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Chapter One

 


 


“Tsk-tsk. You naughty
girl.”

Charity glanced over her
shoulder at the voice. Hips swishing, the ash-blond waiter wagged a
finger in the air. He’d been more than friendly, going up and down
the restaurant aisle, each time issuing her a sympathetic smile
after the first forty-five minutes passed without her date showing
up. Confused at his reproach, she did a quick appraisal of her
cleavage. Everything was where it should
be. Her brows knotted with more confusion.

With one hand behind his back, the waiter
said, “Listen here, hon. Forget about that asshole who stood up a
pretty thing like you.” His face lit up as he whipped out a bottle
of wine and waved it in her face. “I’ve got something much
better.”

“I didn’t order this.”

“That’s why I said it’s better.”

Charity eyed the bottle, which was now
resting on her table. “I’m not following.” Who knew her situation
was pathetic enough to garner free wine, she thought wryly.

“Owner’s a cheapskate, so it ain’t what
you’re thinking, and it’s not from me. I feel for you, hon, but not
enough to give up a week’s worth of tips.”

She looked at the wine again and scanned the
restaurant congested with couples eating and laughing. “S-someone
sent this for me? Maybe you misunderstood who it was intended
for.”

“Perfect hearing.” He tapped his ear while
giving her a leisurely once over. “Black chick in the green shirt.
That’s you, hon.”

“Who sent it?” She canvassed the area again,
this time pinching the neckline of her shirt together. Had someone
been watching her?

“I can’t say.” Pete—she
checked his nametag—uncorked the wine, pouring her a glass.
“Anyways, I’m not even sure you’d wanna know.” He pursed his thin
lips together. “Hmm, then again, he was sorta cute, if you can look past
all the … uh-oh. Said too much.”

All the what? All the
what? Charity expelled a breath and
reached for the drink. Although she couldn’t recall the last time
she’d tasted a sip of alcohol, the waiter was making the notion
more appealing by the second.

She took a sip. The crisp flavor intensified
with a tang of bitterness assailed her taste buds. Setting the
glass aside, she zeroed in on Pete, pretending to study a chip on
her red fingernail. “I guess you’ve got enough tips lined up for
the night, so mine won’t make a difference to your wallet.”

He lowered one eyelid and let out a dramatic
breath. “All right, fine. No need to play dirty with my measly
tips.” He spun around and mumbled through the corner of his lips.
“Back corner, buzz cut, piercing, and tats. Have fun.”

“Buzz cut?” Charity said,
eyes stark wide. Did she even want to know as Pete had so
thoughtfully cautioned? She leaned her head to the side.
Apparently I do. She
slid deeper to the right and craned her neck to the shadowed corner
not too far from the kitchen’s entrance. A split second later, her
head jerked upright. Charity planted her back ramrod stiff against
the chair, breath caught and smothered in her throat.

****

Jake Hansen shifted in his chair. He gave
himself a mental bitch-slap. Ordering the wine for the girl had
been the first mistake, then believing the pretty boy waiter would
keep his mouth shut, the second. His lips peeled back in disdain.
No, a bitch-slap wasn’t nearly painful enough for a dumbass like
him.

What was he expecting
after she got the drink? He didn’t even know what he wanted from
her. What he hadn’t wanted was exactly what was about to happen. Jake counted the
seconds. Five, four, three, two,
one. On cue a pair of dark eyes flew open.
She jerked her back so swiftly, he wondered if she hadn’t given
herself whiplash. He snorted and looked away. So much for trying to
be normal. His gaze tracked toward the doorway. The entrance teased
him, rendering it impossible to leave without passing her
table.

Fuck it. Pushing in his chair, he stalked right past her. Outside
the restaurant, he snatched the black fiberglass helmet off the
seat of his motorcycle. He shot another look at the restaurant. He
was bowled over by the pungent onslaught of self-disgust. He’d
spent the better part of an hour concentrating and drooling over
the little bitch inside when he should have known better. He needed
to get back to the shop.

Didn’t matter that it was
beyond closing time, there had to be something he could do to keep
him occupied. Maybe he’d clean the autoclave or go over the
accounts. Maybe he’d get started on another tat, the
kirituhi star he’d been
admiring. Then again, that would mean scouring for a spot on his
skin untouched by ink. He shoved into his leather jacket and shook
his head. Must have been out of my
goddamned mind.

****

Charity palmed her
forehead. Sweet Jesus. She lowered her head, letting it all sink in.
He had sent her the
drink. But why? As she’d watch him pummel his way past her table,
Charity had wanted to feign preoccupation with her drink. She
hadn’t, not wishing to further acknowledge the situation and incite
an exchange of words. Instead, she had peeked at him through the
corner of her eyes. He was tall, much taller than she, and lean
with a body she expected was corded with muscles instead of bones.
Rising from his collar, a tattooed black flame licked the underside
of his jaw. Charity swallowed as she noticed his arms were also
completely covered in a barrage of tattoos, ending at his wrists to
resemble the bottom of a sleeve. Twin silver rings glistened from a
single dark eyebrow. The buzz cut, just as the waiter mentioned,
did nothing to soften the sharp angles of his face.

When the door closed, Charity slid back in
the seat and let out a whoosh of air. Immediately her mind replayed
the image of her “admirer”. She glanced at the door, sat up then
right back down. Her stomach twisted itself into a million knots as
she contemplated the exit.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Jake was already seated on the motorcycle,
engine revved, when he saw the girl coming straight at him. He
eased his foot on the brake. His hands fastened around the
handlebar. She looked much cuter than inside the restaurant, now
that he had the full body shot. Her waist was small with hips that
flared gently to fill out her dark jeans. She touched a button that
had come undone at the top of her shirt. He could see her lips
parting in surprise as she quickly fixed it into place, concealing
the swell of lush caramel brown flesh.

She stopped beside him. Raising his head,
Jake waited to for her to speak.

Silence. He knew she was
expecting him to take off the helmet. Too
bad. He hadn’t invited her out
here.

“Thanks for the wine.” Her voice was low
with the barest hint of a southern drawl.

His hands trembled, then clamped down on the
handles. He said nothing, issuing her an “Are you done” stare.

Her leg shuffled with nervous hesitation,
yet her eyes were still centered on him. Long dark lashes fanned
out above her cheeks on the first blink. “That’s um … all I wanted
to say. I won’t keep you then.” She pivoted in her heels, her
shapely ass now in his line of sight.

Jake yanked off the helmet. “You’re
welcome,” he shouted to her retreating frame.

She stopped in her tracks, faced him. Her
lips, full and wide with a dip right in the center at the top,
spread into a tiny smile as she delivered a firm nod.

His penis jerked. He drew
in a deep breath. “I’m not in a rush.” Let
her go, man.

Her brown eyes scanned the empty lot as she
made her way toward him. He followed her gaze. “Checking to see if
your man’s finally gonna show?”

“What?” The frown taking shape, never had a
chance to form on her lips as she opened her mouth and laughed. The
melody was rich and husky, utterly feminine, and its sound went
straight for his gut. “My man.” She shook her head, sobering. “No,
it was a silly blind date a co-worker talked me into.” Her eyes
lifted. “And what about you? Do you send wine to every woman you
see sitting alone?”

“First and last time.”

“Oh.” Her smile fell. Her gaze lowered to
the ground. “You saw me, didn’t you?”

“I saw you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s cool.” He almost felt sorry for her if
she thought his appearance alone warranted those pretty browns
widening in fear.

“Does that also mean you’ll tell me your
name?”

His name? He scratched above his brow,
fingers coming against cold metal. She had asked for his name, the
last thing he had expected to hear. His mind blanked. “Jacob.” He
squeezed his eyes. “I mean Jake. Just Jake.”

She raised a brow as if she intended to ask
him if he was sure. “All right then, Jake. I’m Charity.” She
extended her hand with all the airs of a debutante.

Jake stared at it, then accepted the
gesture. Her hand felt warm and smooth. That invited way too many
thoughts. His grip loosened. Another smiled played about on her
plump lips. “Much better, isn’t it?”

“What is?”

She lifted a shoulder. “This. You bought me
wine. I’m apologizing to you, and we just exchanged names.”

Jake gaped at the girl in front of him.
They’d been out here for more than five minutes … and she was still
talking to him. Fear, self-loathing, and paranoia tumbled over the
other.

“Listen, Charity…” His
mind scrambled for a polite way to tell her to fuck off, despite
her lame—maybe sincere—apology. He’d made a mistake inside the
restaurant, and it wasn’t one he wanted to snowball
farther.

“Wait.” She held up a
hand. “Just wait, Jake.” His jaw tightened at the way her voice
lowered to an erection-inducing lull on his name. She scribbled
across a piece of paper and held out her hand, a small, white tooth
nibbling at her bottom lip. “This is the first and last time for
me, too.”

Before he had the time to
formulate a reply, Charity was walking away. Her legs were
elongated in a pair of heels that clicked in rhythm to the
provocative swish of her hips. Jake sucked in a breath. Blood
pumped through his body right down to his cock. Jamming the helmet
back on, he peeled down the face shield, shadowing his view from
her ass. He’d never ridden with a hard-on before and wasn’t about
to start today. Not even for—he glanced at the paper held between
his fingers. Charity P. Miller
with the perfect penmanship and phone number he
began to recite.

****

Rinnngggg.
Charity dashed out of the bathroom. Stark naked
and dripping wet, her foot collided into the metal frame of her
nightstand table as she leapt to grab the cellphone.

“Hello.” She bit her lips, suppressing a
wince.

There was a slight pause before the person
answered, the tone not quite above a whisper. “Hey.”

The throbbing in her ankle became a distant
memory. All those days of checking her phone like a maniac for a
missed call from him. She blinked and drew in a breath.

“Jake?”

“Yeah. It’s me.” He
cleared his throat. “Wasn’t sure if you’d remember.”

“Oh. I uh, I
remember.”

“So you don’t mind that I called?”

“I actually didn’t think you would.”

He went silent again. She wondered if he was
rubbing above his brow as he’d done the other night. “Jake?”

“Yeah.”

“Why did you call me?”

“I don’t know.” The truth
in his voice surprised her. Then he added, “Maybe I wanted to hear
your voice again.”

Her stomach did an unexpected flip. “I’m
talking.”

“Can I see you?”

Now it was her turn to go silent. Could she
handle seeing him? Thinking about someone and actually going
through, the motions of starting something. Something with someone
so … different.

“Never mind.”

“No,” She glanced at the half opened closet
door. “Don’t hang up. I’d like to see you, too. What did you have
in mind?”

