the bi-level shed shared with Terrence had sold practically overnight. And she had big decisions to make over the next couple of months. Like where to live. And how to earn an income. And how to come out of this unscarred. Since people in Destiny didnt get divorced. And good girls like Jenny didnt, either.

Of course, when people had started asking at the party tonight what she was doing in town, shed had to tell them. Terrence and I have split up, so Im spending the summer here to be closer to Dad. That was how she and Sue Ann had decided it would be simplest to say it. And shed left out the parts about the rat bastard, the chippy, and not really having anyplace else to go. But the whole time, she kept seeing a black-and-white version of June Cleavers body in her mindwith her head placed on top, and shed felt just as monochromatic as ever.

And now she was canoeing across the lake of her youth, headed toward the darkness, toward the jagged, tangled woods on the other side because it was a clear enough night that she might be able to spot the Hercules Cluster with all its fine, glittering points of light. The skies, the heavens: one more form of escape.

She hadnt been able to see much of anything through her telescope in Columbustoo much light pollution, and if she was honest with herself, Terrence had never encouraged her passion for astronomy any more than hed encouraged her passion in bedso that was one good thing about coming home. She could see the stars again.

Part of her couldnt believe she was back here, in this precise spot on the globe. Crossing this lake without her fathers permission, usually with Sue Ann in tow, was the one rule Jenny had broken as a girl. Unlike her side of the lake, where well-kept cottages and bungalows lined the shore in pastel colors, the southern edge of Blue Valley Lake was rimmed with steep, rocky hills and untamed woods. No one had ever lived here but the Brodysin a scary little shackand back then, coming here had been trespassing, and it had felt wildly dangerous and freeing at the same time.

And maybe a little foolish, too, now that she thought back on itbut the property had possessed a hill with a wonderfully elevated rocky outcropping, perfect for climbing up on and stargazing. Given the proliferation of trees in her yard, some even big enough to shadow the dockplus the fact that shed probably been hoping to catch some brief glimpse of scary, hot Mick Brody back thencrossing the lake had seemed worth the risk.

And it still did. But thankfully, there remained no more Brodys here to trespass against. From what she remembered hearing from her father and Sue Ann over the years, Wayne Brody was in prison, the Brody parents were dead, and Mick Brody was justgone.


No one knew where. Or cared much. People in Destiny were just generally relieved that the Brodys were no more.

Thinking back, she could still hear Sue Anns nervous whispers all those years ago as the canoe floated smoothly across the water. You realize that if we tip this canoe over and drown, no one will ever know what happened to us.

Nosomeone will find the canoe, and then theyll drag the lake, Jenny had explained. She was a cops daughtershe knew about these things.

Well, what if some Brody shoots us and buries us in unmarked graves? No one will ever find us.

Oh, would you just relax? Jenny would spout. Nothing bad is going to happen. Even if she hadnt been a hundred percent sure of that herself.

So given the departure of all the Brodys, as the canoe came to a halt against the same small, sandy landing Jenny had used all those years ago, she didnt feel that same sense of nervous excitement about being hereand it was just as well. Shed come here for peace, after all. And as she stepped out and pulled the canoe farther up onto land, then reached in and hefted out the bag holding her equipment, she sensed herself getting closer to it. At least for tonight.

Mah-jongg at Sue Anns mothers house had been pleasant enough, but right now she needed the stars, the planets, the cosmosto remind her that in the big picture of the universe, her troubles were small potatoes. She needed the night sky to whisk her away to another world.

Shed brought a flashlight but didnt yet need to use it. Still, as she began the initial ascent up the rocky hillside, the tall trees closed in around her, blocking out much of the remaining daylight. When some low brambles seemed to reach out and latch on to her skirt, she decided she probably should have changed into jeans, but she just untangled it and went on. Then glanced down at the flowered skirt and thoughtoh God, its true! I am June Cleaver! Even June would have the sense to put on pants for a hike through the woods!

Of course, Junes husband never cheated on her because she wasnt kinky enough in bed, so maybe they didnt have that much in common.

Just then, a fleeting look to the left revealed the old Brody cabin through the trees. Even more overgrown than when shed last seen it, she could barely make it out through the vines climbing its walls. It sat dark and desolate, neglected and mysterious, almost disappearing in its surroundings, a part of the forest nowand yet at the same time, it beckoned her in some strange way, making her want to explore it, peer in the windows, now that the Brodys were gone. Had they left anything behind? Any clues to what they were really about? Shed always heard there was a small cemetery behind the house, and now she wondered who exactly was buried there, and why.

And thendear God, what had she just seen? A light? Had a small light just come on inside that dilapidated shack? Surely not. Surely she was seeing things.

