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Free Agent—Book Six

 

Dylan Clark has had his eye on Sabrina ever since she walked in to their bar for the first time. He’s watched her place bets in front of the big screen, hustle guys at the pool tables, smoke cigars, drink whisky, and beat a team of rowdy men at darts. She’s sexy, sassy, and unforgettable. They’ve been friends and lovers, but he won’t be satisfied until he makes her his wife.

Sports agent, Sabrina Mitchell, is in love for the first time… with one of her best friends. But when Dylan accuses her of the ultimate betrayal she doesn’t even try to defend herself. She can’t. He thinks she’s committed an unforgiveable sin, but he’ll be the one begging forgiveness when the truth finally comes out. But will it be too late?


 

 

Prologue

 

Dylan Clark leaned against the bar, taking in his surroundings. It was High Rollers’ grand opening, and it marked his foray into entrepreneurship. His teammates had told him he was crazy. He was a professional football player, so they thought he wasn’t cut out to run a business. His other friends, the ones who were more like his family, had convinced him that together, they could make it work. Judging by the crowds and publicity their venture had attracted, he believed they might be right.

His best friend, Brett Easton, walked up with a shit-eating grin. “Man, would you look at this place? It’s packed. I mean, literally. The doorman says if we let anyone else in, we’ll be violating some goddamn fire code. How crazy is that?”

“Pretty crazy.” Maybe this thing could make Dylan’s inevitable retirement from football a little easier to stomach.

“We’re gonna be able to expand even quicker than we thought,” Brett said, raising a beer bottle. “Mark my words.”

“I hope you’re right.” Dylan zeroed in on a woman bent over the pool table. Her long dark hair trailed down her back, almost reaching her waist, and her tight bottom filled out the glittery pockets of her designer blue jeans so perfectly, he assumed she had to be a model. He lifted a glass to gesture toward the woman in question. “Who is that?”

“You mean that girl playing pool with Carter and Jones? Don’t know, but I noticed her too. Hard not too, huh?” Brett chuckled. “She is one sweet piece of as—”

Dylan nudged him in the gut with his elbow. “Don’t talk about my future wife that way.”

Brett laughed. “Your future wife?”

“Yeah, I’m gonna marry that girl someday.” Dylan grinned, making light of his comment, but when she looked up and flashed him a saucy smile, he could have sworn they shared a secret. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to make sure my teammates aren’t making a play for my woman.”

Brett slapped him on the back. “Good luck with that one, Dyl. Somethin’ tells me she’ll be a ballbreaker.”

“That’s the way I like ‘em,” he shot back. He shook hands and peeled arms from around his neck as he moved through the thick crowd. When he finally got to the billiards area, his fantasy girl was collecting her winnings. He wagged a finger at her. “I didn’t see that. Placing bets in my bar will get you kicked out.”

She rolled the bills and stuck them down her fitted black shirt, obviously finding a hollow somewhere in her ample cleavage. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the quarterback with the slippery digits. I’ll have you know you cost me a hundred bucks last week.”

He’d carried out a fake, been tackled, and fumbled the ball in last week’s game, which led to his team losing by one touchdown. Normally he wouldn’t take too kindly to being reminded of his blunder, but when that sassy little thing flashed him a big white smile, enhanced by adorable dimples, he didn’t mind.

“You’ll have to let me make it up to you by buying you a drink, sweet thang.”

She rolled her eyes before looking over her shoulder at the men she’d hustled. “You didn’t warn me he’d resort to cheesy pick-up lines and tacky handles to get in my panties, boys.”

Dylan tried to keep a straight face as his teammates chuckled. She was a little firecracker, and damn, he couldn’t wait to detonate her. “You’ve got a smart mouth,” he said, pointing at her with his glass of Jim Beam. “I’d like to see what you can do with it—aside from hurlin’ insults at me, that is.”

She licked her full, raspberry-stained lips while branding him with a heated gaze. Up, down, back up again, before she finally settled on his crotch. “I’ll just bet you’d like to know, sexy.”

Daaaammmmn. He was getting so hot, Dylan feared he’d be the one exploding if she kept looking at him like that.

“I see you’ve met my little sister,” Dalton Mitchell said from behind him, wrapping his arm around Dylan’s neck.

Dalton Mitchell, or “Mitch” as his teammates called him, was a defensive lineman with a reputation for being a dirty player on and off the field. Dylan’s eyes narrowed on the woman he now knew was Sabrina. Dalton had mentioned her numerous times, but since she’d been away at school pursuing her M.B.A., Dylan had yet to meet her. Of all the rotten luck. Mitch would kill him if he heard Dylan had been making a play for his baby sister.

“You’re Sabrina?” Dylan asked, ignoring the chuckles from his teammates. Bastards. At least they could have warned him before he started flirting with her.

“Sure am.” She grinned. “Now, about that drink you promised…” She tapped a dark red nail against her pouty lips. “I’m thinking Dalmore 62 would be nice.”

Dylan bit into his bottom lip to keep from smiling. “Dalmore 62? You do realize that’s the most expensive scotch in the world, right?”

She furrowed her arched brows, pretending to look confused. “Well, duh. Why else would I be asking for it? After that big, fat contract my daddy negotiated for you last year, you can damn well afford it.”

Yet another reason he could never date the lovely Miss Mitchell—her father was his agent and one of the key reasons he could afford to drink Dalmore 62 every damn night if he chose to. His mama had always warned him about biting the hand that fed him, and while Thomas Mitchell may not be feeding him exactly, he was definitely in possession of the proverbial knife and fork.

Dylan offered Sabrina his arm. “I can’t offer you Dalmore, but I’m pretty sure we’ve got a fifty-year-old Glenfiddich I wouldn’t mind cracking open.”

They planned to host everyone from professional athletes to wealthy businessmen and politicians at High Rollers, so investing in a few bottles of twenty-five-thousand dollar scotch had seemed like a good investment. It seemed even more so when the mention of the rare whisky made Sabrina’s eyes light with interest.

“I think that’s an excellent idea.” She stepped forward to link her arm through his. “We can talk about how things will change now that I’ll be representing you.”

“What do you mean you’ll be representing me?” Dylan asked, shooting a look at Mitch. “What about your dad?”

“Oh, didn’t Dalton tell you?” Sabrina asked, curling her hand around his bicep. “Daddy’s retiring at the end of next month. He’s making the announcement to his clients next week.” Her hand drifted over Dylan’s chest, heedless of her brother’s warning glare. “But don’t worry, you’ll be in very good hands with me.”

There was no way he could miss her suggestive tone or the way his body instantly reacted. “Uh, I don’t know if this is going to work.” He glared at his teammates, Jones and Carter, who were obviously enjoying his discomfort. They were happily married with a few cute kids between them. They didn’t have to worry about having to resist a real-life pin-up.

“Of course it’ll work,” she said, laughing. “You’ve been with Mitchell’s since you signed your first pro contract. I don’t have to remind you we’re one of the most respected sports agencies in the country, do I?” Before he could get a word in, Sabrina continued. “We’ve negotiated more than six billion dollars in player contracts for the four largest team sports. Our total contract commissions are more than two hundred million dollars, more than double our nearest competitor. It would be career suicide to go anywhere else.”

Unfortunately, she was right. Damn. She had him between a rock and… well, her rock-hard body. Not a good place to be, especially with her over-protective brother watching him like a hawk.

“Now that we’ve got that settled,” Sabrina said, linking her hand with his, “I’m practically salivating over that bottle of Glenfiddich you promised. Let’s take it to the private V.I.P. room, shall we? I’ve heard it’s incredible.”

“Uh, sure.” Dylan told himself he could pass their meeting off as business, but no way would anyone buy that. The only thing on his mind was how long it would take to get Sabrina out of those blue jeans. He was so screwed.

Mitch clamped his big hand on Dylan’s shoulder. “Dylan, a word before you go.”

Dylan couldn’t claim to be surprised. He’d known that was coming. “Just gimme a minute.” He smiled at Sabrina before facing her brother. “What is it, Mitch?”

Mitch led him away from Sabrina. “Here’s the thing, Dyl—I like you. You’re a teammate and a good friend. We go way back, and I’d hate like hell to break both of your kneecaps, but if you even think about messing with my sister, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

Dylan winced, knowing full well that wasn’t an idle threat. Mitch got paid well to inflict pain on his opponents, but he’d happily been doing it for free long before he got a multi-million dollar contract. Dylan wanted to tell him to back the hell off and mind his own business, but if one of his friends was sniffing around his sister, he’d react the same way.

“Don’t take it personally. I’m sending out the warning to everyone,” Mitch said, sparing a disgusted glance for his sister. “I keep telling my family she doesn’t belong in this business. I don’t have to tell you it’s dangerous for a little girl who looks like her to be thrust into a locker room full of testosterone-driven pigs who’d screw anything in a skirt.”

Now that Mitch mentioned it, Dylan was a little concerned about that himself. He’d been a professional athlete long enough to know most guys assumed the rules didn’t apply to them. They behaved badly because they could get away with almost anything.

“It doesn’t look like you’re gonna change her mind,” Dylan said. “All you can do is keep an eye on her.”

“You’ll help me with that?”

“I don’t know if—”

Gripping Dylan’s shoulder, Mitch said, “Come on, man. She’s my baby sister. Think how you’d feel if you were in my position. I can’t stop her from taking over for my old man, but I sure as hell can prevent her from getting hurt or taken advantage of by some low-life with more money than morals.”

“I’ll, uh, do what I can.” Assuming I can keep my hands off her.