“I’m going for a ride outside the city. I
could swing by your place and pick you—” The line went silent
again. “Forget I said that. You don’t have to tell me where you
live. We could meet up somewhere else, if that makes you feel—”

She cut him off again, uncomfortable with
the direction of his thoughts. “Do you want the address or
not?”

After she gave him the address, Charity
dressed in record time. She chose a pair of red jeans topped off
with a blouse—no undone buttons tonight—and a tan, form-fitting
suede jacket. Functional yet feminine. She hastened from the mirror
when a knock echoed at the door.

Charity opened the door. Everything about
him was the same as she remembered. He wore the same leather jacket
along with a pair of dark blue jeans and boots. In the light of the
hallway, he seemed out of place, like the type of man a woman would
be a fool to trust with her address.

She smiled and held the door wide open.

He took a single step back. “Still wanna
go?”

“Are you trying to back out on me?” She
cocked her head and grinned when his eyes flickered with
unrestrained surprise. “Would you like to come in for a drink
before we leave?”

He stood rooted in his spot. “I’m good.”

Charity sighed inwardly, closing the door.
“Thanks for inviting me along. I’ve never ridden before.”

Oh God.
She squeezed her eyes and winced. Heat flooded
her cheeks. “That didn’t come out right.”

In what she would have sworn was an
impossible feat, Jake shook his head and laughed. “It’s cool,
Charity. I know what you meant.”

“That’s good.” Charity issued him a sideward
glance. “‘Cause, you know, I wouldn’t want you to get the wrong
impression of me and all.”

He stopped abruptly, looking down at her.
“You sure you didn’t get it right, your first impression of
me?”

Eyes insanely dark and intense stabbed into
hers. Charity returned his gaze. “Make me sure.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Make me
sure.

Her words slammed into him as hard as the
metal bars he’d spent five years of his life behind. He’d gone
quiet after that, simply handing Charity the spare helmet he’d
brought along. Jake stole a peek at the girl-woman strolling beside
him. As much as he admired the curves rocking her frame, it was her
face that got to him each and every time he thought of her. There
was something about it that told him she was too innocent, maybe
not her body, but everything about her. Innocent and trusting.

He swallowed hard, looking away as the cool
night air whipped at the thick spiral curls held high above her
nape. His throat felt raw. For a split second he considered taking
the helmet from her and making her promise to tell him to fuck off
if he ever called or tried to contact her again.

“Put on the helmet,” he
said. Without another word, they were off, her arms locked around
his waist. He tried not to think on it, to feel nothing, apart from
the night wind blowing across their bodies as they dipped and
curved aligned to the sloping of the road. When flatland elevated
into hills Jake killed the engine. They were at the top of a
ravine, overlooking a dimly lit town where not even the shadows of
dusk could disguise the bleakness.

“Where are we?” she asked from behind him.
Jake popped off his helmet, watching her do the same. “Come on.
I’ll show you.” He wouldn’t tell her that a few more miles into
town was the run-down trailer park he’d grown up and lived in until
his entire life changed.

A black cloud of smoke spewed in the
distance from one of the chimneys of tire factory he worked in
before getting his tattoo license. Jake studied her reaction. She
was staring at him with curiosity. “Why do you come here?”

He turned to her, jaws
clenched. “Let me ask you
something. Why’d you give me your number? Trying
to prove something?”

He expected her to back up. She moved
closer. “Do I have to be brave to be with you, Jake?”

Yes.

Jake shrugged. “You came out here with me.
I’d say you’re brave enough.”

She let out a low sound and shifted her head
to the ugly skyline as she leaned against the motorcycle, hugging
her stomach. “It’s crazy though, isn’t it? I barely know a thing
about you, and yet here I am doing something I’d never
imagined—leaving the city with a guy whose last name I don’t have
the faintest idea of and on a motorcycle to boot. There’s something
extremely wrong with this picture, but for the life of me, I’m not
scared.” She turned to him with a wan smile. “I’d make a perfect
victim, wouldn’t I?”

“Do you think I’d hurt
you?”

****

Charity shook her head. Everything about
this man screamed “stay away”. His jaw was set in a hard, chiseled
line as he peered down, awaiting her answer. She drew in a breath.
“I don’t.”

Charity raised her lashes
to see him standing before her, his features relaxed. Her lungs
grappled for air. Breathe.
God, but it was so hard. Jake was too
close.

Charity stole a peek at his lips. Full, she
imagined with a masculine softness. What it would feel like to have
them on hers. Her blood heated. Desire ribboned itself around her
womb. She needed space.

Charity took a single step back before she
felt his strong hand close around her upper arm. “Stay beside me.”
His eyes locked on hers, suffocating whatever breath remained
inside her body. “I wanna kiss you so badly, but I won’t unless you
want it, too.”

Fire laced up her spine
and blazed a path through her senses. It felt like she was about to
jump out her skin. God help her, she was. And all because of a man
she barely knew. Charity wet her lips. Losing my mind. She opened her mouth
to reply, but all that came out instead was a muted
whimper.

She raised her head and captured his lips
between hers. Soft skin melted against her own. His tongue dipped
inside her mouth, deepening the kiss.

“Christ.” He tore his mouth from hers. She
wasn’t sure if he was infuriated or entranced. Blessedly, she soon
had an answer. His eyes drank her in. He stared at her like a man
possessed. Then suddenly his mouth was on hers again, tasting,
licking. Her knees turned to jelly when he nipped at her bottom
lip. “You’re so sexy,” he murmured against her cheek.

Charity sighed, allowing him to lift her
onto the motorcycle seat. He moved between her thighs. “Sit right
here, pretty girl.”

The husky edge to his voice fired a heat
wave through her belly. Her skin burned. A smoldering tightness
pulsated through her clitoris. Charity splayed her legs wider. His
lips traveled along her face. “Ah, Angelface. Your lips taste so
good.”

“More.” Charity wound her arms around his
neck. Why wasn’t she able to get enough of him? His scent. The
hardness of his body teasing her sex. It was absolute, intoxicating
madness.

“I could kiss you all
night long, but then I’d have to go home tonight hard and aching
from wanting you so much. Alone.”

Charity buried her face in
his neck. Of their own volition, her hips rose, testing the
strength of his words. Jake was rock hard. Her eyelids
closed. Too much.
Lowering her arms, she steeled her resolve and inhaled. “Instead of
kisses, how about you tell me all about yourself. Your last name
would be a really, really good place to start.”

He lowered his head and scrubbed a hand
above his temple. Charity nudged him in the side with her elbow.
“Okay, here’s something about me. My father’s a Baptist preacher.
He doesn’t question people, but I’ve seen him make more than a few
of them squirm in their seat. I can dig deep, too. So, what’s it
gonna be? Questions or another kiss?”

His head drew up. “Your father’s a
preacher?”

“Yep.” Charity laughed at
the immediate stiffening of his posture. “Relax. I’m not here to
invite you to church if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Not worried. I doubt your old man would let
me past the door anyway. It just came as a surprise.” He cased her
up and down. A smirk formed at the crease of his lips. “Should have
guessed as much, though.”

Her brows arched. “Just so we don’t have any
misunderstandings here, what exactly do you mean by that?”

“You’re not the only one
who can make a quick judgment call.”

“And what was this quick call you made on
me, Jake?”

Jake shrugged. “Prissy. Golden Rule
reciting, can’t tell a lie or step on an ant type of chick.”

Charity studied him in silence. She was
finally getting a better picture of this man she’d spent so much
time thinking about. “I’m not prissy, and I’m far from being a
saint. Apart from your first criticism, those aren’t bad qualities
you’ve just described. So I don’t know. Maybe you were a bit on the
mark with me after all.”

“Already know that.”

Anger penetrated her veins
sharper than the piercing words he was aiming at her. “Should I
apologize for disappointing and offending you by not being a bitch?
If that’s the case, you owe me an explanation as to why, after
deeming me unsuitable, you decided to waste money sending a bottle
of wine to a total stranger. I’m not a big drinker, but I know that
wasn’t a three-dollar bottle of wine either. More important, I’m
dying to know why you invited me along tonight if I’m so
undesirable?” And dammit, why did you kiss
me?

“You’re reading too much
into this,” he said in a flat tone.

Charity waited for him to elaborate. He
didn’t. Snorting low, Charity pulled her jacket tighter as the
night air turned cold. “This prissy bitch is about to call herself
a cab.” She whipped out her cellphone, huddling beneath a tree with
low hanging branches at the other end of the precipice.

The switchboard operator picked up on the
first ring. “Yes. I’d like a taxi. No. I don’t have an exact
addr—”

“Hang it up.” He touched her shoulder from
behind. Canting her head to the side, Charity shot him a glare.
“One second, please.” She covered the phone and turned on him.
“Don’t ever tell me what to do.”

He backed up. Palms held out, he said, “Fair
enough. Will you at least let me apologize before you go?”

She narrowed her eyes, then with a ragged
sigh, hung up the phone. “I’m listening.”

“I like it.”

“You like what?”

His eyes held hers in a heated stare. “You.
Exactly as you are. The way you dress, your voice. I like
everything about you, especially the prissiness.”

Charity opened her mouth to remind him that
she wasn’t prissy, but quickly changed it when a small smile
touched his full lips. “Yeah, yeah, I know,” he said. “Whatever you
wanna call it, it’s driving me crazy. Can’t stop thinking about
you. That’s why I couldn’t back off that day even when I knew I was
making a fool of myself and acting like a puss—I mean punk.” He
stroked the pad of his forefinger against her eyebrow. “I didn’t
mean to upset you. I’m sorry, Angelface.”

“Is Angelface a diss or a compliment?” she
asked, tongue in cheek, hiding back a smile.

“Now you’re just screwing with me.”

“I am.”

His arm looped around her waist, gathering
her close. “Does this mean you’ll stay out here with me a little
longer?”

“Yes. But I haven’t forgotten about
earlier.”

She felt the heavy rise of his chest against
her own. “All right. What do you want to know?”

Charity tugged on his hand. She led him to
sit with her beneath the tree. “You act as if I have you on the
witness stand or something. Relax.”

His head lowered a fraction. “What do you
want to know?” he repeated.

“You. I’m not picky, so I’ll give you a
minute to think about what you want me to know about yourself. In
the meantime, I suppose I can manage a few words about myself.”

He chuckled. “You’re too kind.”

“I know, right.” She beamed. “In the
meantime, I’ll start. I’m twenty-five. Been told I’m prissy. When
I’m not down on my knees, reciting the Lord’s Prayer, I enjoy
reading the Bible and saving kittens. Oh and bugs, too. In my spare
time, incredibly enough, I manage to eke out a living at a public
relations firm.”