Old leaves and new undergrowth crunched beneath her tennis shoes as she plodded on, her head still turned toward the little house, confused. She didnt see the light anymorehad only spotted it for a secondbut it seemed to her a question of angles, of having exactly the right view through all the trees between here and there.

Still, maybe she truly had imagined it. Maybe it had been the setting sun reflecting off an old windowpane as it glanced down through the heavy trees.

Trees too thick and billowy to actually admit any sun-light at the moment, she couldnt avoid noticing. And actually, hadnt the sun just set?

But dont think about that.

Her heart began to pound against her chest.

And it was in that precise moment that her body collided withanother body.

No question about itshe knew even before she looked up that what shed connected with wasnt a tree; it was far too warm, too broad and looming. Uh-oh.

Her gaze darted upward as a sharp blade of panic sliced down through her, and she found male eyes on her. And a male body, still connecting with hers. She couldnt make out much more than that in the dim lighting, other than his white T-shirt. She took a quick step back and tried to breathe. Who in the world?

This is private property, he said brusquely, so I dont know who you are, but you need to get the hell outta here.

Good God. She sucked in her breath so hard that she thought for a second shed faint. So much for trying to breathe. The man before her was at least six-two and smelled musky, like the woods, like the earth, and his deep voice had run through her like warm liquid, likean old memory.

She wanted to step farther back, put more distance between them, but shed reached out to press her free hand against a tree trunk and needed it for balance at the moment. I was justgoing to look at the stars, she explained, hefting her telescope bag a bit higher to show him. Up on the rocks at the top of the hill. Now she freed her hand from the tree to point. Apparently talking had helped her breathe better.

I dont care what you were doingyoure trespassing.

Wow, he still sounded just as mean. Shed sort of thought her explanation would calm the guy down. Not that she was sure, now that she thought about it, why someone would be so concerned about trespassers on this piece of useless, almost uninhabitable land. Exceptmaybe she really had seen a light in that cabin. Was this guy staying there? Who was he? Could he be?

I dont mean any harm, she told him. The rocks are just the best place around here to look through a telescope.

The man towering above her gave his head a derisive tilt and lowered his chin. As her eyes began to adjust to the dimness, she began to make out his eyes, along with the dark stubble on his cheeks. He had a full mouth, thick hair, a broad chest. I dont think youre hearing me. You need to leave, go back to wherever you came from.

She swallowed but met his gaze, aware of the rise and fall of her chest as she continued focusing on her breathing. Then she pointed over her shoulder. I just canoed across the lake. I wont hurt anything. Normally, on any other night of her life, shed have turned around and left. But she just couldnt bring herself to do that right now. She wantedhell, maybe she just wanted something in life to be simple, to go the way shed planned.

Damn right you wont, the guy groused, because youre gonna get right back in that canoe and go.

Look, she snapped, pushed to a breaking point. Whats the big deal? What is it you think Im going to do thats so terrible? Maybe it was foolishno, certainly it was foolishbut she was tired of doing what people told her, tired of feeling she had so little control overanything.

Thats when she sensed his eyes narrowing on herand began to think she was right, about who he was. About that voice. Oh my.


Are youMick Brody? she ventured.

He looked stunnedso stunned she knew she was correctbut she wasnt sure why he was so surprised to be recognized, given that this was his familys old home. Shed assumed the land belonged to someone else now, but apparently it didnt.

Instead of answering, he said, Who the hell are you?

Wemet once, she offered, again pointing over her shoulder in the direction of the lake. At my familys dock. It was a long time ago. You asked me if I wanted to take a ride. In your rowboat. But Im pretty sure you really meant on you.

His eyes narrowed further as he said, Youre notthat Tolliver girl?

She nodded. Jenny. But I dont think you knew my name. You called me Stop! Why on earth are you telling him this?

Pussycat, he recalled aloud, his voice a bit softer now, more smoldering than fiery. Something in her womb flinched, contracted. That he would remember. That the word still sounded sexual to her, sensual, as much as it had then.

She stayed quiet, her breasts heaving slightly. Her astronomy equipment grew heavy, weighing down her right arm.

Well, pussycat, he said, sounding much more matter-of-fact now, its time for you to go.

She let out a breathnow she was the surprised one. Shed thought once he realized who she was that hed finally say okay, let her go on her way. Seriously? she heard herself reply. You seriously have a problem with me walking up the hill to those rocks and looking through a telescope?

Seriously, he said, unsmiling, his expression as dark as the dusky air. I know you always get your way, but not this time.