 

***

 

Being locked in a private room and sipping expensive scotch with the Dylan Clark was like a dream come true. Sabrina had had a crush on him ever since he’d signed with her favorite team six years earlier. When she’d found out her father was representing him, she’d nearly wet herself. Now she had to maintain her composure and pretend she was completely unaffected by the heated glances he aimed at her like fiery missiles. If she could pull that off, she’d clearly missed her calling on Broadway.

“So did my brother tell you I was off-limits?” she asked, crossing and uncrossing her legs. She was gratified to see his eyes skimming her the same way she’d openly perused him earlier. At least she wasn’t the only one trying to fight the absurd chemistry they seemed to have.

“He said something like that.” Dylan took a slow sip of his scotch while regarding her over the rim of his crystal glass. “But then you knew he would, didn’t you?”

“He’s always been over-protective,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Given the fact he’s a human wrecking ball, the threat is pretty real.”

Dylan chuckled, the sound like warm molasses gliding over her skin. “I’d say that’s an apt description. Your daddy speaks highly of you. He mentioned that you’d be joining the family business when you graduated, but he didn’t mention the fact his retirement would coincide with that.”

“Are you disappointed that I’ll be representing you instead of him?” Before he could respond, she said, “I’ve spent every summer vacation for the last seven years learning the business. I can assure you I’m ready to do this.”

She hated that she would have to work so hard to prove herself, especially since she was capable, but she wasn’t naïve enough to believe their clients would accept her into the old boys’ club with open arms. She’d have to prove that she was every bit as smart and shrewd as her legendary father.

“I’m sure you are.” He drained his glass and added another shot. “I’m not concerned about whether you’re qualified. I’m more concerned about how the hell I’m supposed to keep my hands off you.”

Oh. That was direct. And delicious. “Unfortunately, we do have a strict policy about agents messing with the clients, so as tempted as I might be to indulge in a little fun, I’m gonna have to take a pass.” Her voice sounded cool, as though she shot down super-hot professional athletes every day.

“That’s too bad.” He grinned. “But I guess I should be grateful. It means your brother won’t be breaking both of my kneecaps.”

Sabrina winced as humiliation washed over her. It wasn’t the first time her brother had warned off a potential suitor, and she’d bet her new Corvette it wouldn’t be the last. “He didn’t really say that, did he?” When Dylan raised an eyebrow before sipping his drink, she said, “Of course he did. Why am I not surprised?”

“It’s okay,” Dylan said. “I get it. I’ve got a kid sister too.”

“Yeah, but I’m not a kid!” She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. Breathe. She needed to keep her fiery temper under control even though she dealt with overbearing Neanderthals all day.

“Obviously not.” Dylan bit his lip, his eyes drawn back to her cleavage.

Normally Sabrina would be annoyed by a man openly ogling her the way Dylan was, but her body was humming. She wondered what would happen if she climbed into his lap and invited him to touch instead of just looking, but then she thought of the iron-clad contract she’d signed. Daughter or no, if her father found out she had messed around with Dylan, he wouldn’t hesitate to hand her those dreaded walking papers.

“Did you drive here tonight?” he asked.

“No, I took a cab. You know, in case I decided to partake.” She raised her glass. “Though I have to admit I never expected anything quite like this.”

“Neither did I.”

Sabrina knew he wasn’t talking about the liquor, and his suggestive tone made her blood run hot. If she didn’t get out of there soon, she may not be able to tear herself away until they’d done the deed. One-night stands weren’t her thing, but every girl had to make an exception sometimes. Her favorite star quarterback could easily be the one to convince her to break all the rules.

“I have a driver. Let me take you home.”

Let me take you home. She swallowed, knowing full well he was inviting her to his home. “You’re really not afraid of my brother, are you?”

Dylan laughed. “No, I’m not. Dalton’s all bark, no bite, at least when it comes to his friends and teammates.”

He was right. Her brother considered his teammates his second family, and she knew that in spite of his tough talk, he’d never fight Dylan.

“But there is the little issue of my job,” she reminded him. “I don’t have to tell you my dad’s a hard ass. He doesn’t make exceptions for anyone, not even me.”

“Hmmm, but I’ve brought his agency a lot of money over the years. He might be willing to make an exception for me.”

She laughed as she wrapped her hands around her near-empty glass. “You don’t know my father as well as you think you do if you believe that. He doesn’t want me to date a professional athlete, which is a big part of why he’s such a stickler about that rule. He thinks he can control me.”

Dylan chuckled before leaning forward to add more to her glass. “You don’t strike me as the submissive type.”

“If I were, I’d never survive in this business. They’d chew me up and spit me out.” She had been a much softer, gentler woman, much like her mother, until she realized that wouldn’t earn her respect in the professional sports arena.

“Have you always wanted to be a sports agent?” he asked, studying her.

She tried to appear calm, as though his intense scrutiny wasn’t unnerving. “Always. I used to go to work with my dad when I was a kid, and I was in awe that he actually got to meet all these famous people.”

Dylan smiled. “I take it you watched sports growing up?”

“Watched and played.” At his look of surprise, she said, “I played on NCAA championship teams in college. Soccer and volleyball.”

“No way.” The quiet admiration in his voice said he believed her and wanted to hear more.

“I’ve been playing sports since I was old enough to run, probably because Dalton was such a jock.” She laughed. “I was definitely a tomboy.”

“You? A tomboy?” He smirked. “Sorry, I’m havin’ a hard time picturing that.”

“Really?” She got up and snagged one of the signed baseball caps off a shelf of autographed memorabilia. Securing her hair, she threaded it through the opening and assumed a batter’s stance, pretending to swing the bat. “Can you picture it now?”

Dylan groaned as he shifted, adjusting his pants. “Okay, you in a ball cap is hotter than hell. You do realize you’re killin’ me here, don’t you?”

She smiled, enjoying the effect she had on him. It was definitely a two-way street. He wasn’t the only one getting all hot and bothered. Before she could tell him that, a knock on the door made her frown. She was having fun getting to know Dylan, and she wasn’t ready for it to end. She was being selfish monopolizing him on his big night, but since he didn’t seem to mind, neither did she.

“Guess I should find out who that is.” Dylan sighed as he stood.

Apparently he didn’t appreciate the interruption any more than she did. Good to know. Sabrina got a glimpse of her brother over Dylan’s shoulder when he opened the door. The two men exchanged a few words before he invited Dalton inside.

“I’m headin’ out,” Dalton said to her. “Just wondering if you need a ride home.”

She and Dylan shared a regretful look before she said, “Sure, that’d be great. Thanks.” She took off the cap and carefully replaced it on the shelf before shaking her hair and finger-combing it back into some semblance of order. She turned to see Dylan watching her every move while he nodded at Dalton’s account of some play he and the boys had been discussing in the billiards room.

“It was nice to meet you,” Dylan said, offering her his hand.

“We don’t have to be so formal,” she said, ignoring his hand to kiss his cheek. She got a little too close, lingered a little too long, and his body reacted just as she knew it would. Good thing she was the only one who seemed to notice. “I’m hoping we can be friends. Good friends.”


 

 

Chapter One

 

Dylan kissed Sabrina’s shoulder as he slid the thin black strap of her dress down her arm. He’d been waiting eight long years for that moment. Since he’d first laid eyes on her bent over a pool table in his bar, he’d wanted her. When he retired from professional football three years ago, he was sure they’d finally act on the attraction that had simmered between them for years, but she’d kept him at arm’s length, claiming she didn’t want to ruin their friendship. Now, finally, he was getting what he’d hungered for, what he’d dreamt about for so long: a taste of the woman who’d become his—he hated to admit it but couldn’t deny it—obsession.

“What are we doing, D?” she asked, tipping her head back so he could kiss her neck. “Are we crazy? We must be crazy, otherwise we wouldn’t be doing this.”

He heard her protests, but they held no heat. She wanted it as much as he did, and the fact that she was working on his belt buckle proved it.

She’d invited him to Los Angeles with her for a client meeting, but the meeting had only taken an hour and a half. They spent the rest of the day shopping on Rodeo Drive, talking, laughing, and enjoying an incredible dinner. Now that they were holed up in a suite at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, she’d apparently run out of reasons why making love to him was a bad idea.

He’d been careful to order only one bottle of wine at dinner because he didn’t want alcohol to be the reason she finally lowered her defenses. He wanted to be the reason. He wanted her to acknowledge that her feelings for him were as strong as his for her.

“I’ve wanted you for so long,” he whispered, licking the shell of her ear.

“Could’ve fooled me,” she muttered. “I’ve lost track of all the skanks I’ve seen you with since we met.”

He grinned against her neck, loving that his dates hadn’t gone unnoticed. They were all a poor substitute for Sabrina, but if he couldn’t have her, he sure as hell wouldn’t punish himself by taking a vow of celibacy. “Jealous much?”

“Screw you, Clark,” she said, shoving him back a step before unbuttoning his shirt.

His eyes glittered with amusement when her focus shifted to his cut abs. He may not be a professional football player anymore, but he still worked out as though it was his job. There was no better feeling than knowing that she was comparing him to other men and finding him superior.

“That’s what I’m hoping for,” he said, peeling his shirt off as he toed off his shoes. He realized his mistake when her eyes darkened and she looked away. He grasped her chin. “Hey, you have to know this is more than that. I’ve wanted you forever.”

“Yeah, but is this all you want?” she asked, inclining her head toward the king-sized bed. “When you satisfy the urge, are you gonna be done with me?”

He grabbed her waist, hauling her hard against his chest. “Baby, I may never be done with you.” Can’t you see how much I need you? He wanted to say it, but his fear of rejection was always close to the surface whenever he was with Sabrina. She always held back, though he had no idea why. Even now, when they were so close, he could tell she was still questioning him.