He gave her a tender, lopsided grin. “Now
you’re purposely trying to get me hard again, right?” His voice was
low and thick, wrought with genuine desire. Charity blinked, in
spite of his playful tone. She willed herself to ignore the
throbbing between her thighs.

“All right, Jake. It’s your turn … but the
truth.”

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Jake straightened. Once again he had a mind
to feel sorry for the girl curled up next to him. If he wasn’t
already too busy feeling sorry for himself, he might have. She was
way too trusting, leaving herself open for hurt. So much that Jake
knew he could easily shut her down for digging into his life.
Anti-social bastard that he was, with just a few choice words, he
could have her hightailing it back home and never have to worry
about the threat of his past.

He couldn’t. The words refused to come.
Sitting out here with Charity underneath the starless sky—something
he hadn’t done with another female since Brielle—was more telling
than anything he’d experience in the four years since leaving San
Quentin.

“You don’t play fair,” he
said after a minute.

“Nope.”

Jake rolled up his sleeve
to show her the tattoos covering the length of his right arm. “My
last name is Hansen. I own an ink parlor over on Rawbend Avenue.
Did these myself.” He stared at her, observing, waiting for her
reaction. Had he said it with too much pride in his voice?
She probably doesn’t
like tats on her man.

“What about this one?” Her
fingers skimmed the column of his neck. The black flame heated
beneath her touch, and his pulse boiled.

Then he thought of the person who had given
him the tat. Jake flinched. Charity reacted, dropping her hand from
his throat. “No. That one wasn’t me. What else you wanna know?” It
came out harsher than intended.

A frown settled across her lips. “You speak
as if this is an interrogation. It’s not. I simply want to know
about you. The man sitting beside me. The man I was just
passionately kissing minutes ago. Just you.” Her eyes pleaded with
him as her fingers twined around his own. “Anything.”

His throat constricted. Bright brown eyes
reflecting honest curiosity stared back at him. He rolled back down
the sleeve and took a deep breath. What if he did tell her about
his years in prison for attempted murder? It would be so easy to do
so. Just open his mouth and let it all come pouring out. Get it out
in the open, off his chest. And then…

He scrubbed a hand to his
brow. What the fuck was he thinking? He’d only met the chick a week
ago, and he was already acting like she was his girl. But what if
she did end up
being his? His throat went bone dry. “I…” Say it. Say it before you get in deeper. Let her walk away
right now. Over and done with. “I’m
twenty-nine.”

After that somehow he managed to keep
talking. He told her about his interests, all the vague details
that would keep her interested and kept him from retreating inside
his head for another knock-down drag-out round with his
conscience.

It wasn’t until well after the lights from
the city below faded to black that Jake realized they had been out
there talking for hours.

“It was nice being with you tonight,”
Charity said. She had her back to the apartment door. Her voice,
ripe, sexy with a feminine timbre, made his cock harden and his
balls draw up.

“Are you busy tomorrow?”

She bit her lips. “I am. I have to get up
early and drive down to San Jose tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

“It’s church.”

“Church?”

“Hey, don’t knock it.” Her
lips spread into a cute little smile. “No. Actually the truth is my
parents live in San Jose. We moved there from Atlanta when I was
fifteen.” Charity rolled her eyes. “Anyway, long story short, my
mother acts like Judgment Day is coming. Fire and brimstone, the
whole nine yards, is about to rain down on us the longer I stay
away. I haven’t been to a service in months, and I guess it’s
starting to look bad.”

He gaped at her. “Are you shitting me?”

She held up a hand, laughing. “Swear to God
no. My phone’s been ringing off the hook from her. Dad’s easy-going
though. He’s the main reason I promised to visit on Sunday.”

“You’re going there just to please your old
man?”

“Yeah. I guess you could
say that.”

Of course she wouldn’t have viewed it in
that light. His thought wandered to Brielle. After so many years
she still had the ability to saunter through his mind. During bouts
of their on and off relationship, every female he’d slept with had
been nothing but a pale comparison to her, never measuring up to
the fiery redhead. But now… Older, wiser and five years of prison
behind him, it came as no surprise that every word, touch, every
single detail that set Charity apart from the likes of Brielle was
another reminder that he was knee-deep in uncharted territory.

“I’ll be back tomorrow
evening,” Charity said. She shifted her leg and nibbled on the edge
of her juicy bottom lip, which he noticed was much fuller than the
upper. He wanted to kiss her again.

Wall paint, Jake. Check
out the wall paint. Right then and there
his brain quit functioning, and another part of his anatomy went
into overdrive. His throat closed up as her brown eyes settled on
him, no doubt checking to see if she was the only one feeling the
slow burn.

“Charity.” He cupped the side of her face.
He felt like a stranger inside his own body. Everything felt out of
place. Time itself was at a standstill. Languid, torturous visions
of sun-kissed caramel skin entwined with his, sheets scattered
around their naked bodies, and her thick dark curls fanned out
against his pillowcase shot through him like a lightning bolt.

Her fingers curled around the doorknob. “Can
I see you when I get back?”

Afraid his voice would come out shaky,
unmasculine, Jake managed a single nod.

“It might be late.”

“I’ll wait.”

Their eyes held. Neither spoke until Jake
bade her goodnight, afraid of prolonging the conversation and
ruining his luck and the moment.

****

The next morning Charity awoke early. She
slipped on a pale yellow dress and hit the highway. It wasn’t the
thought of worship that spurred her on as she reached the modest
Spanish styled house with more than enough time to have breakfast
with her parents. Afterward they left together, arriving at the
Holy Spirit Baptist Church.

Charity sat in the on the morning service,
seated in the front row of the pew beside her mother, Rhonda. When
the sermon ended, she glanced at her mother, not surprised to find
a wide smile stapled to her lips. She caught Charity’s eyes, and,
despite being a grown woman, it was plain to see the look of
warning in her mother’s eyes. Obediently, Charity took her position
at the door right next to her, shaking hands with every member of
the congregation as they filed out.

As soon as they returned to the house,
Charity braced herself for an onslaught of questioning her mother
was too busy this morning to administer.

“How did the date go?”

So it begins.

“There was no date. It didn’t happen.”

Rhonda’s hand stilled on the kitchen faucet.
“Please do not tell me you canceled the date. For the life of me, I
will never understand why I’m the only one in this family who’s
concerned about you ending up old and alone.”

Charity sighed loudly. Rhonda spun around
fast, one hand on her hip. “Everyone else might take this as a
joke, but I am honestly concerned about you. Your father, he had no
problem allowing you to move all the way up to Sacramento by
yourself. No one to keep an eye on you.”

“I’m twenty-five, mom. I’m not about to dry
up anytime soon. Plus I don’t need anyone to keep an eye on
me.”

 “ Now, Charity, all I am saying is, there are a lot of decent
men in the congregation. As a matter of fact, Mrs. Johnson’s
nephew—with the arthritis in her knees—told me how pretty he
thought you looked today.” She looked smug. “Now wasn’t that sweet?
And to top it off Sister Thomas told me last week she heard the
same young man had received a promotion at the engineering company
he works for.”

“Mom, I have no idea who those people are. I
know you think I’m being stubborn, but trust me, I’m fine. I’m not
desperate for dates. Let’s leave it at that, please.”

“Hmph. I’m going to have a
serious talk with Pastor Miller tonight. For all I know you could
be in the capitol doing only the Lord knows what.” Eyes, way too
similar to her own, narrowed with suspicion, then settled on her
stomach. “You’re not pregnant are you?”

“What!”
Unbelievable. How had
she gone from being a dried up prune to unwed mother in the blink
of an eye?

Rhonda visibly relaxed. “Oh, you sound
surprised. That’s good.”

“Did you think I was staying away because I
was pregnant and ashamed?”

“Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not being silly. Are you afraid what
happened to Deidre will happen to me? Is that why you’re pushing me
to settle down, because you don’t want the gossip?” Charity knew
her mother hated being reminded that her older sister had had a
baby out of wedlock and was no longer with the father.

Rhonda wrung her hands. “You’re
exaggerating. There wasn’t even much talk.”

“It was enough to make her move back to
Atlanta, and it was enough for you to not want your other daughter
next in line, right?” Charity grimaced. She could already hear the
slander if anyone saw her with Jake.

Her mother stared at her long and hard.
“It’s not like you’re going to do anything to make the congregation
lose faith in your father, now are you?”

 


 



Chapter Five

 


Jake watched the last customer walk out, a
young brunette with a freshly inked chain of clovers around her
ankle. Usually he’d assign such a simple design to one of his
artists, but tonight he was alone. It was a feeling he’d hadn’t
minded, had even relished after so many years of lost privacy—up
until last night. He eyed the door again, the movement now a reflex
from doing so for the past couple of hours.

And because he was a
sucker, he checked the clock on the wall. Again.
Eight-thirty. She’s not coming.
Jake clenched his fists. He might have been a lot
of things around Brielle, but nervous was never one of
them.

Scowling at the turn of thought, he grabbed
the set of tubes and needle bars for another bout of sanitizing.
The door flung open. The tray rattled. Jake tightened his grip
before it had a chance to hit the floor. Everything he’d felt last
night, careened into him, a hundred times more powerful. Charity
stood there. A simple yellow button down dress hugged her frame,
revealing more curves than his brain could handle right now. The
door snapped shut with her back pressed against it. She had a
sheepish grin on her face as if he’d caught her doing something
naughty. Something he’d want to see.

“I wanted to come sooner. Didn’t even get to
change.” Her chest rose and fell with each breath.

His own breath ceased, yet his feet kept
moving. He perused the outfit she seemed embarrassed about. “No
hat?” He twirled a strand of hair around his finger. So utterly
soft.

She shook her head and raised her eyes to
his. They held him trapped. His heartbeat went wild. What to say
when he could barely think and was aching so bad?

Just when he assumed his mind would break
from exertion, she did the most unexpected thing. Charity kissed
him hard. His brain went into shutdown, and his entire body stilled
as her warm tongue glided across his. All too soon, she broke the
kiss. He was staring like a teenager about to get his first up
close glimpse of a naked female. She walked deeper into the shop.
Jake followed behind until she stopped, spun around, her gaze
sliding to his hands. “Oh, you’re busy.”

Jake’s mind snapped back into place,
recalling the tray he was still holding. “I’m done for the night.
Just need to bring these ‘round the back and cleaned for
tomorrow.”