Everything in Jenny tightened. He thought she always got her way? He didnt know her at all; he didnt know anything about her. All shed wanted was a little distraction from her troubles, a little peace. Was it so much to ask? A lump of anger rose in her throat as she said, I see youre just as big an asshole now as you were then. A good-looking asshole, she was beginning to realize, but an asshole just the same.

Whatever, pussycat, he said. Now be the good little girl you are and go home. Then he placed his large hands on the tops of her arms and physically began to turn her around, toward the lake.

And that was it! It was the straw that broke the camels back, the last bit of opposition Jenny could stand. She wouldnt be manhandled. And she wouldnt be bullied by one more person who thought being good meant being weak, willing to be bossed around. She was tired of being good Jenny, obedient Jenny, tired of letting men make her decisions for herfrom Terrence insisting she be a teacher instead of an astronomer to her father insisting she come live in the lake house for the summer. And now she had this guyMick-freaking-Brodyinsisting she couldnt go where she wanted? Every bit of anger, fury, disgust, that had been gathering inside her over the past months boiled hotter inside her, finally overflowing.

So as Mick tried to turn her body one way, she turned it the other, silently refusing to go where he was directing her. She faced him again and spat, Get your hands off me and get out of my way. She couldnt quite believe shed said it, but she couldnt stop herself, either. Then she started to push boldly past him, tired of this ridiculous game.

Only Mick Brody didnt let her passhis arm shot out to block her path as she barreled forward, and before she knew it, his palm had closed firm over her hip, the length of his arm stretching down over her breasts and torso. His strength stopped her in her tracks even as his nearness, the solid connection of her flesh against his, made her pool with shocking moisture between her thighs. Dear God.

He bent down, his breath warm on her ear. Listen, sweetheart, he said, voice low and menacing, you dont want to mess with me, okay? Now turn your pretty little ass around and get back to your side of the lake while you still can.

She sucked in her breath, raised her gazefrightened but bold. Or what? she whispered, the words coming out far softer than planned. She remained in his grasp, their faces but an inch apart.

Their gazes locked, so close she could barely fathom how shed ended up in this position. With Mick Brody, of all people on the planet. Mick Brody, whod once frightened and aroused her all at once, at a time when shed been far too young and sheltered to understand such conflicting emotions. And now she found herself in the very same situationonly their bodies were much nearer now, touching, and something inside her sizzled with strange, desperate need.

Mick didnt answeror maybe his answer was what he did next. He used his anchoring arm, and his body, to push her back against a tree trunk a foot away. His potent gaze drifted from her eyes to her mouth. She heard her own breathing. His, too. Oh God. She took in the soft clatter as her equipment bag slipped from her grip to land on a bed of wild ivy at her feet.

She didnt understand.

What was happening.

Or what she wanted.

What her body wanted.

It was insane. Unreal.

And when he finally leaned into her, hard, and kissed her, hard, she struggled against him. Not because she didnt want him to kiss her. But because she knew she shouldnt. Couldnt. Want that. Want him. He was a virtual stranger. He wasforbidden.

So even as she sensed his palms pressing to the thick bark at both sides of her face, more fully trapping her there, possessing her, she lifted her hands to his upper arms, curled her fingertips tight into the muscles, and tried to push him back.

His body didnt budge. But he ended the kiss. Met her eyes again. His looked glassy with lust. A male hardness she recognized pressed firm and insistent at the crux of her thighs. Her lips felt swollen, sensitive.

Are you leaving now? he asked. She wasnt sure if he was letting her off the hook or bossing her around some more.

No, she said on a hot breath, still refusing to back down. Maybe it was crazy, but to back down now would somehow feel like the ultimate defeat. And she didnt need any more defeat in her life.

Well, youre not going up that damn hill, Ill tell you that much.

Give me one good reason not to, she insisted, and then made a move to extricate herself from where he pinned her to the tree, knowing full well that hed stop her, and despite herself, when his hand closed firmly around her wrist, the sensation shot to the crux of her thighs.

Again she wrestled, trying to get free even though she knew she couldntand that was the dark temptation of the fight. It made everything okay as long as she tried to resist, right? As long as she let both of them know she wasnt the sort of girl who just gave in to a stranger in the woods without a struggle.

A little struggle, anyway.


Because when he spun her around, still holding tight to her, and she ended up with her back pressed to his chest, her bottom plastered to his erection, her breath coming heated and labored, she lost the will to struggle anymore. He just felt too good. Too hard. Too everything. She let him hold her there, let him make her feelcaptured, hot, ready.

His breath was audible, too, the only other sound besides last autumns dead leaves being crushed beneath their feet. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears and the whole forest seemed to pulse. Sweat trickled between her breasts in the still summer night air.