She ran her hands over his pecs, biting her bottom lip. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

“What do you want it to be?” He’d never been in love before, but if this wasn’t love, he didn’t want to know what love was. He couldn’t handle anything more consuming.

“I don’t know.” She threaded her hands at the back of his neck. “You scare me, D.”

“Why?”

“You’re the kind of man I swore I’d never be stupid enough to get involved with again.”

Since her father had been in the business for so long, she’d grown up around athletes, and given how stunning she was, Dylan knew many had made a play for her. According to her, a few had broken her heart over the years, and she was too smart, too tough, to be played again. But he wasn’t playing. Since the first time he met her, something had told him that she was special.

The years they’d spent building a solid friendship had proved to him she was unlike anyone he’d ever known. She’d not only taken over her father’s successful business, but she’d taken it to the next level. She was a force to be reckoned with in the sports world, and if you weren’t represented by Sabrina Mitchell, you wanted to be.

“Don’t compare me to the other losers you’ve dated,” he said, cupping her cheek. “You know me better than that.”

“I know you’re a good guy.” She sighed. “But I’ve seen you mess around with so many women over the years, I’ve lost count.”

“Only because I couldn’t have you.” He smiled when she rolled her eyes. “You know it’s true.” He wasn’t kidding, and he sensed she knew it. “You were the only one I wanted, but you weren’t ready, so I had to wait. And I did wait. I’d have kept on waiting as long as it took to get here.”

He slid her slinky black dress over her hips. He’d seen her in a black string bikini at his buddy’s pool party, but seeing her in lingerie was different. It was more intimate, as though she’d dressed for him alone.

“Just tell me you want this, sweetheart.” He didn’t know what he’d do if she told him to stop. Yes, he did—he’d stop. But it would be the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. “Tell me you want me as much as I want you.”

“You know I do. It’s no secret how attracted I am to you. I always have been.”

Yeah, their sexual chemistry had never been lacking. Apparently it was the emotional connection she questioned, though he couldn’t imagine why. Every time he looked at her, he believed the way he felt was etched on his face. He couldn’t hide it, nor did he want to.

He knew it didn’t get any better than her. What they had was the real deal. They laughed together, talked ‘til the wee hours of the morning, played cards and pool, kicked each other’s butt at the gym, teased, taunted, and ached when one of them went out with someone else. At least he did. He had to assume Sabrina felt the same way.

“Then let’s stop playing games,” he said, nipping her full bottom lip before soothing it with his tongue.

She moaned softly before curling her arms around his back. “Yes, let’s.”

He didn’t waste any more time with words, fearing they may be the wrong ones. He couldn’t afford to risk anything spoiling that moment. He picked her up and laid her in the middle of the bed before he finished what she’d started: peeling off the rest of his clothes.

She did the same. “Condom?” She stretched her arms overhead as her large, firm breasts begged for some attention.

Dylan quickly donned a condom before stretching over her while bracing his hands on either side of her. There were so many things he wanted to do to her, so much pleasure he wanted to bestow, he couldn’t decide where to start.

He felt the thrill bumps rising on her skin as he trailed his lips over her breasts, from one to the other and back again before lashing the tip of her nipple with his tongue. She moaned, arching her back and offering herself to him. He rolled his tongue around the tight peaks before drawing them into his mouth and suckling vigorously as she cried out, begging him not to stop.

Dylan looked at her, and he felt the air rush out of his lungs. She was stunning with her long dark hair fanning out on the white pillow. Her olive skin had taken on a ruddy hue, and her hazel eyes were clouded with lust as she looked back at him.

“You are so gorgeous,” he whispered. His mouth crossed her tight stomach before finding the gentle curve of her hip. Dipping lower, he knew he wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d tasted her.

“Jesus, Dylan,” she murmured when he eased her legs apart and planted his shoulders between her thighs. “Are you trying to kill me? Seriously, I don’t know if my heart can handle this.”

He smirked before descending on her. He intended to make sure she not only survived but begged him to do it over and over again. Preferably for the rest of their lives. He found her center and teased her slowly, building her climax with every gentle stroke of his tongue before increasing the intensity to a frenzied pitch that had her thrashing and pleading. His fingers probed her core while she bucked, crying out that she was so close.

“Please, D…” she whimpered, passing her hands through his hair before tightening her grip. “I can’t take anymore. Please. Oh God. Please.”

Hearing her beg, knowing he was making her lose control, was music to his ears. He wanted to make her feel as helpless as she made him feel. He couldn’t contain his feelings for her, and now she understood how it felt to be at someone else’s mercy. But this wasn’t about his ego—it was about her pleasure. As much as he wanted to remind her he was in the driver’s seat, his desire to watch her erupt won out. He draped her legs over his shoulders and devastated her with his complete and total possession.

Her breath died in her throat before she released a gasp, followed by a sigh. Her body shook uncontrollably. She whispered in a hoarse voice, “I can’t… you can’t… stop.”

Dylan didn’t know whether she was begging him to stop or begging him to continue, nor did it matter. He had other plans for her. Sliding up her body, he held her face and pinned her with a gaze that told her what he was afraid to. He was in love with her. She was his. He was hers. And he never wanted another man to have her. He kissed her with a force that made her breath stutter when he finally let her go.

Before she could utter a word, he plunged inside her. He knew she was more than ready to take him, and he wanted her to feel this.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she whimpered, “I can’t breathe.”

“Yes, you can.” He moved slowly, giving her a chance to find her bearings before he found his rhythm. More than sex, he wanted to get inside her head. Claim her heart. Infiltrate her thoughts. And make her fall in love.

“It feels so incredible.” She reached for him, bringing him close. “God, I didn’t know it would be like this.”

He did. He knew making love to her would be like nothing he’d ever experienced. She’d already been a part of him for so long, how could his body not recognize that when they finally came together? His arms encircled her, cradling her head while his lips found hers. He made love to her with his mouth as he stretched and filled her until his entire body felt branded by hers.

Her mouth broke free to pant, “Yes, right there. Just like that.”

He watched her come apart, up close and personal, while a hot pool of liquid surrounded him, making it difficult for him to keep his body in check. He kissed her neck while slowing his movements. Her vise-like grip, coupled with the relentless throbbing, sent a tingling sensation straight up his spine. He knew she was pushing him to the limits of his control on purpose.

“I don’t even know what to say to that,” she said breathlessly, wiping her hair off her damp forehead.

“Don’t say anything.” He continued to move slowly, practicing incredible discipline. “Just enjoy.” He knew he was. Nothing had ever felt more unbelievable than being buried inside her, giving her pleasure and watching her fall in love with him. Because whether she realized it or not, that was exactly what she was doing.

“My turn,” she said, pushing on his shoulder.

He decided to humor her by rolling onto his back as he took her with him. “Your turn, huh?” If he thought he’d been at her mercy before, that position gave it a whole new meaning.

“You think you’re the only one who can give pleasure, Clark?”

He gripped her hips, digging his fingers into her soft flesh, when she made him think of all the men she’d practiced on. But that was all it had been—practice. Because he intended to be her last lover. She braced her hands on his chest and rode him until he thought his heart would give out from the intense pleasure.

“Jesus, baby. I’m gonna…”

Sabrina clenched him hard before collapsing on top of him. She held his face, kissing him deeply while he spilled inside her. “That… exceeded my expectations by a mile.”

He chuckled before smacking her butt. “Glad to hear it. Uh, just so we’re clear”—he locked his arms at the base of her spine so she couldn’t move—“this sweet ass is mine now.”

“Is that so?” she asked, raising an arched brow.

“I don’t share. Not you. Not ever.”

“Dylan, I—”

“I don’t care what you call it. We don’t have to label it, but you’re not sleeping with anyone else. Period. It’s killed me knowing you’ve been with other guys these past few years. Now that we’ve finally been together like this, I can’t just watch you go out with other guys who just want to be where I am right now.” He knew asking Sabrina for a commitment of any kind, even a sexual one, was risky, but he couldn’t sleep if he thought she was sharing her body with other men.

“I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you,” she said, patting his chest. “You’ve kind of ruined me for all other men, D.”


 

 

Chapter Two

 

The past few months with Sabrina had made Dylan happier than he’d ever been. They hung out together as they always had, but their intimacy now extended to the bedroom, and since neither of them were seeing other people, it felt like a real relationship. With a future. Which of course he wouldn’t be stupid enough to suggest to her. She didn’t talk about their future, except to say she’d be a lousy mother because she was married to her career.

Kids were a huge part of Dylan’s life—he coached youth football, volunteered at the local community center, and had spearheaded High Rollers’ fundraising campaigns for under-privileged kids. But he didn’t want that to be a bone of contention between them, so he let it go for the moment. He knew he couldn’t sweep it under the rug forever. He wanted to be a dad someday, and he couldn’t imagine anyone else as the mother of his children. Maybe he was being naïve, but he believed she would eventually get burned out and decide to slow down. He had to hope that when she did, the idea of getting married and having a baby would appeal to her more. The alternative was unthinkable.

He was waiting for Sabrina at her place, watching her big screen TV with a cold beer in his hand. She’d spent the last four days in Florida, negotiating a contract for a baseball player who’d pitched a no-hitter and led his team to a sweep in the World Series. She hadn’t thought it would take long, but she’d called a couple of days ago to tell him she’d run into a snag and her trip had been delayed.

She’d sounded distant, but he assumed she was just tired. He’d grilled a couple steaks an hour ago, assuming she would have forgotten to eat. When Sabrina was working, she had tunnel vision, often forgetting to eat and sleep. Another reason he felt compelled to take care of her—she routinely forgot to take care of herself. Of course, he loved doing it because it just reinforced the fact that she needed him more than she’d ever admit.