She nodded, then proceeded to study the
walls covered in myriad painting from half naked women clothed only
in tattoos to intricate designs of the Maoris. Each design was
meant to be inspiration for customers who came in without a clue as
to what they would like. She pointed to a design and asked, “If I
wanted this picture, you’d be able to draw it?”

Jake’s lips twitched with pride. “Already
did.” He lifted his shirt and showed her the picture beside his
navel. “Up there, too. Did all of them.”

Her eyes widened.
Impressed? He hoped she
was. She stared at him in what could only be described as open
fascination. His cheeks burned.

“For real? You did all of those. By
yourself?”

“Yeah.”

Charity’s fingers trailed along the design.
She let out a soft breath. “They’re gorgeous, Jake. Talented
doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

“Thanks.” Had Brielle ever complimented him
on his art? Had his father? If they did, he couldn’t remember.
Charity was the only person outside of his customers to appreciate
his skills. The way she was looking at him right now with her eyes
big and soft—like he was somebody worth caring about, Jake knew he
could never, at least not tonight, reveal to her that he’d had a
shit-load of “free time” to perfect his drawing. Drawing and
creating new designs was the only thing that had kept him sane
after the judge handed down his sentence inside the stuffy
courtroom devoid of a single familiar face save for the public
defender he’d been assigned to.

“Should I wait out here, or can I come in
there with you?” she asked, peering at him.

“Come with me.”

Jake entered the room with Charity at his
side. The equipment room, small as it was, became miniscule. It
felt like someone had taken a vacuum and suctioned all the
oxygen.

He placed the equipment in the ultrasonic
cleaner for a pre-cleaning and cranked on the machine. He kept his
eyes glued to the cleaner, acknowledging her presence by jabbing a
finger in the direction of a storage table below a shelf of inks.
“You can sit over there.” His voice shook. “It’ll take a couple of
minutes.”

“All right.”

He lowered his head and
continued to make a big deal of checking the automatic setting on
the machine. Can’t look at her.

“Jake?”

“Yeah.” He messed with the
machine some more. He almost wished she hadn’t shown up tonight, so
then he wouldn’t have to worry about what she thought of his shop.
What she thought about him. He chanced a glimpse her way. She was
looking at him with curiosity. Her legs, crossed at the ankles,
dangled back and forth above the tiled floor.

“Am I making you
uncomfortable?” 

The question would have been innocent
enough, had it not been for the furtive movement of her eyes on the
front of his pants. She looked back up. Not fast enough again. Just
like in the restaurant. Pretense crumbling by the second, Jake
faced her head on. “Yeah,” he said, heart in his throat.

She uncrossed her legs and gazed at him in
earnest. “I thought about you all last night. I couldn’t leave San
Jose fast enough to come back and see you. Does that also make you
uncomfortable?”

He said nothing, which didn’t seem to bother
her, as she continued to speak. “See, the thing is, I feel like I’m
becoming a stranger to myself, or maybe I’m simply learning things
about myself, feelings no other man has ever incited within me.”
She cocked her head to the side. “How can that be, Jake? I’ve known
other men much longer than you, and not on my life would I have
gone out in the night near the middle of nowhere with any of them,
much less pouring all of this out.”

His heart was thumping harder than a
jackhammer. “I don’t know,” he whispered, finding his voice. “I
don’t know why you trust me when I can’t even trust myself.”
Because it was too damn hard to not touch her, Jake gathered his
courage and eased between her legs. “I kept looking at the door
every ten minutes waiting for you. It’s not just you, Charity, I
feel it, too.”

She laid her head on his shoulder. “What are
we going to do?”

Jake looked at her, this girl, his exact
opposite, trusting him in a way he would never deserve. He
swallowed down a lump in this throat and told her, “I want to be
with you. That’s all I want.”

“I want that,
too.”

Charity raised her head, and their eyes
connected. Her lips parted on a soft intake of breath. He wanted to
taste more of her delicious mouth, regardless if it meant a night
of pleasuring himself beneath the sheets. Jake held her to him. The
warmth of her skin seeped into his heart. “Charity.” His lips
brushed across her ear. She sighed, draping her leg across his
hip.

Jake closed his eyes,
inhaled deep. She’s gonna make me cream my
fucking pants. Eyes re-opening, Jake
pushed her back gently. Charity’s back hit the table. A soft gasp
echoed in the room. It was enough to give him pause until her hips
rose and undulated. God help
me.

Her thighs were parted, panties bared to his
eyes. The fact that she was lying there, so utterly quiet, her gaze
dark, glossy … needing, drove him wild.

“Do you want me to stop?” He stroked the
back of his hand above her clitoris. Her hips jerked wildly. She
shook her head, and tendrils of dark curls came undone, lashing
across her face.

“Aw, baby. You’re soaking
down there.” Jake teased the bud again, rolling it between his
fingers. He could feel the sensitive flesh swell beneath his
caress.

“Don’t stop. I … I liked it.”

“You mean you like it when I play with your
pussy?”

Her lids fluttered. A look of utter bliss
softened her beautiful features. “Yes.”

The breathless whisper made his blood roar
with the need to bury his shaft so deep inside her. He could feel
the heat from her sex, the wetness that dampened her panties. He
had to see her. Feel for himself how hot she really was. Spread her
legs apart and find out just how far she could take him.

“Think I’d like to see what I’m playing
with,” Jake murmured. He eased her panties down, catching his first
glimpse of the honey-colored flesh. When her soft moan reached his
ears, he wasted no time removing the garment.

Jake let out the breath he’d been holding in
and allowed his eyes to feast. Her pussy was almost bare except for
the thinnest layer of soft curls resting over the small apex
between her legs. Her folds were soft and damp and shiny with
moisture. His body grew taut. It felt like he was committing a sin
thinking about touching her.

He slid one finger inside, testing.

“Uhhh.” Charity’s entire
body quivered. She tried to clamp her legs together. His finger
sank deeper. His mind spun, ran wild at the implication.
Christ. Jake withdrew,
then pushed right back in, pumping the soaked digit in a gentle
rhythm. God, it was too easy to imagine his cock doing the same.
“Is this better?”

Her lips parted. A single nod was all he got
out of her as her hips rocked, ground, above his hand. He added
another finger and brushed aside a lock of hair that fell across
her eye. “You’re a virgin.” It wasn’t a question. Even now the tip
of his finger was pumping against the delicate tissue, refusing him
entrance.

“Are you saving this for
marriage?” he asked huskily. She tightened around him, moisture
drenching his fingers. His movement became harsher, pressing at her
hymen.

 


 



Chapter Six

 


Charity’s head lolled to the side. She
swallowed back a hungry cry. She knew she had to be soaking Jake’s
fingers with her juices, but he gave her no chance. His movement
became rougher the longer it took to answer him. But she could
barely think, especially when his voice went rich, with just the
right amount of insecurity to cut to her heart. “Answer me,
Charity. I can’t bear to think about another man sliding his dick
into this.” His eyes pleaded with her. “Let me inside you. I won’t
hurt you, baby.”

“Then come inside. I want
to feel you moving inside me. Only you.”

She heard him groan, saw the way his hand
fell to the front of his pants. “See how hard I am for you?”

Charity gave a single nod, breath lodged in
her throat. “I need you, Jake.”

Without another word, he pulled off his
shirt. His stomach was flat, lean, corded with muscles. Tattoos
covered every inch of his stomach and chest. Shades blending into
one another, until many of the images were indiscernible, except
for a dagger, dripping with blood. It looked as if it was painted
over another image.

She pressed her lips to his chest. “You’re
driving me crazy.”

Jake fisted her hair, forcing her to look at
him. “I haven’t started.” Delicious shivers rippled up her spine.
Her clit throbbed as he added softly and held her hand. “Show me
where you need me right now, Charity.”

Charity swallowed down a
breath. Shakily, she spread her folds, wet to the touch. His gaze
flickered, hardened. “Keep it just like that for me.” She did.
Charity kept herself open for him even as her breath hitched then
ceased all together when Jake’s pants and briefs fell past his
hips. Her eyes latched on to the sight of his cock. So big. The
first she had ever seen up close. A sliver of fear nestled in her
belly. He’s gonna rip me open.
Yet, despite the fear, she couldn’t help but look
her fill or stop the rush of moisture that trickled on to her
fingers. Thick, reddened veins ran along the length of him. The
swollen crown was slightly narrower than the trunk-like base.
Moisture dripped from the slit and slid below the engorged rim.
Heat raced up her cheek when more liquid spilled from the crown.
Unconsciously, she wet her lips.

“You’re licking your lips.” His lips eased
into a tender smile as he moved between her legs. The warm tip
pressed sensually against her vulva.

“Curious.” Charity whimpered, her body
jerking as he plunged deeper.

He drew in a ragged breath. “N-next time.”
His voice sounded strained. “Can’t let myself think about those
pretty lips wrapped around…” His stopped, let out a hoarse cry.

Charity gasped in return as he grabbed her
ass and shoved into her. His lips swallowed her cry. He rained
kisses along her face. “Shh, Angelface. I had to do that. You’re so
tight it would have taken forever to get inside you.” He used his
thumb to brush away a teardrop at the corner of eye. She hadn’t
realized she had been crying.

He began fucking her in a slow rhythm.
Charity bit her lips, feeling her walls adjust to the hard cock
moving so deep inside. “It doesn’t hurt anymore. Feels so
good.”

With long steady strokes, Jake drove into
her deeper and deeper. A muffled cry tore from the back of her
throat. Her bare skin rubbed against the table. Charity raised her
hips in wanton abandon. She was lost in the sensation of being
connected with this man.

“Oh, God, Charity. I can’t slow down, baby.”
His face became harsh, and the hand around her waist tightened.
Over and over again, he pounded into her. Charity knew there was no
going back. Not even an oncoming train could have slowed them
down.

She gripped the edge of the table. “Then
d-don’t. Don't ever stop.”

His eyes darkened. She could hear his
breathing grow ragged. “You like this?” She clenched her muscles
around him again.

“Yes!”

Her knees threatened to buckle. Jake slowed
then sped up his thrusts. White-hot pleasure wended itself around
her, burning to a fevered pitch. “Oh God,” she whispered heatedly.
Her body shook all over, skin tingling.

“Beg me to stop. Tell me to pull out before
I completely lose my mind.”

Charity moved her lips, yet all that came
out was a moan that made his eyes go slant. “Say it,” he urged.
“Tell me I’m not allowed to come inside you.”

Her head thrashed. “You can. Just stay
inside me.” Wave after wave of pleasure shot through her entire
body.