Thats when his free hand moved across her torso, fingers splayed. Every nerve in her body responded with horrified pleasure. His touch skimmed slowly, roughly upward until he was cupping her breast, fully, firmlyand she gasped. And felt it between her legs. And thoughtjust say no, all you have to do is say no.

As his labored breath echoed in her ear, she sensed him waiting for just that, her protest, the protest that would surely comebut it didnt. Instead, she just bit her lower lip and felt the powerful energy of a strangers touch move all through her.

As he began to massage her breast, tangled, conflicted sighs of pleasure escaped her. Leaning her head back into his chest, she spotted the moon, beginning to shine down through the heavy limbs from a fading purple sky. She kept her eye on itsomething so familiar to her; shed seen the moon from a hundred different angles, a hundred different magnifications, full, half, crescent, in partial and total eclipse. Right now it was the only thing anywhere around her that felt real, safe. A shame its nearness was only an illusion.

When Mick Brody released her breast only to curl his fingers into the placket of her blouse and briskly yank it open, she let out a small cry. But she still didnt protesteven as the warm night air caressed her newly revealed skin, even as he flicked his fingertips at the front opening of her simple white bra, as if hed known without doubt that was where the clasp would be.

The white cups fell away, baring her breasts to the night. She looked down, as stunned as if she hadnt willingly let things get this far. As if shed tried to stop it somehow. I only wanted to look at the stars. I only wanted to feel something besides disillusionment and failure. Well, she was feeling something else now, all right.

How is this possible? It cant be happening. Who the hell am I?

When Mick finally released her wrist, it provided one more instance when she could have stopped thisyet still she didnt. She simply stood there soaking up the heat of his body on an already hot summer night. She simply stood there as he closed both rough hands over her breasts from behind. She heard herself whimper as forbidden pleasure arced through her. Oh God, it felt good. To be touched. Wanted. Desired. It was the first time shed felttruly womanly, sexual, in years.

As he molded the two mounds of flesh in his palms, she became still more aware of the column of granite at her rear and the sensation it sent rocketing to every inch of her body. She moaned and sighed. She sank into him as if she knew him.

When he turned her around to press her back against the same big tree as beforeand she let him this time, no more fightingthings grew more difficult, strange. Because his eyes were back on her, and this was real. Her breasts were bared between them and it wasnt quite so dark yet that the white flesh and their beaded pink tips werent clearly visible.


And when he used both hands to pin her arms to the bark, their gazes met and she could have sworn his expression was as pained and conflicted as her own surely was. She saw the same worry mingling with lust that coursed through her own veins. But she had no idea why. What did Mick Brody have to lose here?

And, oh God, his eyes. The more she looked into them, the more intoxicated she became. They took her back to that day on the dock all those years agoshed noticed them then, blue and wicked. Nothing about them had changed.

Next Mick bent to capture one turgid nipple in his mouth. A strangled-sounding breath left her throat as the intense pleasure permeated her being. He wasnt a gentle manshed already gathered that muchand he didnt do this gently, either. He suckled her firmly, in a way that seemed to connect squarely with her crotch, delivering mindless pleasure even as the rough tree bark bit into her back and her knees threatened to give way beneath her.

Releasing one breast, he moved to the other, sucking this peak in just as hard, making her whimper, Oh God, as the pull stretched all through her.

What are you doing? What are you thinking? Stop this, now, somehow.

But she couldnt. She just couldnt. To her surprise, it seemed that, when put up against Mick Brody, shed been stronger at sixteen.

Ormaybe it made her feel stronger now, somewhere inside, to stay, to let this happen. At sixteen, shed scurried away. Hed tried to make her do that tonight, but she hadnt, wouldnt. Tonight she was holding her groundsort of. If holding her ground could be interpreted as letting him seduce her.

When he dropped to his knees and pulled her down with him, it happened in a rush, so that she mostly just fell on him, her skirt up around her thighs, her top and bra open. Shed never felt more brazen, or more like a stranger inside her own body.

He leaned back against the tree on the opposite side of the path, the smaller one where shed balanced herself when shed first bumped into him. Grabbing on to her hips, he drew her up into his lap until she straddled his blue-jean-clad thighs. Then he pulled her closer still, pressing her to the hard bulge behind his zipper. Oh God, the mind-numbing pressure. In exactly the right spot. She let her eyes shut, as if that would weaken the sensation. Then Micks palms slipped under her skirt, onto her bottom, over her underwear, squeezing, moldingin a way that encouraged her to move on him.

She sucked in her breath as a fresh bolt of desire pierced her body. God, how she longed to move against him, to writhe with him in the night.