When he heard her car pull into the garage, it was after ten, and he knew she’d be dead on her feet. He met her in the back hallway to grab her luggage, but what he saw stopped him in his tracks. “Baby, what happened? You look…” He wanted to say wrecked, but held his tongue.

Her cream dress pants and matching silk blouse looked as though she’d slept in them, her eyes were rimmed with red, she wasn’t wearing a lick of makeup, and her hair was fastened in a messy ponytail. “I look like shit, I know.” She stiffened in his arms and pushed him away. “I don’t want you to get too close. Airport germs.”

“Let’s go grab a shower, and I’ll give you a massage. That should help relax you.”

“Uh, I don’t think so.” She kicked off her high heels, leaving them beside the door instead of putting them in the shoe closet, which she normally did. “I don’t mean to be rude, hon, but I just want to soak in a bath and hit the sheets.”

“Alone?” He tried to ignore the constriction in his chest. Something was wrong. He could feel it.

“Yeah, alone.” She pulled the elastic from her hair as she made her way down the hall, massaging her scalp. “I’m sorry. It’s just been a brutal few days, and I need a little time to process.”

“Did you negotiate Bell’s contract?” he asked, following her into the kitchen. She opened a bottle of red wine and filled a glass more than half full. “Or did you hit a snag?”

“He got exactly what he wanted,” she said, taking a swig of wine, followed by another.

“That’s a good thing, right?” He was stunned by how vacant her eyes looked. She stared at him as though she wasn’t even seeing him.

“Is it a good thing?” She finished the wine and poured herself another glass.

“Baby, did something happen while you were there? You seem kind of off.”

She rolled her shoulders before squeezing the back of her neck. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

Dylan moved in behind her and kneaded her shoulders before she stepped out of his reach. “What the hell? I get the feeling you don’t even want me to touch you. Why?”

“I told you,” she said quietly, hanging her head, “I’m just tired. I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask you to leave, D.”

He couldn’t shake the feeling that more than fatigue was making her act this way, but it wouldn’t do any good to push her. She’d talk to him about whatever was bothering her when she was ready.

“Fine. Call me tomorrow.” He wanted to hold her, to kiss her, to tell her that whatever it was, he was willing to listen, but he walked away instead. She needed solitude more than she needed him.

 

***

 

Sabrina sat in the bathtub, letting her tears stream down unchecked. It was the first time she’d allowed herself to cry since it happened. She still couldn’t believe it. Her client had raped her.

She’d invited him up to her hotel suite to talk strategy before her meeting with his team’s management the following day because it wasn’t smart to discuss the specifics in a crowded hotel bar or restaurant. She tried to laugh off his flirting, not wanting to offend him, but when she began to feel uncomfortable, she asked him to leave. He got angry and took what he wanted, claiming she’d asked for it.

She’d fought back, even tried to scream, so he shoved a washcloth in her mouth and tied her hands behind her back with his necktie. She’d been helpless and terrified. She kept telling herself it couldn’t be happening, that it was a nightmare and she’d wake up. But every time she’d woken up since, she’d been forced to admit the nightmare was real. She couldn’t escape it.

She hated the way she’d treated Dylan. He’d been trying to help, and she shut him down. She knew she’d hurt his feelings, but she couldn’t bear to be touched, not when the memories of that vicious attack were still so fresh in her mind. She wanted to believe it would get easier with time, but she couldn’t imagine ever allowing a man to touch her again. Not even Dylan.

Her cell phone, which she’d left on the edge of her tub, rang, and she cursed softly when she had to dry her hands to answer it. After checking the call display, she breathed a sigh of relief. Her father was finally returning her call. If anyone could advise her on how to handle the potential media circus that would surely follow her client’s arrest, it would be him.

“Daddy,” she said softly, “I’m glad you called.”

“Sorry it took me so long, princess. Your mama and I were at a fundraiser for the mayor. It’s that time again.” He chuckled. “The mayor’s calling on all his friends to dig deep to ensure he gets re-elected. How did your trip go? Did you get the team to give Bell the contract he was after?”

Sabrina eased out of the bathtub slowly. Her muscles still ached, and her body still bore bruises. He had been too smart to leave marks on her face, though she suspected he would have if he’d had the chance. Rob Bell was a savage who didn’t care what he had to do to get what he wanted.

“It… I…” She couldn’t talk business when her whole world was falling apart. “Um, something happened. Something awful.” She sat on the small stool tucked under the vanity where she put on her makeup. She wrapped the towel around her like a cape, trying to ward off the chill, but it was pointless. She felt as if ice ran through her veins.

“What is it, sweetheart?” he asked. “You know you can tell me anything.”

Her father had always been larger than life, her strong shoulder to cry on. He’d always tried to protect her, warning her to watch out for guys like Bell, but she’d let her guard down. What had she been thinking, inviting him to her hotel room? Ever since the assault, she’d flipped between chastising herself, hating him, and feeling shameful and dirty.

“Bell… he… uh…” There was nothing she could say to soften the blow, so she whispered, “He sexually assaulted me.” For some reason, that was easier for her to say than rape.

“He what?” her father bellowed.

She cringed, holding her iPhone away from her ear. “Please calm down. Think of your blood pressure.” He’d had a slight heart attack last year, and she didn’t want her news to cause another one.

“I don’t give a goddamn about my blood pressure! Tell me exactly what happened!”

Sabrina blanched. There was no way she could burden her father with the horrific details. She couldn’t even stand to think about them. “I invited him up to my hotel suite to discuss strategy before the meeting with—”

“That was stupid! How many times have I told you not to do that sort of thing?”

The last thing she needed was for her father to remind her she’d made a mistake. If she’d met Bell in a public place, it never would have happened. Unless he’d found another way to get her alone.

“I know it was stupid,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically timid. She looked in the mirror and noted her limp hair falling around her face, casting shadows. Her eyes looked vacant, almost sunken. She felt as though she was looking at a ghost instead of her reflection. “I’m sorry.” She didn’t know why she was apologizing to her father. She just knew she was sorry, so very, very sorry it had ever happened.

“Never mind about that,” he said impatiently. “Was there any way he could have believed it was consensual? Were you drinking?”

“You know I don’t mix business and alcohol,” she said, feeling her back stiffen. She didn’t appreciate his tone, nor the implication that she had done something to invite this. “He tied my hands and gagged me. Unless you’re into alternative lifestyles, I don’t think you could mistake that for consensual sex. That bastard raped me! Do you hear me? He raped me!”

Anger felt better than fear. It felt better than dread and anguish and sadness and all the other emotions she’d been dealing with since it happened.

“Calm down,” her father said, his tone softening. “I believe you.”

“I went to the hospital to get—”

“You didn’t go to the police, did you? Please tell me you didn’t go to the police.”

Sabrina was shocked. She’d assumed her father would want her to go to the police right away so the man who hurt her could be locked up. “No, I wanted to talk to you first. I knew you’d have a better idea how to handle the fallout when it goes public.”

“There will be no fallout,” he said emphatically. “It’s not going to go public.”

“What are you talking about?” Disbelief seeped into her voice. “He can’t get away with this.”

“He won’t get away with a goddamn thing. I’ll be on the next plane to Tampa with a gun and warning that if he ever touches you again, he’ll get a bullet between the eyes.”

“Are you crazy?” Sabrina got up and paced her large bathroom. “You can’t board a plane with a gun.”

“Fine, I’ll leave the gun at home, but believe me, he’ll get my message.”

“I don’t think that’s the best way to handle it,” she said, clasping the towel under her chin. “I think I should go to the police and let them deal with him. The hospital did a rape kit, so we have the evidence to press charges. I still have bruises and—”

“Weren’t you listening to me?” he asked, his voice deadly calm. “I’ll deal with Bell. That bastard’s not going to ruin a company and reputation I spent a lifetime building.”

Oh God, the nausea that had plagued her since that night was back with a vengeance. “What are you talking about?”

“Do you know what will happen when this goes public? The players will take his side. They’ll assume you led him on.”

“I didn’t.”

“I know you didn’t, but what I think doesn’t matter. What matters is what our clients think.”

“They’re my clients,” she felt compelled to remind him. “Those guys know me. They know I don’t mess around with my clients.”

“They may be your clients now, but don’t forget I was the one who built that company from nothing. It’s my legacy, and I won’t have it destroyed by some over-sexed beast without the good sense to keep it in his pants.”

Sabrina could scarcely believe her father was more concerned about the business than her. She’d expected him to understand, to be compassionate, to invite her to spend the night at their house or offer to stay with her if she wasn’t comfortable staying alone. She never expected this.

“There’s more.” She couldn’t avoid telling him about her relationship with Dylan now. They’d kept it under wraps for a while, but if the news of her attack broke, the nature of her relationship with Dylan would be called into question too. “I’m seeing someone, someone you know. I don’t want him to get caught up in this.” Though she didn’t see how that could happen if they decided not to press charges.

“Who is it?” he asked, sounding angry. “Please don’t tell me it’s a client. You know that’s—”

“It’s a former client,” she said quickly. “Dylan Clark.”

“Clark… you’re dating Clark?” He seemed to process the news before he said, “You haven’t told him about what happened with Bell, have you?”

“No.”

“Good. Don’t.”

She hated the idea of keeping secrets from Dylan, but if he found out what Bell had done to her, he would go beyond making threats. He’d take action that would likely land him behind bars, and she couldn’t let that happen. In this case, her father was right. She had to keep Dylan in the dark about what had happened, for his own good.