He was watching her, his eyes intent and
focused on her as her body quivered and tiny gasps escaped from her
lips. “So … pretty,” he groaned. Suddenly she saw him stiffen. A
split second later she felt jets of hot semen pouring into her.

Charity flushed. She could feel his eyes on
her as her body wrung the seed from his shaft. Jake’s lips turned
at the corners, a tender smile. He slowed to a languid pace, and
later, when his penis softened within her, his hand went between
them. “Not yet,” she whispered, halting the movement. “Let’s just
stay like this for awhile.”

Minutes after righting their clothes, Jake
turned to her, his eyes apologetic. “About before—I’m sorry for
hurting you, if I was too rough at first.”

Her cheeks heated. Ridiculous, considering
what they had just done. “I’m fine. It only hurt at first, and it
was worth it.” She gazed at him. “Really worth it.”

As the words left her
mouth, a thought struck her. Charity looked at her surroundings.
She was reminded of where they were. He’d told her he was attracted
to her because of her “good girl” persona. How many good girls,
women even, had sex with a man they’d only known for two
weeks? Not many. And the only word that applied made her cringe. She’d wanted
him so badly. Wanted to soothe the terrible ache inside her, and
the absence of a condom had not been enough to rein in the madness
and longing. Perhaps she had lost her appeal. Lost his
respect.

Charity looked down at her lap. She took a
deep breath, glanced upward to see Jake flip open the machine,
which had just finished its cleaning cycle. “What are you
thinking?”

His brows lifted as if he didn’t understand
the question. Charity lifted a shoulder. “I mean about what just
happened. Me.”

“What should I be thinking about you?”

“The same thing most
people think about a woman who jumps into bed with a man she just
met at the drop of a hat.”

He crossed the room, filling the empty space
beside her. “That never crossed my mind.”

“Never?”

He shook his head. “The only difference is
now I’m gonna think about the next time we get to do this.” He shot
her a smile that made him appear boyish, almost innocent.

She rolled her eyes, though her lips
betrayed her with a grin. “Okay. Now I see your true colors.”

His smile slipped. “True colors?”

“The real you. Who you are, how you think.”
His expression remained hard, forcing Charity to back off from a
joke that had somehow taken a wrong turn. “I was just teasing.”

He looked unconvinced. He regarded her for a
long time before saying a word. “This is the real me. I’m not
pretending with you. Don’t ever forget that.”

 


 



Chapter Seven

 


“Nooo.” Charity felt herself tossed into the
rolling waves, drenched from head to toes in salty water. Masculine
laughter echoed around her as she came up gasping for air.

“Aw, baby. I couldn’t resist.” He hooked his
arms around her, lifted her out of the water and kissed her.
“Always did wonder what you’d look like as a mermaid.”

“Liar. That was just your way of punishing
me for dragging you to the beach.”

Jake laughed. “Maybe.” Charity snorted. “I
still can’t believe we have this beautiful ocean in our backyard,
and you can’t remember the last time you came here.” She pursed her
lips. “I swear to God, Jake, sometimes I really have to wonder
about you.”

“What do you wonder about
me?”

“Little things.” She wound her arms around
his neck as he carried her to the shore. “Like why were you even in
the restaurant all alone on the day we met.”

Laughing, he laid her on the towel. “Now,
you’re asking me that?”

She grinned. “I actually wanted to ask you
from before, but we kept getting distracted.”

He sat up, expression serious. “Yeah, well.
I go in there sometimes to scope it out. You know check for chicks
who might be willing to take a ride back to my place.”

He flashed her a smile when her mouth
dropped open. “I was hungry, Charity. What else?”

Her mouth snapped shut. “That makes sense,
too.”

“I haven’t been back there, though. You?” He
eyed her carefully.

“No. I didn’t like sitting alone. I wouldn't
go by myself again.”

He turned to her, his brows lifted. “You
wouldn’t mind going there, with me?”

“To scope out girls?”

He laughed again. “That, too.”

Charity propped her elbow on the towel.
They’d never actually gone on what would be considered a date
before. Most of their time together so far had been alone in the
privacy of their apartments or secluded spots where the rest of the
world wouldn’t interrupt, much like the tucked away part of the
beach they were relaxing on.

“I guess we can’t keep the world at bay for
long, huh?”

He picked up a shell and threw it back out
into the ocean before turning to her. “The longer, the better,” he
murmured.

“I like my peace and quiet, too, but after
some point don’t you miss the interaction with people?”

He tilted his head to the side and gave her
a strange look. “I have you, don’t I?”

“You do, but sometimes I get the impression
that—” She shook her head and lay back on the blanket. “Never
mind.”

He tilted his head to the side and gave her
a peculiar look. “Say it.” His eyes held a hint of fear. Charity
sighed. “This precise look,” she said quietly. “Sometimes you look
at me, and it’s like you expect me to say something you don’t want
to hear. Like you’re keeping something from me.”

“I’ve never lied to you.”

But you didn’t say I was
wrong. She kept her thoughts quiet,
wanting nothing more than to erase that familiar look of pain on
his face. And whatever it was, was probably silly anyway. A person
like Jake could never have done anything that warranted those
looks. He had to be exaggerating.

“I know, and that’s why I trust you.” She
touched his arm when he began to stare at the sand. His head
lifted, locking gaze with hers. “I just thought by now you’d trust
me, too.”

“I do.”

“But not enough with your secrets?”

He let out a rough laugh then gave her an
apologetic smile. “It’s not about trust, Angelface. I’m too selfish
to share everything with you.”

Her forehead crinkled. “I don’t—”

“I know.” He got up and stretched out a
hand, drawing her up to him. “Just give me time. “More time to be
with you and do this.” Her kissed her then, clearly trying to end
the conversation. Resigned, Charity parted her lips and surrendered
to the longing, because she did love his kisses so.

 


 



Chapter Eight

 


Three months later

 


Charity fanned her face
and stifled a cough. Her lungs burned. Jake, who was sitting across
from her seemed oblivious and unaffected by the dank cloud of smoke
wafting throughout the crowded bar. Honestly, why are we here? She
surveyed the area and slumped back in her chair. It shouldn’t have
come as a surprise, Charity thought. For the past two weeks she had
noticed a shift in Jake’s personality. Oh it was nothing drastic,
and he was still loving as ever, which made it all the more
confusing since he was going out of his way each day to draw
attention to his bad qualities. She didn’t understand
it.

Earsplitting shouts and laughter from the
bikers who looked straight out of a bad documentary on motorcycle
gangs drew her back to an awful reminder of where they were. The
Hogpen. Charity grimaced. She looked away as a woman in skintight
black leather pants and red plastic like stilettos swung her legs
against one of the biker’s hips.

She groaned in silence. Not one other black
person in sight.

“We can leave if you’d
like.” His voice, much too calm, cut across the noise.

“No. No, it’s fine.
Interesting even,” she said, imitating his composure. “You never
mentioned this place to me before. Have you been coming here
often?”

He flattened his hands on the scratched
table. “Used to. Haven’t been here in a while, though.”

“But you wanted me to see
this place that you used
to visit?”

“Something like
that.”

Charity nodded. She wanted to say more, but
the approach of a tall, bony biker halted her speech. The intruder
with his thinning hair held back in a ponytail and scraggly beard
reaching to his chest, wobbled over to Jake’s shoulder.

The look on her face must have matched the
sliver of fear that rattled her nerves. Brows drawn tightly
together, Jake held out his palms. “What?”

As Jake spoke, the biker’s hand came down
hard on his back. “Didn’t think to see you son of a bitch in here,”
he slurred. Alcohol reeked from his pores.

Jake swung around in his chair. Grinning,
the man thumped their table with his free hand, a can of Budweiser
in the other.

“Place is swarming with
pussy tonight. Ain’t that right, Jake?” He looked over and winked
at Charity. “Ain’t neva had me no Afro pussy before, but damned if
I ain’t been itching to try.” An even wider grin took over his
craggy features as he continued his drunken rant. “Saw your ol’
buddy Ryder Lawson a few days ago. Fucker had a black chick on his
arms, too. Yep, looks like ol’ Hankie here needs some dark pussy
rehabilitation.”

Jake scowled. “Piss off, Hank. I’m sitting
here with my woman. Show some goddamn respect.”

Laughing, Hank took a swig of beer then
stumbled to the right. “Your woman, eh?” Charity shuddered when the
man turned his gaze on her. “What’s a gal like you letting
this–”

“Shut the fuck up.” Before
she knew what was happening, Jake was out of his chair and shoving
her past the drunk. “Last time I set foot inside this stink
hole.”

“Jake. Stop, please. I
can’t keep up.” How fast did he think she could go?

He stopped abruptly. “What on earth is wrong
with you tonight?” Charity demanded. “Why would you even think to
bring me here? And that man, Hank whatever his name was. He was
clearly inebriated, didn’t know what he was saying. I wanted to
leave, too, but you didn’t have to stomp out of the place like
that.”

His chest rose and fell on a loud breath.
“Hank is always like that, Charity. Drunk or not. Take my word for
it.”

“If you can’t stand the
guy, or the bar for that matter, why did we come tonight? We could
have stayed in.” She cocked her head to the side. “Why did we come
here, Jake? Be honest.”

“I’m sorry. It was stupid.
I shouldn’t have brought you here.”

Charity folded her arms. “That’s not an
answer. Your attitude. That bar. It’s not you. At least it’s not
the person I know and care about.”

“I told you it was a
mistake.” His head lowered. He let out another sigh, reaching for
her again.

She shook her head slowly. “Don’t.”

“Charity…”

“We’ve been together for
almost four months. I know that’s not an impressive amount of time,
but for us.” She paused to catch a breath and slow the angry
beating of her heart. “For us, everything happened so fast at the
beginning. You still won’t let me in on what’s bothering you. I’ve
been patient about it. I hate to be the type of person who pushes.
But I think the thing that upsets me the most is that deep down for
whatever reason I just have the feeling that you don’t think you
deserve to be happy.”

“Yes. You happy? ‘Cause it
seems like you got the full picture and agree with me.”

Charity gaped. Her heart
plummeted to the pit of her stomach. “I don’t agree with you. I
will never agree
with you about the way you view yourself, no matter how many
wretched places you take me to.”

“It’s so easy for you to
say that now. You don’t know.” He paused, looked away and shook his
head. “Charity. There are things I haven’t told you.”

“I know there are. Just
tell me. Whatever it is, just say it to me right now.”

Jake stood frozen, tormented. He opened his
mouth to speak then closed it. Minutes passed before a word was
said between them.

“I can’t.” His eyes held
hers, filled with regret. “I’m sorry, Charity.”