But up to now, it had been all him, him doing things: holding her, touching her, suckling her, making her respond. So this was different. This was about her doing something.

Yet she quickly realized she didnt possess the power not to move against him, not to rub her softest flesh against his hardest, and she felt her body give in, felt herself begin to grind against him through their clothes.

For the first time since this had started, Mick began to emit more than just labored breathinghe let out growls of pleasure, heated groans. The sounds were as potent as hands on her flesh, beginning to drive her movements, until she got lost in the motions, almost forgetting where she was and what she was doing and how insane it was.


Yet, perhaps oddly, it was only when he reached down between them to undo the button on his jeans that she realizeddear Lordthis was actually leading to sex! This wasnt some backseat in high school, where you fooled around and heated each other up and then finally stopped. This was real lust that went somewhere, had a tangible destination.

She went still as he lowered his zipper, pushed down his underwear. At this point, he probably thought she was ready and waiting. And maybe he was right about that and she just couldnt accept the truth about herself. She could barely breathe, after all. And her whole body pulsated with want.

Yet when she glanced down and caught a glimpse of his erection in the thickening air, when she saw how big he was, how rigid, and understood what she was expected to do now, she froze. Shed only had sex with one man in her life. And she hated that man for making her doubt herself, making her question who she was, but she surely hadnt planned to move on in her sex life like this. With a stranger. On the ground. In the woods.

I cant do it. I just cant.

Even if I want to.

With Mick Brody, it seemed, arousal and fear mixed and mingled until she could barely tell them apart.

Tell him youre sorry, youve made a mistake here. Youre not this woman, not someone who can haveor handlesex in the woods. And maybe hell be a decent enough guy to let you leave now.

Not that he seemed like a very decent guy so far. But she knew she couldnt do this. It wasnt right. It made no sense.

I cant. She practiced saying it again in her mind, and was just about to break the bad news out loudwhen Mick Brody lifted her bottom with one hand, yanked her panties aside with the other, and situated her body just atop his erection.

Oh! She sucked in her breath at the sensation.

Its now or never. Say it.

But she didnt.

And then he pushed her down, onto him.

Oh God.

Oh my!

It was the end of life as a good girl.









But those with the courage to explore the weave and structure of the Cosmos, even where it differs profoundly from their wishes and prejudices, will penetrate its deepest mysteries.

Carl Sagan



Two



The pleasure was startling and profound. Almost painful, because he was big and because she hadnt had sex in a while, so a stunned cry left herbut it was also amazingly good, in a way she felt in her gut, her very soul.

He was inside herdeep inside herand there was no sense in protesting now, no turning back.

She wanted desperately to be angry at him, to feel shed been forced, compromised, butLordhe felt too incredible inside her. And she knew shed had a thousand chances to say no and had never once uttered the word. And besides, she was on top, for heavens sake.

And as she began to adjust, to find exactly the right angle where he felt best, as he hissed in his breath sharply, then let out another masculine groan, it occurred to her that she was finally taking that ride hed invited her on all those years ago. This is what shed pictured then in the forbidden spots of her mind, her on top of him like this, moving. And the very thought propelled her to do just thatto move as she had in those illicit visions, to move and take him still deeper and to moan when their bodies connected in just the right way.

He moved, too, thrusting up into her, powerful plunges that nearly blinded her with pleasure, made her bite her lip, made her curl her fingernails into the thin fabric of his T-shirt.

She felt the urge to kiss him, but resisted, because even though hed kissed her, once, earlier, thisdidnt feel romantic. And even as he moved in her, she found herself not wanting him to think shed suddenly gone soft. This was not about kissingthis was about need, and hunger, and darkness. This was hard sex, in the woods. This was Mick Brody.

She moved on him more vigorously, felt his hands mold to her ass. She closed her eyes and drank in the scent of the pungent forest floor, the damp earth, the very greenness of it all. But then she opened her eyes because it still seemed so unreal, and the pleasure inside her began to tighten and gather in the spot just above where their bodies met so wet and smooth. And she met his gaze again, writhed against him more wildly, let herself feel thatthe utter wildness of ituntil he whispered, Come, pussycat, and she did.

The orgasm was rough, as jagged as the uneven land they occupied. Strangled cries left her throat as she tried to absorb the startling sensations that rocketed through her. Her arms locked around his neck; she bit her lip to try to stop sobbing her way through the abrupt pleasure.


When the intense waves of climax finally passed, eased, her mind racedwhat to do now? She had no idea.