“I’ll take care of everything,” her father assured her. “Just try to get a good night’s sleep, and if you need to talk more, just call me. Oh, and honey, don’t talk to your mother about this. We wouldn’t want to upset her. You know how she worries about you.”

“Right.” Her mother thought she was crazy to run in the same circles as athletes who were notorious for partying like rock stars. For the first time, she wondered whether her mother was right. But she refused to allow one incident to steal her passion. She loved her career. It was her life, her identity. Most of the guys she represented were friends. She felt safe with them—didn’t she? Oh God, she wasn’t sure of anything anymore.

“And don’t mention this to your brother. You know what a hothead he can be.”

“Right.” Dalton would solve the problem the same way Dylan would—with his fists.

“I’ll let you know what happens when I see Bell.”

“K.” She didn’t wait for her father to say good-bye before she hung up. Sinking to the floor with her back against the tub, she let her head fall into her hands as she processed what had just happened.

Her father had coerced her into taking a vow of silence. Was she crazy?


 

 

Chapter Three

 

Sabrina was at Dylan’s parents’ house for Sunday dinner several weeks later, trying to pretend that everything was normal. But it wasn’t, and she was beginning to wonder if normalcy was just an illusion. Maybe she would never feel normal again. Maybe this horrible event would plague her for the rest of her life, ruining her, making her feel ashamed and isolated for as long as she kept her secret.

“Would you mind grabbing the pie out of the oven?” Mrs. Clark snapped. “I’ve asked you twice now. The damned thing is gonna burn.” She glared at her soapy hands, buried in dish water. “I’d get it myself, but—”

“I’m sorry.” Sabrina put a pot holder on before reaching into the oven for the strawberry rhubarb pie. “I guess my mind was wandering.”

“Hmm,” she said, raising an eyebrow as she gave Sabrina a pointed look. “I’ve noticed it does that a lot. Even when you’re here, you’re not really here.”

Sabrina knew she wasn’t Mrs. Clark’s favorite person, probably because Dylan had pursued her for so long to no avail. Mrs. Clark likely assumed that Sabrina thought she was too good for Dylan, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. “I’m sorry. I’ve just got a lot going on.”

“It’s always work with you, isn’t it? Do you ever think of anything else? Anyone else?”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean.” She heard the hostility in the older woman’s voice and knew what was coming. It was obvious to anyone that Sabrina was keeping Dylan at arm’s length and denying his repeated bids for affection. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to get close to him again—she just couldn’t.

“Sure, you do.” Veronica wiped her hands on a dish towel before facing Sabrina. “I know I should mind my own business, but when my son’s happiness is at stake, it’s hard to keep my mouth shut.”

“I’m sure it is.” Not that Sabrina wanted to invite her opinion. She’d never been a crier, but lately her emotions had been skimming the surface all day every day. She feared if Dylan’s mother tore a strip off her, she’d break down and cry right in front of her.

“He has a heart of gold, that boy. Sure, he sowed his fair share of wild oats when he was younger. Things got a little crazy when he signed that big, fat contract and got his first taste of celebrity, but he’s settled down a lot since then, and I do believe you’re the reason.”

Sabrina couldn’t handle hearing that, but she knew she couldn’t say anything to shut the woman up without offending her. So she bit her lip and prayed she could hold in her tears until she could lock herself in the bathroom and let them flow without embarrassing herself.

“He’s in love with you. Surely you must know that.”

She didn’t trust herself to speak, so Sabrina merely nodded.

“And how do you feel about him?”

Remaining silent was easier than admitting that she was head over heels in love with Dylan but could never be with him the way he needed her. Especially now.

“I see.” Mrs. Clark glared at Sabrina, fisting her hand on her hip. “You really are a selfish little bitch, you know that?”

Sabrina’s gaze hit the floor.

“I’ve never met anyone more self-absorbed. You know how much that man loves you, that he would do anything for you, and you keep stringing him along. You know damn well you don’t love him! What kind of woman does a thing like that?”

But I do love your son. “I don’t know.”

“He told me you don’t even want kids, don’t ever intend to get married. Is that true?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Then why the hell are you wasting his time? You must know how much he wants a family. For the love of God, do him a favor and let him go so he can find someone who wants the same things he does.” Her voice softened when she said, “Please, if you care about him at all, let him go.”

 

***

 

Dylan felt the gap between them turning into a gulf, but he didn’t know how to repair it. Sabrina had been even more sullen and withdrawn during dinner. On the way back from his parents’ house, he had to know why.

He reached across the console for her hand. Her hand was ice cold, and it felt stiff, as though she couldn’t force her fingers to relax. “You’ve been kind of quiet.” Not that he could claim that was new. She hadn’t been herself since her trip to Florida. “Did my mama say something to upset you, baby?”

“She just spoke the truth,” Sabrina said quietly, staring out the window. “That I’m a self-absorbed bitch who doesn’t deserve her son.”

“She said—” Dylan slammed on his brakes, veering to the side of the road. Thankfully it was late and the country road was deserted, or he might have caused an accident. “What? She didn’t really say that, did she?”

“Yes, she did.” Sabrina closed her eyes, and her voice trembled. “And you know what? She’s right. I don’t deserve you.”

He couldn’t stand seeing her like that. All he wanted to do was help her, but she seemed determined to keep him at a safe distance. “Don’t say that, sweetheart. We’ve come so far in the last few months. I thought we were making progress. Tell me what happened in Florida.” Her eyes darted to his, and he saw genuine fear mixed with dread.

“What makes you think something happened in Florida?”

That was when he knew he was on the right path. “You haven’t been the same since you got back.” He had a feeling he knew what had happened, but every time he thought about it, his stomach roiled. “Talk to me. Tell me what the hell’s going on with you.”

“I can’t.” She grimaced before withdrawing her hand and clasping it in her lap. “I’m sorry.”

“You slept with him, didn’t you?” It was the only logical explanation for why she hadn’t let him touch her since she’d gotten back from that trip.

“What? Who?”

“Bell,” he said between clenched teeth. “You slept with him while you were in Florida, and you feel guilty about it.”

Her pained expression told him he’d hit the nail on the head.

Slamming his palm into the steering wheel, he shouted, “Goddammit it, Sabrina, how could you? I love you! I’ve been in love with you for years, and when I finally think we’re gettin’ somewhere, you bang another guy?”

She cringed before inching closer to the door. “It never would’ve worked anyway, D. We want different things. My career means everything to me. I’d do anything for it.”

“Apparently. Was he such an important client you felt you had to spread your legs to keep him happy?”

Her face drained of color before she pushed the door open and staggered to her feet before running down the dark road. He cursed before opening his door and going after her. By the time he reached her, she was bent over, retching, and guilt washed over him. He’d seen what the infidelity had done to her over the past few weeks. She was a wreck.

“I’m sorry,” he said gently, rubbing her back. “That was crude. I shouldn’t have—”

She waved him off, turning her back. “Don’t, just don’t. Please. I can’t talk about this anymore.”

“Fine, just get back in the car. I’ll take you home. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

She straightened, looking him in the eye as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I can’t keep doing this to you. I’m no good for you. Your mother was right. It’s time for me to let you go before I do any more damage.”

No! He was mad as hell that she’d cheated on him, but he wasn’t ready to let her go until they’d figured out whether they could get past it. “Obviously I’m furious that you could do something like this after we agreed to be monogamous, but—”

She walked past him, her beautiful face twisted in a mask of anguish as though she couldn’t contain the pain anymore. He took a few moments to collect himself before climbing back into the car with her. She was plastered against the passenger’s door, her head resting against the window, her arms folded as though she felt she had to protect herself. Dylan sensed it was the wrong time to push for answers, so he drove to her house in silence. The soft country music filtering from the radio was the only sound between them.

Pulling up to her front door, he said, “I’ll get the door.”

“No.” She reached for his forearm. “Um, I think maybe you should give my key back.”

“You’re not serious.” Pain was crushing him, making it difficult for him to breathe, before his anger reminded him that it wasn’t too late to retain his pride. She’d cheated on him. This was her fault! “Fine, you want your key back?” He worked to get it off his key ring before passing it to her. “Take it.”

She clasped it before reaching into her purse to extract her own key ring. He watched her take the key to his house off her keychain. He wanted to scream that it didn’t have to be this way, but stubbornness kept his lips firmly sealed shut. Sabrina passed him the key and got out of the car without a word.

Dylan watched her back and the slump of her shoulders. He knew this was as difficult for her as it was for him, but that was little consolation when his heart was breaking.

 

***

 

Sabrina walked into her childhood home the next morning, the heavy weight of despair dragging her down. She needed to talk to her father and find out how things had gone with Bell. She should have reached out to him sooner, but she couldn’t bring herself to face him. The way he’d reacted to the news of her attack made her believe he’d been wearing a mask her whole life. With his back against the wall and his precious company on the line, he’d made it clear what was most important to him.

When Sabrina rounded the corner into the large country kitchen, her lips tipped up into something resembling a smile. Her mother was at the counter, wearing one of her signature aprons and stirring batter in a large stainless steel bowl.

“Oh, hey,” she said, her eyes lighting up when she spotted Sabrina. “I heard the door, but I thought it was your daddy.”

“Is he around?” Sabrina kissed her mother’s cheek before sitting on a stool beside her.

“He had to go to the dentist.” Claire Mitchell smiled as she cast a sidelong glance at her daughter. “You know how much he hates that, so I can’t promise he’ll be in a good mood when he gets home.”

Sabrina didn’t mind. She was in a lousy mood too.