 


 


 



Chapter Nine

 


Jake rehearsed his speech for the tenth
time. Three days since the incident at the The Hogpen. In spite of
the disappointment in her eyes when he failed to tell Charity the
truth, not once had she brought up the subject again. He should
have been happy, but instead it made the guilt ten times worse.

Reciting the disgrace of his past and
promises of their future was one thing when alone in his apartment,
but facing the woman who’d so quickly come to mean everything to
him was a whole other challenge. Worse, when no matter how many
different ways he practiced the conversation inside his head, it
always ended with her calling him all the names in the book, names
he had heard before, and likely ending with Charity stomping her
way out of his life.

“One more round,” Jake
muttered to himself. He got as far as the first syllable of her
name, before a single knock resonated at the door. His entire body
went still. Sweat misted on his forehead as a fist twisted in his
stomach. Was it too late to change his
mind?

Jake eased the door open. The fist in his
stomach swung backward, delivering a sucker punch that had him
gripping the doorframe, holding on for dear life. He stared at the
woman, who the last time he’d seen her, was nine years ago through
a glass separating them. He’d told her then, over the phone that
her visits were no longer welcomed.

But now, he couldn’t stop himself from
taking in the very sight of Brielle. She was still slender, willowy
from her height of five feet ten, closer to his own than any other
woman he’d been with. Jake hadn’t forgotten how much he appreciated
that similarity between them. One out of many. His eyes flickered
to her stomach made bare by her midriff shirt. He didn’t recognize
the stars around her bellybutton, which still had in it the silver
barbell he’d bought for her after piercing the skin himself.

“What are you doing here?”
he asked, cutting to the chase.

“I’ve missed you, Jake.
What else?” She slid past him into the apartment.

“I haven’t missed you,” he
said, wishing he had blocked her entrance.

“Are you ever going to
forgive me for that one little mistake? You know I feel horrible
about what happened.”

His control snapped. “You feel horrible
about spreading your legs and crying rape. You’re just a
sweetheart, aren’t you?”

Brielle pursed her lips. “I didn’t force you
to beat Lex to a bloody pulp. That was you, Jake, all you. Don’t
blame me for that.”

As much he hated to admit it, he couldn’t
refute her accusation. He’d known the bastard hadn’t been raping
her. At the time he’d been too caught up in his bloodlust to
care or stop, despite Brielle’s insistent shouts that she had lied.
That day he’d unleashed years of pent-up rage on a man whose only
crime was taking what his girlfriend so easily offered.

“Fine, I won’t blame you.
Conversation over and now you need to get the hell out.” Jake
grabbed her shoulders. “Now.”

Brielle planted her feet to the ground.
“Expecting someone? Don’t want me around. You used to. You used to
want a lot things from me.”

Jake glanced at his watch. Of all the days
and timing… “Used to,” he said curtly, trying to push her to the
door. “Times have changed, and it’s about time for you to go.”

“It hasn’t changed that
much.” She was gazing at him as if they’d just finished a marathon
sex session. “I’m not going anywhere. I came back to Cali just to
see you. I’m not leaving so soon, when I know you still want me.”
She smoothed away the hair from her neck. “See, just like I said.
Nothing’s changed.”

His initials.
Shit. He stared at the
letters in ashen black ink against her pale skin. He thought she
would have it removed or tattooed over by now. Doesn’t matter anyway. Charity had
to be on her way over by now. He had to get rid of
Brielle.

Jake watched her fingers run lightly over
the ‘JH’. All right, so she wanted to discuss tats. He lowered his
lips to her ear and moved aside her fingers replacing them with his
own. “I remember when you came home with this,” he said. “Was so
happy my girl wanted my name on her skin.” Her pulse warmed beneath
his fingers, the beat erratic.

“I’m still your
girl.”

Jake chuckled and allowed his voice to go
soft. “See that’s where the problem is, and this thing right here…”
He shook his head against her face. “It needs to go. Get rid of it,
Brielle, ‘cause you wouldn’t believe what I’ve done with
yours.”

He heard her loud intake of breath. Whatever
she planned on saying, died quickly on her lips as they both became
aware of Charity’s entrance into the apartment.

****

Charity sucked in her breath at the sight
that greeted her. Whoever the woman standing way too close to her
boyfriend was, scrambled for footing as Jake quickly shoved her
away.

“Charity…”

She took a step backward seeing his hurried
move toward her. “Who’s your guest, Jake?” Charity maintained her
cool despite the steam billowing out of her ears.

“She’s no one.” He shot
the redhead a look, somewhere in between pleading and a warning.
“You were just about to leave, weren’t you?”

Unsettled, Charity was forced to witness the
interaction between Jake and a female who obviously was more than a
guest.

“Guest?” The woman gave
Charity a scornful smirk. “You’re kidding, right? Jake here is the
last person on this planet to play host to anyone.” She turned to
Jake and smiled, “Isn’t that right?”

Charity quirked her
eyebrows. Okay, so not only was she not just a guest, but it didn’t take a
genius to figure out a smile like that only came from being
intimate with someone. Intimate with Jake.

“I take it you two are old
friends?” Charity asked, directing her question at Jake.

“Charity—”

The woman’s laughter cut him off. “If I
didn’t see this for myself, I wouldn’t believe it. Your taste in
women sure has changed huh, Jakie?”

Charity frowned, annoyed that she and the
bitch were thinking in the same terms, except for opposite reasons.
Whereas she was medium height and average, the other woman was well
near Jake’s height, and very slender. Svelte even. Charity’s own
black hair was held in a plain, boring bun at her nape, while her
rival’s long, flaming red hair flowed in waves down her back. And
to top off Charity’s plainness, her competition had tattoos
splattered across her arms and stomach. A bare stomach, which did
not go unnoticed by Charity. She didn’t have anything remotely
interesting on her skin, save for a beauty mark on her upper left
thigh.

Jake let out a sigh of irritation. “Charity,
this is Brielle. My ex-girlfriend who was on her way out.”

“I wasn’t.” Brielle
protested just as Jake stretched out his hand and pointed at the
door.

“Yes, you
were.”

Brielle’s eyes flashed with challenge before
the oddest thing happened. Charity watched the woman as her eyes
widened on Jake. Slowly, she cocked her head to the side, looked
back at Charity then Jake. A smug grin completely took over her
face. “No biggie. I can see when I’m not wanted … for the
moment.”

“Brielle,
please just go.” Charity
frowned. She wanted the woman gone, too, but damn, Jake actually
sounded scared.

Brielle nodded, the calculating smile frozen
in place. “Of course. I’ll leave you two alone. I’m sure Jake has
some more stories he’d like to share with you. I mean, how many
women can say their boyfriend spent time in a maximum facility
prison for almost killing someone?”

Charity’s heartbeat stopped, and the words
replayed in her mind. Charity looked over at Jake whose gaze had
suddenly dropped to the floor. Slowly, his head lifted. Their eyes
locked. She shifted her head her to see an ever smug looking
Brielle lingering by the doorway. Charity smiled at her.

 


 



Chapter Ten

 


Jake thought his heart was about to jump out
of his chest. Panic shot through every cell in his body as he
waited for Charity’s reply. She was no longer smiling at Brielle;
in fact she appeared downright bored.

“Those stories are old.
Jake doesn’t like to bring up his past.” She glared at Brielle.
“For obvious reasons, I suppose.”

Brielle’s green eyes flared with anger.
Charity didn’t waste a second to allow the woman to draw back in
the loud intake of breath. Jake watched as she closed the door in
his ex’s face and spun around to face him. Jake forced himself to
meet her eyes and whispered, “I’m sorry.” It sounded pathetic even
to his own ears.

“This is what it’s been
about all along? Why didn’t you tell from the beginning instead of
going out of your way to act like someone else?” They both hunkered
down on the couch.

Jake clasped his hands together, head hung
low. “Yeah.” He looked back up and saw the disappointment on her
face. “I’m really sorry. I should have told you from the beginning.
I was just so damn scared of losing you.”

Charity shook her head. “I
always knew there was something you were keeping from me. I just
never imagined it would be something this big.”

He had no defense against her shock and
disappointment in him. “I messed up. I know. Just.” He paused when
the lump inside his throat rose. “Just don’t hate me when you
leave. I’m going to miss you, but please don’t hate me.”

“I don’t hate you. I feel
a bit lost, because never in a thousand years would I have thought
you capable of what Brielle said.” Her brows crinkled as if she was
trying hard to find the words. “I know you. Or the person you are
now. You’re not a bad person. So I can’t really wrap my mind around
you serving time. If I’m going to stay with you, I need to
understand, find out if the Jake I’ve been with is
genuine.”

Jake brought his head up. Had he heard
correctly? “What did you just say?”

“That I need you to be
genuine.”

“No, not that. What you
said before.”

Awareness lit in her eyes. “Oh, that. Well,
no. I’m not going to just up and leave. I want answers, but I
wouldn’t just walk away so easily.”

He stared at her in disbelief and shook his
head. “Jesus, Charity. You’re too good to me.”

“I’m not. It’s just that I
… I love you.”

Of all the things he’d expected to come from
Brielle’s visit, hearing that Charity loved him wasn’t on the
list.

“I broke your trust. I
want say the words to you, too, but I don’t know if you even wanna
hear that from me. If you’ll believe them.”

She touched his hand. “Remember when I told
you I suspected you were keeping something from me? And you
responded that you hadn’t lied to me?”

Jake nodded. He felt ashamed that he’d
purposely circumvented her questioning.

“After everything that’s
happened between us, if I told you I’d believe you, whatever you
said, would you take my word for it, Jake?”

“I wouldn’t deserve it,
but coming from you, yeah, I’d believe it.”

“If you love me, Jake, the
way I love you, then you have to let me know.”

He buried his face in the side of her neck
and hugged her close. She was unbelievable. He kissed the side of
her neck, unable to stop himself from touching her. She was heaven
and everything good that came out of his miserable years. “I love
you.” He caught her lips between his own, lips that were warm and
responsive, forgiving. “I love you so damn much.”

His words were suddenly drowned by a slow
ardent kiss as if she were learning the taste of him for the first
time. She raised her head, searching his face with eyes that held
promise of forgiveness and a surprising hint of arousal. His pulse
went into frenzy. Against his will, his cock hardened, responding
to the imagined need in her eyes. Because God knows it had to be
his sick imagination telling him Charity would be as forgiving and
welcoming with her body. Hell, he still had the full story of
everything that led up to his conviction to relate to her. The
reminder caused him to groan. He hadn’t realized he done so out
loud until her fingers wrapped around his own, adding a gentle
pressure.