But she didnt have to ponder it long since Mick was ready to take over againwithout a word, he plastered both hands on her bottom and rolled her onto a soft bed of moss beside the tree. Before she knew it, she lay on her back looking up at him as he moved in her in long, deep, thorough strokes she felt all the way to her core.

His eyes on her remained glassy, his teeth clenched. She kept biting her lip to hold in her cries, but that didnt last longsoon sound erupted from her throat with each powerful thrust he delivered.

What had been slow and rough before had turned fast and urgentand Jenny lay there astounded, soaking in every sensation, every hard drive, surprised to eventually realize her legs were wrapped snug around his back, locked at the ankles.

The darkness was complete now, covering them like a blanket, and a lone cricket began to chirp in the trees. She grunted and groaned as each stroke pressed her farther, deeper, into the moss, and she felt lost to it all somehowshed quit worrying, quit thinking; now she did nothing but feel, feel, feel each hot plunge.

AwAw, shit, he whispered, and she knew he was coming even before his guttural groans echoed up into the night air. She watched him, unduly pleased to see it happen, unduly pleasured to know shed made it happen.

When he pulled back, rolled off her, she felt the hollow space he left behind, the physical awareness of losing that connection, even as she hurried to sit up beside him, anxious to act like a woman who had casual sex all the time.

You okay?


For some reason, his concern surprised her. Yeah, fine.

I, uhdidnt mean for that to happen, he admitted, surprising her furtherbut she wasnt sure how to take it.

Regrets?

Damnno. I just meantI dont usually yell at a woman and thendo this. Up to now, he hadnt been looking at her, but even in the full darkness that had fallen around them, she felt him turn toward her. You wanted that, right? I didnt, uh?

She let out a breath she hadnt realized she was holding, then swallowed nervously. I must have, she whispered. I never said no. So much for sounding like a hip, modern, casual-sex-having sort of girl. To her own ears, she sounded like exactly what she wasa woman whod never done such a thing in her life and was probably going to be irreparably scarred by it. Turned out this was the time to worry about what to do afterwardand she knew she would suffer later for knowing it meant nothing. Shed never had sex that meant nothing, so the emotional aftermath sure to come would be painfully new.

Okay, good, he said in response. But she thought he didnt sound quite as comfortable as the words implied. Then he got to his feet and held down a hand to help her up, too.

Standing left her unsteady, and aware of the sticky flow around her upper thighs. She turned away, using the same tree as before for balance as she reached awkwardly up under her skirt to pull her dampened panties back into place.

You cant tell anyone youve seen me here, he said, suddenly gruff again.

She flinched. So much for postcoital cuddling. Why not?


Because I said so.

She flashed an annoyed look in the dark. How very parental-sounding. Well, guess what. Youre not my dad.

He turned abruptly toward her, his eyes glimmering in the dark. Dont worry, pussycat. After what we just did, Im not confused about that.

She sucked in her breath, thankful now for the heavy trees blocking out most of the moonlight and hiding her blush.

Im serious, he went on. You cant tell anyone you saw me. Got it?

She was tiring of his attitude, especially considering what theyd just done. Sure, she said, rolling her eyes.

Youre not convincing me.

Fine, she snapped. I told youI wont tell anyone I saw you. Happy now?

And you cant come back here again, either.

She let out a quick, short gasp, truly stunned. What on earth is your problem? All I wanted to do was look through a telescope at the sky, not steal state secrets!

I told you before, I dont care about any of thatI just need you to understand this is private property.

So I can be on your property long enough to have sex with you, but not long enough to look at the stars?

Its not like that. She sensed him shaking his head.

Then whats it like?

Its got nothing to do with me, or you. And its none of your business. And youd do well to just forget you ever saw me here or that this night even happened.

That sounds like the best suggestion youve had yet, she assured him, her voice thick with sarcasm.

Good, he saidand this time he actually sounded like he meant it.

Jenny stood there for an uncertain moment longer, but quickly realized there was nothing left to say. That feeling of emptiness shed anticipated started setting in sooner than shed expected. Shed thought it would require getting away from him first, being alone. But being with him, she realizedapart from when they were having sexwas a lot like being alone.

So without another word, she began to walk away, back through the woods toward the downhill descent that led to the canoe landing.

Hey, he called behind her. You, uh, want me to walk you down to the lake?

Go to hell, she tossed back over her shoulder.

And it was only when he didnt answer that she realized that, just like the first time theyd met, she was hurrying away from him. And that, in the end, she still hadnt gotten what shed wantedshe hadnt gotten to see the stars. And that if this was a game of some sort, hed wonagain.


Go to hell.

I probably will, Mick muttered to himself as her footsteps grew more distant.