“You’re just in time,” her mother said. “I’m making a coffee cake for the church bake sale, and I decided to make one for us too. It should be ready in a few minutes.”

“Where’s Marilyn?” Sabrina asked about their long-time housekeeper.

“She has the day off, went to visit her sister.”

“Hmmm.”

“You okay, sugar?” She touched her daughter’s cheek before pressing the back of her hand against Sabrina’s forehead. “You look a little pale. And you’ve lost some weight. Have you been feeling well?”

“I’m okay.” Sabrina sighed, deciding she had to tell her mother something to ease her concerns. “I just broke up with someone. We’d been seeing each other for a while, and it hit me harder than I thought it would.”

She’d cried herself to sleep last night and woken up unable to contain her tears again. Sabrina had no idea how she could feel so much physical pain and still walk around as though nothing was wrong. Of course, her mother knew better, but her employees had barely batted an eye when she walked into the office early that morning.

“Anyone I know?” her mother asked, obviously curious and trying not to pry.

Sabrina was usually tight-lipped about her romantic relationships, mainly because she knew her mother was still hoping she’d change her stance on marriage and children. “Dylan Clark.”

“Oh, he’s such a nice young man. I met him several times when your father was representing him, and of course, your brother’s brought him over for dinner a couple of times. I’m surprised Dalton didn’t mention you were seeing his friend.”

“He didn’t know about it.” Dylan had been anxious about coming clean to Mitch, but she hadn’t wanted Dalton to give her grief about it, so she’d convinced Dylan to keep their relationship under wraps.

“Well, that explains it.” Her mother poured the batter into a pan, using a spatula to scrape the sides before glancing at the oven timer. “Dylan is smart to have thought about his future after football. So many athletes think it’ll last forever, and they don’t plan for the future. That’s why you hear so many stories of athletes committing suicide or abusing drugs or alcohol after they retire. They’ve lost their purpose and don’t know what to do with themselves. Too much time on their hands, too much money… I’m sorry, sweetie. Listen to me going on. You’re obviously upset about Dylan. Do you want to talk about it?”

Did she? Sabrina supposed it couldn’t hurt to talk to her mother about her feelings, especially since she couldn’t talk about the issue that had led to her breakup. “We want different things,” she said, reaching into the open bag of pecans. They were her favorite, but it was still a struggle for her to force anything down. “You know how I feel about marriage and kids, Mama. It’s not for me.”

Claire sighed as she reached into the oven to exchange the baked cake for the one she’d been working on before she reset the timer. “I keep hoping you’ll change your mind about that. You’re still young enough to start a family.”

“Gee, thanks.” If that was supposed to make her feel better, it didn’t. “Dylan’s crazy about kids. You know he coaches youth football and volunteers at the community center.”

“That’s so nice,” Claire said, setting the hot pan on a cooling rack. She filled a coffee cup from the pot next to her and passed it to Sabrina. “That’s exactly the kind of father you’d want for your children.”

“Except I don’t want children, remember?” Sabrina found it difficult to control her temper in the face of her mother’s persistence. It wasn’t unusual for women her mother’s age to pray for grandchildren, but she’d have to rely on Dalton to fulfill that wish.

“So you’ve said. Repeatedly.”

“Anyways, we were at Dylan’s parents’ for dinner yesterday and—”

“Hold on a minute,” Claire said, frowning. “His parents knew y’all were dating, and we didn’t? Why?”

“I mentioned it to Daddy.” Sabrina expected her mom to try to make her feel guilty for keeping her relationship with Dylan a secret, but she had more important things to worry about than her mother’s hurt feelings. “The point is, Mrs. Clark reminded me that Dylan and I want different things out of life, and she’s right. It wasn’t fair to continue leading him on when it couldn’t go anywhere.” Sabrina knew better than to let her mother learn Mrs. Clark had called Sabrina a self-absorbed bitch.

“I wonder why your father didn’t say anything to me about you and Dylan,” Claire said, pouring a cup of coffee for herself. “It’s not like him to keep secrets from me.”

If only her poor mother knew the whopper they were both keeping from her. “I don’t know. That’s not important. The important thing is Dylan and I are over, and I just have to move on.” If only Sabrina could figure out how to do that.

“That’s too bad,” her mother said, her mouth down-turned. “Are you sure this is what you want, sweetheart? Good men are hard to find.”

Don’t I know it. “This is the way it has to be.” Sabrina was relieved to hear the front door open, announcing her father’s arrival. She couldn’t talk about Dylan any more without breaking down. “That must be Daddy. I should go talk to him. I have to get back to work.”

“I made clam chowder last night,” Claire said. “I’ll pack some for you to take with you.”

“Thanks, Mama.” Sabrina moved to the foyer and leaned against the wall as she eyed her father. She hadn’t talked to him since she’d told him about Bell, and she wasn’t sure if he would treat her differently.

“Oh hi, honey,” he said, hanging his coat. “I saw your car out front. This is a nice surprise.”

“I expected to hear from you.” She lifted her face when he moved in to kiss her cheek. “When I didn’t, I thought I’d come see you. Can we talk?”

“Here?” He glanced toward the kitchen. “Fine, let’s go into my study. We’ll have privacy there.”

Sabrina followed her father into the study. She sat in one of the guest chairs across from his imposing desk, the same chair she’d always sat in when he dished out his punishments when she was a child. “Well? What did Bell say? Did he try to deny what happened?”

“No, I told him I had proof.” He sat across from her with a sigh, running a hand through his thick silver hair. “At first the smug bastard tried to tell me you wanted it, that you were all over him. But that was before I told him about the rape kit and photos. Believe me, he sang a different tune when he realized we had all the ammunition we needed to put him behind bars.”

Sabrina felt hope mixed with relief bloom in her chest. “Does that mean you’ve changed your mind about pressing charges? You think we should?”

“Honey,” he said gently, “have you thought about how it would affect your career if we went to the authorities with this? Needless to say it would be a media circus, and you’d have to testify against him in court. Is that really what you want?”

She knew her father was trying to manipulate her and make it seem as if it was her decision not to press charges against her rapist. “So we just let him get away with it? Do you think I’m the first woman he’s done this to? Do you think I’ll be the last? What about them?” Sabrina considered herself a strong woman, and after this attack had rocked the foundation of her world, she could only imagine how a less resilient woman would cope.

“I’ve thought about that,” Thomas said, reaching into his desk. “Obviously he has to pay, so I decided to hit him where it hurt the most: his wallet.”

Sabrina stared at the copy of a check he placed in front of her. It was made payable to a national rape crisis organization in the amount of one million dollars, and it had Bell’s signature. “You can’t be serious. This is your way of making him pay for what he did to me?”

“This is my way of making sure your attack wasn’t in vain,” he said gently. “Think of how many victims this money will help.”

“I am not a victim,” Sabrina said, meeting eyes the same shade as her own. “I’m a survivor. But you’re trying to make me feel like a victim by keeping my mouth shut about what that son of a bitch did to me. He deserves to pay!”

“Lower your voice,” Thomas said, waving. “We don’t want your mother to find out about this. It would kill her.”

“So you’re determined to keep this our dirty little secret?” When his cheeks turned ruddy and he lowered his eyes, Sabrina had her answer. “You’re making it seem like I did something wrong, like I have something to be ashamed of.”

He scowled. “Don’t be ridiculous. I never said anything like that. I’m trying to protect you.”

“No, you’re trying to protect your precious company. You don’t care about me.”

“How can you say that? I love you. I’m only thinking of what’s best for you.”

Sabrina stood. “Like hell you are. You don’t want Mitchell’s good name associated with an ugly scandal. You’d much rather let a rapist go free.” She never thought the day would come when she couldn’t stand the sight of the man she’d admired and looked up to her whole life. “And that makes you a coward.”

“Sabrina, wait,” he said, when she reached the door. “What are you going to do? You’re not going to go to the police, are you? Remember what I said. Your clients won’t be able to trust you after this. They’ll take his side. They’ll believe you did something to lead him on, and they’ll—”

“I don’t think so. My clients know me well enough to know I’d never lie about something like this.” Sabrina wished she felt as confident as she sounded, but the truth was, her father’s seed of doubt had already taken root. Without her career, she had nothing. Bell had already taken so much from her. She couldn’t let him take that too.


 

 

Chapter Four

 

Sabrina was getting ready to call it a day when Dalton walked into her office. “Hey, what are you doing here?” she asked.

“I just thought I’d check in on my little sister. I haven’t seen you in a while. How’ve you been?”

She hadn’t seen or spoken to Dylan in over a month, nor had she pressed charges against that beast, so all in all, she was doing pretty crappy. But Dalton didn’t need to know that. “I’ve been okay. You?”

“Can’t complain.” He sat across from her, his large frame filling the guest chair. Tapping his fingers against the wood, he asked, “How’s business?”

“Fine.” She shut her computer down before facing him. “Why do you ask? Are you suddenly interested in the family business or just making small talk?”

“Here’s the thing,” he said. “We all know I can’t keep doing this forever. It’s starting to take a serious toll on my body.”

Dalton had been playing professional football for twelve years as a tough linebacker. Sabrina wasn’t surprised to hear that he was starting to think about life after football. He had a couple of seasons left, at most, she suspected.

“Okay, so what are you thinking?” Sabrina was grateful to focus on someone else’s problems for a change. Her work was the only thing keeping her sane anymore, especially since she’d been keeping her distance from her parents and High Rollers. “What would you like to do when you retire?”

“I don’t know.” He gestured around her large corner office with an impressive view of the city in the high-rise building their father had built. “Mitchell’s has always been a family business. You think you could find a place for me here?”