“I’m glad the truth came
out. I really hate it that Brielle knew how much you were
struggling with this and that she could use it against you.” She
gave him a pointed look. “Against us. I’m not naïve. A bit jealous,
yes. It’s obvious she knows how to read you.”

He ground his teeth. “She’s nothing. I don’t
want you thinking about her.”

Her eyes were intent on his face. “I won’t
allow her to change things for us. You understand?”

Jake nodded, amazed at her composure. On
some level he assumed he should feel ashamed that Charity was the
stronger of them, the one who took the lead in their relationship.
He couldn’t, not with the soft tip of her thumb teasing the edge of
his lips.

“If you understand,” she
asked softly, “why don’t I feel your lips on mine? Why aren’t you
inside me?”

Oh God Oh God, please tell
me I’m hearing right. He’d thought it a
miracle she hadn’t dumped him tonight and now this. It was too
much. “How are you so—” His voice cracked.

She eased off the couch and pulled the pins
from her hair. His tongue felt heavy, his entire body tingled with
sensation. She tilted her head and met his eyes. “Simple. I’m your
woman, Jake. I’m here to build you up, not join in on the beat-down
you’ve been giving yourself.”

In a dream-like haze and in what had to be
an image ingrained in his memory for however long he lived, Jake
watched in agonizing silence as Charity stripped down to nothing
but her naked flesh. The golden light in the room created a halo
around her honey brown skin. She reminded him of an angel, an angel
he’d already defiled with his body and past deeds.

She knelt on the ground facing him. Arms
outstretched, she crooked her fingers, calling to him. He had his
pants down before he realized he was in front of her. He tried to
speak, but she shook her head. “Later.” He nodded, no longer
terrified of divulging each and every excruciating detail to
her.

He felt hot everywhere her eyes settled on
him, felt like his skin was on fire. Her breath rippled across the
tip of his penis. His sac hung heavy and laden with cum between his
thighs. When her lips closed over the head, insurmountable pleasure
shot through his body. The tension in his muscles loosened, paving
the way for tiny shudders rippling over his frame. Her fingers
pressed into the columns of his thighs, not digging so much as for
support as she continued to suckle him. Jake grunted and jerked his
hips. Her mouth working the engorged crown to milk him dry was
nothing short of heaven. It was too good.

“Oh God, Charity,
stop.”

Before she could say anything, he sank to
his knees and held her by the waist. “This is what I really want.”
In one fluid motion, he slid inside her hot wetness, so deep ‘til
there was no space between them.

Her head fell to his shoulders. “So sweet.”
Her arms tightened around his back, and nipples hard as pebbles
pressed against his chest. Jake dipped his head and lifted a supple
breast. His mouth closed over the delicious peak. His hand rose up
to knead her breast. Charity sighed his name. The soft sound, so
ripe with need, went straight to his groin. He freed his hand of
the exquisite weight, gathered a fistful of hair around his fingers
and plunged to the hilt. In and out, each thrust harder than the
last. Her sex clenched, enveloping him in liquid heat that
threatening to shatter his very soul.

He felt the tiny tremors rolling off her
frame, the sound of her teeth gnashing followed by tiny moans. His
hips worked furiously, determined to push both of them beyond the
brink of ecstasy. Their bodies entwined, Jake captured her lips
between his own in a hard, searing kiss as he came apart, spilling
so deep inside his woman. Even when the aftershocks subsided and
the ticking of the wall clock sounded in his ears, the fear Jake
expected, had lived with for so long, failed to return. He hugged
Charity close. For the first time, he actually looked forward to
recounting the details that led him on the path to this very
moment.

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


The following Sunday, Charity felt as if her
entire body was a wired bundle of nerves about to explode from
nervous anticipation. She was driving down to San Jose. After the
little impromptu and unwanted visit from Jake’s ex and the honesty
she demanded from him, Charity realized she needed to do the
same.

In the days following, Jake had revealed
everything. There wasn’t a stone left unturned about his past. At
one point she’d almost broken down beside him when he recounted
walking into the trailer he’d shared with his father and found
Brielle inside with another man. She’d felt sorry for him and
selfishly for herself, because although Jake hadn’t put it into
words, the pain in his voice, the rage he’d felt in that moment all
those years ago. It was plain he must have loved Brielle beyond
reason—the type of love that refused to die.

Then again, someone almost did die because
of that love, and life as Jake had known it had died also, Charity
reminded herself as she arrived at the house.

Scant minutes later, after finding her
mother alone in the house, Charity had to give herself another
reminder of the need to confide in her.

“He’s a what?”

“A tattoo artist,” Charity
repeated. “He makes beautiful designs on people’s skin, mama. He
doesn’t poke them with a pitchfork.”

Rhonda shook her head. “I’ve said it once,
and I will say it again. I will never understand you. Of all the
men in California, you just had to take up with this one.” She
pinched the bridge of her nose. “Now, Charity answer me this—is
this young man black or white … Latino? ‘Cause with a name like
Jake and drawing pictures on people’s skin, I really have to
wonder.”

Charity gaped. Oh my God. She blinked then
blinked again. Of all the outlandish things to come out of her
mother’s mouth, this had to take the prize. “Does it matter if he’s
black or white? Seriously, how many people with the name Jake have
you met? And since when is there a race requirement for being a
tattoo artist?”

“I didn’t say his race
mattered, but you have to realize people will talk. I can just hear
it now. First Pastor Miller’s oldest girl has a baby out of
wedlock. Now what happens? You go and take up with some white
tattoo artist. I refuse to believe there was no one at your
workplace you couldn’t date.”

“You don’t get it,”
Charity said, hoping her next words would open her mother’s eyes.
“I don’t want anyone from my job. I have the person I want to be
with.”

Rhonda went still, staring her down. “What
does that mean, Charity?”

“Exactly what I
said.”

“So you’re telling me
you’re in love with this Jake person? Pastor Miller and I don’t
even know what he looks like.” Her eyes suddenly flew open. She
gave Charity a concerned look. “Please tell me he doesn’t look like
one of those tattooed skinheads I saw on television last
night.”

Right there, Charity’s patience snapped and
careened off the kitchen walls. “Can you please stop calling dad
‘Pastor Miller’? It doesn’t make your relationship sound any more
important than anyone else’s. No, he doesn’t look like a skinhead.
You just have the wrong idea about him,” she said in a calmer tone.
“I know what I’m about to say isn’t going to help the matter, but
I’m only doing so to show you how serious I am about this guy. This
will be out in the open. No need for anyone to act surprised and
shocked later on. Jake is twenty-nine, works hard, treats me right,
and unfortunately he made a terrible mistake and was
incarcerated.”

“Oh dear God.” Rhonda
covered her mouth with her hand then dug her palms on to the edge
of the kitchen counter. Her eyes became as wide as saucers. “You
mean prison?”

Charity nodded, hurt yet sympathetic to the
pain on her mother’s face. “Don’t look like that, Mama. Jake is a
wonderful person. He’s not … bad.”

“Who’s not bad?”

Charity reacted to the sound of her father’s
voice. Pushing the glasses up on his nose, he entered the kitchen,
and for the first time Charity worried if he would take her
side.

“Your daughter has just admitted to dating a
criminal.”

He looked as if he had misheard. “What’s
this all about, Charity?”

She shot her mother a fleeting glare. “This
is—was about me letting you all in on my personal life, telling you
all about someone I care deeply care about.”

“Why don’t we go in the living room, and you
can tell me all about it.”

Charity shrugged. She was no longer in the
mood to turn her relationship with Jake into a spectacle. “There’s
nothing much left to say.”

“Am I supposed to ignore what your mother
said?” her father asked, giving her a hard stare.

“No. I only mentioned it to her so it
wouldn’t be of importance when I decided to introduce Jake to the
family, but I guess that’s out of the question now.”

“You’re not answering his question,” her
mother piped in, though certainly not as high strung as before.

Her father nodded. “I need to know the truth
before I can think about letting this young man into my home. You
know sometimes your sister visits and bring your nephew along. He’s
only four years old. There are some crimes I’m on the fence about,
if a person can be rehabilitated or not. I know I speak the Lord’s
word, but I can’t change my feeling on that. Is your mother
speaking the truth?”

“Yes. But Jake is no pervert.”

His expression became impassive. “How about
you tell us what exactly he was convicted of?”

Charity swallowed a deep breath and gazed at
their expectant faces. Straightening her shoulders, she told them.
“Attempted murder.”

****

“I’m surprised you told your little mouse
the truth.”

Jake did a double take at the voice coming
from behind him. Brielle. He stalled at the entrance of the
abandoned trailer home. She laughed at the surprise on his face
then tossed a few strands of hair over her shoulder.

Something inside of him stirred at the
subtle motion, causing him to lash out. “What the fuck’s so
funny?”

“You. Couldn’t stay away
from our old love nest, could you?” She crossed to where he’d
parked his motorcycle, hopped on and stretched out her legs across
the seat.

He shifted his head. “I’d torch this
shithole if I didn’t already know what the inside of a cell looked
like.”

“And of course, you wouldn’t want to be away
from your little mouse.” Straightening, she looked around. “Where
is she anyway?”

“None of your business. You’re a stalker,
Brielle. Why would I let you know where my girlfriend is?”

Unruffled, her lips spread
into a smile. “Stalker? Ouch. That hurts. For the sake of us, I’m
gonna pretend you never said that.” She slid off the motorcycle and
sauntered up to him. Jake stiffened, yet for some reason he didn’t
back away, not even when he was able to feel the cool whisper of
her breath against his ear. “I’m gonna pretend you never said that,
because unlike your little mouse, I know you. I knew you’d come back
here, and I know you haven’t stopped thinking about me.”

Jake shrugged off her hand. “Go try that
shit on all the other men you’ve been with.”

“Hmm,” she murmured, ignoring him. “When was
the last time you came out here, Jake? Don’t tell me you’ve been
bringing her out here to screw over by the gate, or inside your
daddy’s trailer like we used to do.”

His jaw tautened at the memory. “What do you
want from me?”

Her lips spread into a smile like the
proverbial cat that caught the canary. “You. I want to know how
long you think your cozy little relationship is going to last?
Wanna know what I think?”

“No.” Had he stopped breathing?

She laughed again. “About as long as it
takes you to wake up and remember who you really are. Jacob Hansen,
ex-convict, high school dropout and trailer park trash.” Her arms
went about his waist. “Don’t you see, Jake, we’re two of a kind.
You and me. I know you better than anyone else. Who was there for
you when your father finally drank himself to death? I was. Even
when … even when you went to prison I still came by to see
you.”