He stood unmoving in the woods, listening, carefully listening, to faint and still fainter sounds of her walking through the brush, of a boat being pushed into the water, and could almost feel her getting farther away each second.

Around him nowstillness. Perfect, blessed stillness. As it should be. As he needed it to be.

Butshit.

Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.

What had he done here? What the holy hell had he done?

At a time in his life when he most needed not to be found, at a time when he most needed to be as non-existent as possiblehed screwed the police chiefs daughter. What the hell had he been thinking?

Well, he knew what hed been thinking. That she was still just as prettyonly grown-up now, which was even better. And that there was still something between themthe same thing hed felt the first time hed met her, that invisible something that moved between a guy and a girl and drew them together whether they liked it or not.

The stupid part had been giving in to that.

For Gods sakehed really just had sex with her. With Jenny Tolliver.

Hed known her name then, and he knew it now, too. He wasnt sure why, either time, hed acted like it was such a mystery. He just hadnt wanted her to know, he guessed, that hed even realized she existed. That hed seen her, when they were teenagers, cheering at high school basketball games in that little red-and-white skirt. Go Bulldogsruff, ruff, ruff! That hed seen her back then hanging out at the Whippy Dip, with guys who were much cleaner-cut than him but who were still probably talking her out of her panties on hot summer nights.

He blinked, still shocked to remember that hed just talked her out of her panties. Well, not talkedno, not that at all. But the result was the same, and something he would never forget. The police chiefs daughter, who had provided him with more than a few teenage fantasies, who hed been certain would never look twice at him, had just done it with him in the woods.

The wonder of thatand the horror of itmade him drop to his knees on the forest floor and close his eyes. He ran his hands back through his hair, frustrated.

She couldnt possibly understand what was at stake here, why what hed just done could possibly be the biggest mistake of his lifeand hed already made more than his fair share. Andrealisticallyshe probably couldnt be trusted not to tell people shed seen him, not to tell her father. Mick emitted a huge groan of defeat at the very thought.

Then again, maybe she wouldnt tell her dad. To tell him the whole story would mean admitting to having sex with Mick without having hardly exchanged a word. And why that had happenedwhy she had let ithed never know.

Hed never consciously made the decision to start kissing her, touching herit had just happened when shed tried to get past him. It hadnt resulted from thoughtbut mere instinct.

He truly hadnt recognized her at first, but once hed figured out who she was, something about her had brought out the animal inside him. And thered been moments when hed been sure shed stop him, and other moments when hed been much more sure she wouldntbut he still couldnt believe the latter had turned out to be true.

Although even if she didnt tell her dad, shed surely tell someone. She just didnt have any reason not to.

And then word would get around. And then her father would find out. And then everything Mick was trying to do here would fall apart. And he might go to prison, for all he knewsomething he should have thought about before hed agreed to this, but he hadnt. He might go to prison, and that was only one lousy aspect of being found here.

I shouldnt have let myself be talked into this. I should be at home in Cincinnati, having a beer at Skullys on the corner, or watching a little TV before bed.

But it was too late for the shoulda-coulda-woulda thing.

He supposed he should get back to the house. Hed only intended to take a short walk, get some air, clear his head from the troubles between those walls. And then hed seen someone on the property and his body had gone on red alerthed closed the short distance between them without even thinking about consequences, his only thought that whoever it was couldnt be here. And the truth was, he hadnt been overreacting. The last thing he needed was a woman trotting around the woods with a telescope that could just as easily be pointed in a window as at the sky.

Which was when he realized the big clear plastic bag shed been carrying lay right next to him on the groundshed been so pissed at him that shed walked off without it.

And that gave him an idea.

Since he didnt think Jenny Tolliver could be trusted to keep his presence a secretwell, it might be wise to pay her a visit, remind her that he was deadly serious about the promise shed made.

And in the meantime, maybe hed sleep worse than usual in that hot little house tonight, because he had brand new problems to worry about.

Ormaybe hed sleep better, because hed be taking even hotter memories back inside with him.


Jenny awoke the next morning to someone banging on something. Slowly, she realized it was her door. And that she had lunch plans with Sue Ann, but it surely couldnt be that latecould it? And as she dragged herself out of bed and felt the ache between her legsshe gasped.

Oh God. Oh God, I had sex with Mick Brody in the woods last night. Mick Brody! It felt as surreal the morning after as it had when it was happening.

She practically fell going down the narrow staircase, her white nightgown flowing around her, and she suspected her hair pointed in all directions as she yanked open the door, saying, Can you stop that incessant banging?

Sue Ann, looking perky and pretty in a yellow sundress, just blinked. Why do you look like the crazy wife in the attic in Jane Eyre?