Sabrina was too stunned to respond. That was the first time Dalton had ever expressed an interest in sharing the reins with her. “Um, this is kind of sudden.”

“No pressure,” he said, raising his hands. “I don’t need an answer right now, but I would like to put a plan in place so I can decide what to do about my future.”

“I understand.”

Sabrina thought about what it could mean for her to have her brother sharing her responsibilities. He would be a natural. He was well-respected, and he understood professional sports, especially football, like few others. Their football clients represented almost forty percent of their roster, so even if he only represented those guys, it would lighten her load considerably.

Having Dalton on board could give her time for a life outside work and experiences she never thought she’d have time for. Like marriage and maybe a baby? She quashed that thought right away. What the hell was she thinking?

“How ‘bout we go to High Rollers for a drink?” Dalton asked, standing. “We can talk about it a bit more, or not. It’s your call.”

“High Rollers?” As much as she loved High Rollers, Sabrina had avoided it since she didn’t want to risk running into Dylan. But she had to hope some of the awkwardness would have dissipated since time had passed, and she would love to resume their friendship, if that was at all possible. She missed Dylan like crazy, and just the thought of seeing his face and hearing his voice again had her reaching for her purse. “Sure, that sounds good.”

 

***

 

Dylan was stunned when he saw Sabrina walk in with her brother. Figures—his first date since their breakup, and she had to show up and ruin it. He tried to focus on Brittany’s long-winded story about Christmas shopping early to avoid the crowds, but his eyes kept drifting to Sabrina’s table. He knew she’d spotted him but was purposely ignoring him, which only pissed him off more.

“Will you excuse me for a minute?” he asked. “I see a couple of friends I’d like to say hello to.”

She turned to follow his gaze. “Oh my God, is that Dalton Mitchell?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Is that his girlfriend?” she whispered. “She’s gorgeous.”

“Um, no, it’s his sister,” Dylan said, trying to ignore Brittany’s characterization of Sabrina. “Why don’t you order dessert? I’ll be right back.”

“Sure,” she said, reaching for the dessert menu. “That chocolate lava cake sounds amazing.”

“It is.” He winked at her. “Make sure you ask for two forks. I intend to share.” Flirting used to come as naturally to him as breathing, but ever since Sabrina, it felt fake and forced.

“You got it, sexy,” she said, reaching for his hand.

He brought her hand to his lips before releasing her. He was pretty sure Sabrina had witnessed the whole exchange, but he couldn’t care less if she was mad. She was the one who’d cheated on and dumped him. Did she expect him to remain single and celibate and pining away for her for the rest of his life? Okay, that was sort of what he’d been doing for the past month, but she didn’t have to know that.

Sabrina’s eyes widened when Dylan approached their table and slapped Dalton on the back. “Hey, buddy, how’s life treatin’ ya?”

Dalton grinned before offering Dylan his hand. Obviously Sabrina hadn’t filled her brother in on their relationship. If she had, Dalton wouldn’t be so friendly.

“I can’t complain. You?” Dalton said.

Dylan had one reason to complain, and she was sitting across from him looking even more beautiful than he remembered. Only when his eyes scanned her more carefully did he notice she’d lost a little weight and there were faint smudges under her beautiful hazel eyes. Maybe he wasn’t the only one losing sleep since they’d split. Good. He hoped she was as miserable as she’d made him.

“Things are good,” he lied.

“I can see that.” Dalton laughed. “Who’s the little hottie you’re sittin’ with, and why didn’t you introduce us?”

“’Cause I trust you about as far as I can throw you, man.”

“New girlfriend?” Sabrina asked, peeling the label off her beer bottle.

“First date,” Dylan said, locking eyes with her. “Who knows where it’ll end up?”

“I have a pretty good idea where it’ll end up,” Dalton said, backhanding Dylan’s stomach. “In your bed.”

“Excuse me,” Sabrina said, avoiding Dylan’s gaze as she stood. “I have to use the ladies’ room.”

Dylan couldn’t resist watching her walk away.

Dalton said, “I don’t know what the hell’s wrong with her. She seems so withdrawn. My mother called me earlier and asked if I’d seen her. Apparently it’s been a month since she stopped by their place, which is weird. You know how close she and my folks are.”

“Yeah.” Dylan hated concealing the truth from his friend, but if Sabrina didn’t want to share the intimate details of her life with her family, it wasn’t his place to fill them in.

“Has she been in here much?” Dalton asked.

“Uh no, I don’t think so.” Dylan knew she hadn’t been in because, though he was too embarrassed to admit it, he’d been hanging out there more than usual, hoping she’d show up. “At least, I haven’t seen her.”

“I ran into a few of her girlfriends downtown last night. They said she’s been avoiding them too. Don’t you think that’s strange? You know my sister, she loves to socialize.” He grinned. “A homebody she’s not.”

“No, I guess she isn’t.” But when they had been together, Sabrina seemed content to order in and curl up on the couch with a movie and a glass of wine. God, he missed nights like that.

“You think some guy did a number on her?”

His mind flashed to the baseball player she’d all but admitted she’d slept with. Maybe she had feelings for him and he didn’t reciprocate… or maybe she was missing him as much as he was missing her? “I can’t say.” I’d like to, but I can’t.

“Could you talk to her for me?” Dalton said, looking hopeful. “Y’all are good friends. Maybe she’d open up to you about what’s bothering her?”

Oh, hell no. “Uh, I don’t think I should pry.”

“You wouldn’t be prying.” Dalton slid out of the booth when he spotted his sister coming out of the restroom. “You’d be helping out a friend.” He gripped Dylan’s shoulder. “I’ll go keep your date company while you talk to Sabina. Thanks, man. Seriously, it means a lot to me.”

Dylan watched his friend walk away and cursed under his breath as he realized he didn’t have a choice. He had to talk to Sabrina, to tell her that she was worrying her family and friends. Whatever was bothering her, she’d better get her act together before they staged an intervention.

“What’s going on?” Sabrina asked as she approached the table. She glanced at her brother, who was busy entertaining Brittany. “What’s he doing with her?”

“He wanted me to talk to you. He’s worried about you.” He gestured to the bench seat. “Sit down. We need to make it look like we’re having a heart-to-heart, or he’ll be suspicious.”

She cast a longing look at the door. “Maybe I should just leave. I’m kind of tired, and I have an early morning meeting.”

“You must know Dalton’s not going to let this go.” Dylan slid into the booth, waiting for her to follow suit. “So we either do this, or he’ll keep hounding you about what’s bothering you.”

She expelled a deep breath before sinking in across from him.

“How’ve you been? Really?’

She shrugged. “Okay, I guess.” When he shot her a skeptical look, she said, “I’m surviving.”

“Me too. Barely.”

She raised an eyebrow before looking at his date. “Looks to me like you’ve already moved on.”

“I’m trying to. It’s not easy.” He shouldn’t feel guilty for being out with another woman, but he did. He couldn’t shake the feeling he belonged with Sabrina.

Sabrina’s eyes were downcast as she whispered, “I miss our friendship, D.”

“I miss that too.” But he missed so much more than that.

He missed the look in her eyes when he was making love to her. He missed the feel of her warm back pressed against his chest while he slept. He missed the scent of her perfume on his pillow. He missed the sound of her laughter when she watched her favorite sit-com. He missed breakfast in bed and long drives in the country. And… he missed every damn thing about her.

“This is killing me,” he said. “I had no idea it would be this hard.” Seeing her again, the pain he’d felt when he learned of her infidelity came flooding back.

“I’m so sorry.” She reached for his hand. “I never meant to hurt you. You’re a great guy.”

“Just not the guy for you, huh?” He didn’t know why he was torturing himself this way. She’d already made it clear he wasn’t man enough to keep her happy, in or out of bed. If he had been, she wouldn’t have turned to someone else. “It’s okay.” He withdrew his hand. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“There’s so much I need to say,” she argued. “Things I should have said before I let you leave that night. But I was too much of a wreck to even think straight.”

“Fine,” he said, crossing his arms. “Say what you need to say.” He should just walk away, but if he did, he’d always wonder if she might have said something that would have changed everything. He couldn’t live with any more ‘what ifs’.

“When I first met you…” She played with her sapphire-and-diamond ring. “I was so nervous. I’d had a crush on you forever.” She smiled faintly, as though recalling that night. “I was so sure I wouldn’t be able to string two words together.”

“You had a thing for me?” She’d never told him that. All these years, and he’d had no idea? “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Sabrina blushed. “I don’t know. It’s not the kind of thing a girl likes to admit, I guess.”

“Since when are you shy?”

“I’m not, but I have my pride.” She rested her chin in her cupped hand and looked into his eyes. “You were the sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on. I wanted you so bad, and the fact I couldn’t have you only made me want you more.”

“Why are telling me this now?” He didn’t know if he should be flattered, annoyed, or frustrated.

“I just want you to know it wasn’t one-sided. It may have seemed like you were the one doing the chasing, but I was as crazy about you as you were about me. I need you to know that.”

“Why?”

She looked ravaged. “Because I know I hurt you, and I hate that. I can’t take back what happened, but maybe telling you the truth about this will give you some peace of mind.”

“If you were so crazy about me, how could you do what you did? Were you drinking?” He knew it didn’t matter anymore. It was too late to pretend it hadn’t happened, but he had to know.

“No.” She shook her head emphatically. “I was stone cold sober when I was… with him.”

It obviously killed her to talk about it, but not as much as it hurt him to hear about it. “Are you still seeing him?”

She paled before her eyes darted to his. “No, absolutely not.”