He pushed her away. “I
went because you lied to me, Brielle. I loved you more than
anything in this world, and you messed around on me.”
Not just with one man.

“I made a mistake. A big
one. Give me a break, Jake. I was twenty years old. I’m different
now. I swear it. I’ve thought about you every day since you broke
it off. I’m positive you think about me, too. I make you feel. I
bet your little mouse can’t do that. Why else would you have done
that to the tattoo of my name? Like it or not, you still want me as
much as I want you.”

Was she out of her mind? He stared at her
again, and for some reason the feeling from earlier settled in the
pit of his stomach again.

“Can’t deny it, can you?” She wet her
lips.

“Brielle…” Jake stood
still, unable to move as she inched closer.

She glanced up at him. Her soft red lips
were parted and green eyes, seductive and filled with promises
gazed up at him, reminding him why he’d fallen so hard. “Where’s
your place?”

 


 



Chapter Twelve

 


“Here we are,” Brielle said. She strode
ahead to open one of the two doors of the plain duplex she’d
directed them to. He gazed at the lackluster pink building and
released a muted sigh. The neighborhood was less than ten minutes
from the trailer park. The lawn in front of the duplex, if you
could even call it a lawn, was smattered with dried brown grass and
empty plastic wrappers. He looked up at her, knowing he was the
last person to judge.

“Are you coming in or not?” She held the
door propped open with one leg.

Jake hesitated. He should have thought this
out more. He stood unmoving, watching as impatience and annoyance
flickered within her eyes.

“Oh for fuck’s sake. I hope you’re not
feeling guilty about that little wanna-be housewife. You and I both
know she would have dumped you sooner or later.” She let out a
coarse laugh. “For some black guy, too, you can bet.”

“You’re an expert on people now?” he asked,
walking to where she stood.

Brielle gave him a saucy smile. “I’m an
expert at a lot of things, and I know you haven’t forgotten, have
you?”

Jake stiffened as her hand traveled upward
to rest against his chest. “I haven’t.”

“Now that we have that settled, how about we
go inside?”

Gently, he eased her hand away. “I didn’t
bring you home for sex.”

She gaped at him in surprised amusement.
“Gone soft on me, Jake? You don’t have to wine and dine me to get a
hit.”

Jake cringed. The awkward,
almost burning feeling inside his stomach returned. He recognized
it for what it was. Pity.
So intense it was almost nauseating. He forced
himself to meet her green eyes and hold his gaze there.

“I know you don’t expect that. But you
should. You should want more.”

She rolled her eyes. “Did you have to wine
and dine your mouse before she gave out? Funny though, ‘cause I
don’t remember you doing any of that with me. Unless you consider
sharing a six pack of beer as your way of romancing me.”

Jake wanted to deny her accusation, but how
could he when she was only speaking the truth? As much as he’d
loved Brielle, his treatment of her and Charity was worlds apart.
It hadn’t been intentional, yet there was no way to move ahead
without letting her know it. “I’m sorry I wasn’t a better boyfriend
to you. I never thought those things mattered to you.”

“They didn’t, and neither does your apology,
Jake.” Her hand clung to the door handle. “The only thing I want is
to know is if you’re coming inside with me or not.”

He took a deep breath. If he hadn’t given
her much before, at least he could give her honesty today. “I’m
not.”

Her lips drew into a thin line. “Hmm. If I’m
not good enough to sleep with you anymore, why are you here?”

“I brought you home because this is the last
time we’re going to talk. I don’t wanna hurt you, Brie, but the
truth is you don’t want me any more than I want you. When we were
together I wasn’t giving you everything you needed. Physically?
Maybe, guess I’ll never know, but emotionally, no. I can admit that
now. I don’t blame you anymore for screwing around on me. I’m over
it. Messed up as everything turned out between us, I can honestly
tell you it was for the better. I have someone I love, and that’s
not about to change.” He sent her a pointed look.

Brielle made a sound of disgust. “You’re a
bastard, Jake. I hope to God you know that. Do you expect me to
give you a pat on the back for not being a total fuck up like me?
Was that the point of your Lifetime moment right there?”

“I’m not saying these
things to make you feel bad. Just because I’m no longer in love
with you, doesn’t mean I don’t still care about you. We’ve been
through too much together for me to just turn it off like that,” he
said, snapping his fingers. “We won’t ever be together because I
know I’m not, was never the person you needed to build you
up.”

She laughed again, the
sound devoid of its luster from before. “I don’t need anyone
to build me up.
Guess you got that one from your precious Charity. You can spare me
the lecture and while you’re at it, why don’t you just go. The more
you talk, the more I see you’re not the guy I came back to Cali
for. She’s changed you. Or maybe I did. Whatever. Just go back to
her. I’m sure she’s sitting at home waiting around for you anyway
and if you really wanna know I’d have gotten tired of this new you
within a week and cheat again.” Brielle flipped the hair off her
shoulder again and smiled. “You know me.”

Jake narrowed his eyes. “Honesty,
Brielle?”

“Nothing to lose by it.” Her smile returned,
a genuine brightness that charmed him into returning a grin.
Brielle was Brielle. Jake didn’t think when he pulled her into his
arms for a hug. He imagined it was the way a brother felt hugging
the sister he hadn’t seen in years. Wholly innocent, yet he tried
not to think how Charity would feel if she knew where he was and
with whom.

Lowering his head, Jake pressed his lips to
her cheek. “Goodbye.” He didn’t move a muscle until she had stepped
inside and his heart returned to it’s normal beat, one less worry
on his mind.

 


 


****

Charity drew her head up at the sound of the
door opening. Jake entered the apartment. Instead of coming to join
her on the couch, he stood by the door, simply watching her. “How
long you been back?”

“An hour.”

He plucked the ring in his brow, his back
propped against the door. There was something different about him.
She’d returned home from San Jose and stopped at the tattoo parlor,
only to see that it was closed early. The automatic voicemail
response from his cellphone hadn’t helped either. She searched his
eyes. “What happened?”

“I went for a ride.” He searched her face
for a reaction. “Down to Three Roads.”

Charity blinked. She forced her voice to
remain steady. “Your old trailer park?”

“Yeah.” His lips slanted into a thin line.
“Was just like I remembered.”

“Did you see anyone you
know?” She lifted her gaze to his.

He raised his brows and held her stare. “No
lies, right?”

“No lies.”

Nerves settled in the pit of her stomach as
he joined on the sofa. The memory of Jake confessing to her about
his past played through her mind. Charity turned to him. “She was
there, wasn’t she?”

He gave a single nod. “I didn’t know Brielle
would be there. I swear it.”

“I tried to call you.” Would it matter now
that her parents knew about him and were both willing to see him
for the person he was and not the crime he’d committed?

His eyes flashed with guilt. “I did turn it
off. I needed to talk with her, Charity. I wanted to talk with
her.” He let out a rough sigh and shook his head. “You don’t
understand how this woman—”

Charity waved a hand in the air. “It must
have been hard stopping yourself from going a bit down memory lane
with her, huh?” God, she hated herself for sounding so catty.

“Don’t talk like that. It’s not you.”

“What is me? An idiot who drives down to
San Jose and back to tell her parents about her ex-con boyfriend
and comes back to find out the person you were racing back home to
see was out with the same bitch who caused all of your problems. Is
that who I’m supposed to be?”

He sat quietly, simply
staring with that look of vulnerability that always made her heart
twist and her body enflame with desire for him. Now, all she felt
was even more anger, yet her words felt like silk coming off her
tongue. Charity touched his shoulder. “She is hot, isn’t she,
Jake?” Shut up, Charity. Shut it right
now. She couldn’t. Anger was her ally.
Cold, righteous anger prevented tears of heartbreak.

His brows furrowed, giving her a look like
she had lost her mind. She continued. “I mean, that was the first
thing I noticed when I saw her in your apartment. Then she opened
her mouth, and I knew she was a bitch. But men like that, don’t
they? Bitches and Brielle…” She opened her palms and gave a small
laugh. “She’s a hot bitch. So there you have it. A winning
combination. You’ve scored gold, Jake.”

And then she became silent, because not even
all the anger and talking in the world could stop the pain.

“You’re right. Men like bitches.”

Her jaw tightened, and her body became as
still as stone. She held her breath, waiting for the moment
everything would end. “Are you admitting something?”

He let out a loud breath.
“Yes, fine. I looove bitches. That has to explain why you’re
sitting here acting like one for the first time since I’ve known
you. I didn’t touch her.” He held her chin, forcing her to look at
him. “I turned off the phone ‘cause I didn’t want any
interruptions, but it wasn’t cause I was itching to get inside her.
God, no. I thought about it, though, when I started to feel kinda
weird around her tonight, but every time I tried to picture it, all
I could see was you. I don’t hate Brielle. I won’t lie to you on
that. I loved her too much for it to turn to hate despite what
happened between us. The only thing I felt tonight,
feel for her, is
pity.”

“Pity?”

He nodded. “We both know it’s not entirely
on her. We were both screwed up back then. We’re still messed up,
and we’re too alike to be any good to each other. Maybe on some
level she knew that, and that’s why she slept around. I don’t know.
Don’t care. I have you, Charity, the person I love, who builds me
up.” Charity felt heat rush up her cheeks as he said the words
she’d spoken to him days ago.

“I’m sorry.”

He smiled tenderly. “Don’t be. You thought
I’d hurt you.”

“Yes. Still I never should have talked to
you like that, even if you did want to be with her.”

“I don’t want her. Not now, not ever. I made
sure to take her home before I told her just that. That’s what I
was trying to tell you before. I wouldn’t put it past her to do
something psychotic to get my attention if I ‘broke’ it off again
like I did that day up at San Quentin. I don’t need anything else
on my conscience, on my mind. All I want to think about is how to
make you feel the way you’ve made me feel since the day we
met.”

Her eyes moistened as she marveled at the
turn of events. She wasn’t losing him. “You already make me
happy.”

He laughed then, and the sound was pure
enchantment. There were no worries, fears behind it of his secret
coming between them. Charity laid her head on his chest, soothed by
his rhythmic heartbeat and the sweet promises he murmured beside
her ears. Promises of their future, his determination to top
himself each day in the happiness she felt from one day to the
other and a vow to set foot inside her daddy’s church if she agreed
to marry him.

Charity closed her eyes. She smiled to
herself as she pictured the look on her parents’ face the next time
she made the drive down to San Jose, this time not alone but with
her fiancé and best friend at her side. Next Sunday could not
arrive soon enough.
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