Well, good morning to you, too.

Sue Ann tapped her watch. Um, sorry, sunshine, but its almost noon. Then she blinked again. What the heck is going on? Are you sick or something?

Dont I wish.

You wish you were sick? Sue Ann asked, brows knitting as she pushed her way inside.

It would be better than the reality of why I look crazed.

Sue Ann took a seat on the same couch that had occupied the living room in this house for thirty years, complete with a big white doily over the back next to a folded afghan crocheted in a zigzag pattern. Start talking.

Jenny, on the other hand, began pacing the hardwood floor, not quite meeting Sue Anns eyes. Theyd known each other foreversince the first gradeso she could tell Sue Ann anything. But thisthis wasbig.

Well? Sue Ann said, her shoulder-length blond hair bouncing as she spoke.

Wellit would seemthat last nightI crossed the lake to look at the stars.

Sue Ann smiled reflexively at the memory. Oh, like we used to in high school. Then her smile faded. Why is that bad? Apparently you didnt drown, and there are no more Brodys left to kill you, so whats the problem?

Thats just it, she said, now stopping in place to meet Sue Anns gaze. There are Brodys left.

Sue Anns gasp filled the house. What?


Jenny resumed pacing and, without planning it, started talking very fast. I was walking through the woods and I ran into Mick Brodyliterallyand after he told me I was trespassing and had to leave, I had sex with him.

Jenny waited for another gasp, but instead, Sue Ann looked at her like shed just asked her to solve a difficult math problem. Wait, stop. I completely misunderstood you, because it almost sounded like you said you had sex with Mick Brody.

Thats correct, Jenny said.

And then Sue Ann gasped. Wh-wh-whatwhyhow She finally gave up. Oh hell, I dont even know what it is I want to ask.

Jenny stopped pacing again and joined her on the couch. I do. You want to know what I was thinking. And how the hell something like that happened in the first place. Frankly, so do I. One minute he was yelling at me and I was yelling back and refusing to leave, and the next, he wasyou knowinside me.

Sue Ann bit her lower lip, suddenly looking fascinated. How was it?

A chill ran down Jennys spine at the memory. It wasthe hottest, most amazing sex Ive ever had. Which, she added, holding up one finger, may not be saying much considering that I only have Terrence to compare him to, and that he thought I was too sweet to actually have good sex with.

The rat bastard, Sue Ann said.

Butit was pretty freaking phenomenal.

Dare I point out that you, uh, arent usually the sort of person to have sex with, um, a guy we dont know at all, not to mention a guy who always scared us? And when the hell did he get back in town anyway?

Jenny slapped a hand to her forehead. Oh GodI forgot! I wasnt supposed to tell anyone he was here. I mean, he was really forceful about that. So you cant tell anyone. She shook her head to reinforce the point.

Not even Jeff? Sue Anns husband.

Not even Jeff. Sorry. I know its awful to invoke the keep-a-secret-from-your-husband rule, but its necessary this time around. Im only telling you because I have to tell somebody andwell, like I said, until right now, I sort of forgot it was a secret. But you seriously cant say anything. Its not too late for a Brody to shoot me, you know.

Or, say, give you a disease. Or get you pregnant, Sue Ann added, eyebrows knitting critically. Please tell me you used a condom.

Jenny let her eyes fall briefly shut, then let out a tired sigh. Oh boy. She shook her head in regret. There are moments in life when its not as easy as they made it sound in health class. I mean, we were in the woods. On the ground. Panting and stuff.

Sue Ann looked livid. Thats no excuse!

Well, I started taking the pill to regulate my period a few months ago. Once I realized I didnt want to have a baby with Terrence. So at least Ive got that going for me.

Okay, no babies fathered by the scary dude in the woodsthats good. But what about disease?

Jenny could only let out yet another sigh. Illget checked. Again. Like I did after I found out about the tart.

Wow, whod have thought you would need two AIDS tests in a three-month period?

Who indeed, Jenny replied dryly.

Sue Ann took a deep breath, then blew it back out, clearly trying to process it all. Im, like, so freaked out right now.

Try being me, Jenny said matter-of-factly.


Well, hey, this is one sure way to get your mind off Mr. Rat Bastard and Little Miss Chippy.

You can say that again. In fact, neither party had really crossed Jennys mind since shed paddled over to the south side of the lake last night. And then she gasped.

What? What is it? Sue Ann asked, brown eyes gone wide.

My telescope! I left my telescope there!

Sue Anns eyes fell shut. Oh geez. This is bad.

What a nightmare. A nightmare that kept getting worse, even though it was
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