“What about your policy about sleeping with clients?” he asked, feeling a resurgence of the anger that always seemed close to the surface these days. “You broke your rules for him, but wouldn’t for me. Why?”

Tears sprung to her eyes. “I can’t do this. I’m sorry.” She slid off the bench before throwing a few bills on the table. “Please tell my brother I grabbed a cab and headed home. I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”

Dylan knew he should say something, try to convince her to stay, but he couldn’t find the words. Watching her leave, the wound that had started to heal tore open and bled all over again.


 

 

Chapter Five

 

Dylan was visiting his parents for the first time since his last visit with Sabrina. He knew it would be hard because he’d have to confront his mother about what she’d said to Sabrina. He hated to argue with her, but it had been eating away at him, and if he didn’t say something, it may do irreparable damage to their relationship.

When Dylan got there, his father was in the family room watching a football game with Dylan’s younger sister, Ellie, so it seemed like the perfect time to lay his cards on the table. He hovered in the kitchen doorway for a few minutes before his mother looked up, smiling when she saw him.

“I’m so glad you could come, honey. We’ve missed you.”

“I needed some time.” He pushed off the wall and claimed a seat at the table in the middle of the spacious room. “I knew if I’d come sooner, I would have let you have it for meddling in my life.”

“Oh, I see.” She didn’t even pretend she didn’t know what he was talking about. “So Sabrina told you about our chat? I’m not surprised.”

“Would it surprise you to know she dumped me because of what you said to her?” It wasn’t fair to lay all the blame on his mother, but she deserved to feel guilty for her hand in their breakup. Maybe they could have gotten past the infidelity if Sabrina had been willing to work on their relationship.

“She did?” His mother pursed her lips before she said, “Hmm, maybe she’s not as selfish as I thought.”

“How could you do this?” Dylan asked, slamming his fist on the table. “It was none of your goddamn business!” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d yelled at his mother. Probably when he was an insolent teenager and couldn’t hold his temper.

She looked toward the ceiling before facing him. “I’ve been watching you make a fool of yourself over that girl for years. I was sick of it. I had to do something!”

“Making a fool of myself?” Dylan couldn’t deny that hurt his pride, in addition to pissing him off. Was that how everyone else saw it too? “Sabrina and I were friends long before we started dating. I was dating other people. It wasn’t like I was stalking the girl!”

His mother sat next to him, obviously weighing her words carefully. “I never meant to imply you were stalking her. I know you’d never do something like that. But it was obvious you weren’t satisfied with just being friends. You’ve always wanted more than she’s been willing or able to give, and I think it’s time for you to face facts. If you had stayed with her, you would never get married or have the family I know you want.”

Dylan knew his mother was only looking out for him, but he was incensed that she assumed she had the right to dictate who he should and shouldn’t date. “It’s up to me to decide when and if I get married. That’s not your call.”

She folded her hands on the table and looked him in the eye. “Just answer one question. Is she the girl you want to marry?” When Dylan refused to respond, she sighed. “Just admit it—you’d put a ring on her finger tomorrow if she’d accept it. But she won’t. And therein lies the problem.”

Dylan leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Do you think I need you to remind me that the woman I love doesn’t love me back? I wake up every goddamn morning with this ache.” He clutched his chest. “That’s the only reminder I need. It never goes away. Not when I’m with someone else, trying to distract myself with work, or with my friends. It never goes away. I’m beginning to think it never will.” It scared him to acknowledge that he may have to deal with that feeling forever. It seemed he had no escape from the way he felt.

She covered his forearm with her hand. “Oh honey, I know it hurts now, but it will get better. It’ll get easier. You’ll see. Just give it time.”

“I’ve given it eight years. Eight long years of waiting to feel for someone else the way I do about Sabrina, and guess what? No one has even come close. Being with her made me happier than I’ve ever been in my life. Why couldn’t you see that?” He withdrew his arm, ignoring the flash of hurt that crossed his mother’s face. “Why couldn’t you just trust that I knew what I was doing?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, crossing her arms. “I was only trying to help. I was afraid if you stayed with her, you’d wind up settling for so much less than you deserve and want. I didn’t want to see that happen to you because of some woman who—”

“She’s not just some woman,” Dylan said, feeling defensive on Sabrina’s behalf. “She’s the only woman I’ve ever loved. If I can’t have kids with her, I’m not sure I want them at all. If I can’t come home to her, I think maybe I’d rather come home to an empty house.”

“You don’t mean that.” She looked alarmed. “You’re still reeling from the breakup. Just give it some time. You’ll feel differently after a few months.”

“You used to tell me when I met the right girl, I’d know. You said when you met Dad, there wasn’t a doubt in your mind he was the one. You broke up with your boyfriend on the spot so you could be with him. That’s how sure you were.”

“So?”

“That’s how I felt the first time I saw Sabrina.” He’d never admitted that to anyone, but his mother needed to understand the depth of his feelings for her. “You know what I told Brett the first time I laid eyes on her?” He didn’t wait for a response before he said, “I told him I was gonna marry that girl someday.”

“But she doesn’t want that,” she said, sounding frustrated. “How many times does she have to tell you that?”

“Maybe I’d have been willing to settle for what we had.” Had he not learned about what had happened with Bell, he probably would have continued their relationship without complaint for years before he’d pressured her about a commitment. “What I had with her was better than anything I’ve had with any other woman in my life. She wasn’t just my girlfriend. She was my best friend. She understands me better than anyone ever has, and now that she’s gone, there’s this hole.” He rubbed over his heart, trying to ease the ache. “No matter what I do, it just won’t go away.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

Dylan didn’t need her to apologize. He needed her to understand. “You may see it as settling, but I see it as compromising, Mama,” he said, his voice softer and gentler. “You’ve always told me good relationships are built on compromise, right?”

“Yes, I did.” She looked close to tears as she pursed her lips. “We raised a smart, mature, competent son. I don’t know how I could have forgotten that. I truly am sorry.”

He knew she was sincere, which helped him release some of his anger and frustration over her interference. “It wasn’t entirely your fault. There were other issues that led to our breakup.” He would never tell his mother that Sabrina had cheated on him. If he did, her claws would come out for sure.

“Maybe if I talk to her—”

“No, don’t do that,” Dylan said, patting her hand. “It may be too late for us to work things out—I don’t know. I just need you to understand that you can’t weigh in on the girls I date. I’m not eighteen anymore. I’m a grown-ass man, and I’m gonna date anyone I choose, regardless of how you feel about it.” He kissed her cheek to soften his words. “Not because I don’t love you and respect your opinion. You know I do. But you raised me to have a mind of my own and good judgment. Now you just have to trust me.”

She patted his cheek with a sigh. “And that, my dear, is the hardest part of being a parent. But I promise, I won’t interfere anymore. From now on, you’re on your own.”

Dylan kissed his mother’s hand. “Good. Now to make it up to me, why don’t you bring a plate of those peanut butter swirls over here? You know they’re my favorite.”

“But we haven’t even had dinner yet,” she said, trying to look stern but failing. A smile broke through.

“I won’t tell if you won’t,” he said, winking.

 

***

 

Dylan walked into High Rollers a week later to find Sabrina partying it up with her girlfriends in the cigar bar. She was the only woman he’d ever known who appreciated a good stogie and a glass of scotch almost as much as he did. Damn. He still felt as if the big man upstairs had made her just for him. Too bad she didn’t feel the same way.

Jaxon walked up behind him and threw his arm around Dylan’s shoulders. “She’s been here for the last four or five nights partying like that. You know what that’s about?”

Apparently she’s over her self-imposed exile.

Dylan’s partners knew he and Sabrina had broken up, but they respected his privacy too much to push for details he wasn’t willing to share. “Can’t say I do.”

Sabrina had always worked hard and played hard, but he was surprised to find her kicking her heels up at High Rollers again. She’d been laying low since their breakup, and he’d expected that to continue.

“Please tell me she didn’t drive here,” Dylan said. They may not be a couple anymore, but his instinct to protect Sabrina would never wane.

“I don’t know,” Jaxon said. “You want me to find out?”

Dylan considered his options. He could pretend he hadn’t seen her and walk out without being noticed, or he could try to find out why she was back on his turf. Was she hoping to see him? He had to know. “I’ll find out for myself. Thanks though.”

“No problem. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

That was what Dylan loved most about his friends. They were always there to lend a hand when he needed one, but they knew when to give him a wide berth. “You know I will.”

Sabrina was doing shots with her best friend, Kiara, being egged on by a group of rowdy regulars.

Dylan told their waiter, “No more for Sabrina.”

“Hey!” Sabrina glared at Dylan. “Who the hell are you to cut me off?”

He could tell she was too far gone to see reason. Still, he felt compelled to try. “I happen to own this place, remember? If you don’t want to play by my rules, go somewhere else.”

They glared at each other for so long, those around them seemed uncomfortable. Everyone, including Kiara, mumbled something about getting another drink or hitting the dance floor.

When they were alone, Dylan asked, “Why the hell are you here? There are a hundred bars in this city. Why come to mine?”

Her eyes softened as she stroked his face. “Because I missed you, D. I had to see you.”

Feeling her hands again was like sweet torture. He knew she wasn’t thinking clearly. She’d had too much to drink, and her claim about missing him could have easily come from the bottom of a bottle of Jim Beam. His hand closed around her wrist, bringing her hand down to her side. “It looked like you were here to have a good time, not to see me.”

“I hate going home to that empty house. You spent so much time there, it always feels like we lived there together.”

He liked her house more than his. It was warmer, more inviting—probably because it reflected all the things he loved most about her. “You made the choices that led to this. Don’t forget that. I was happy just being with you, but you evidently didn’t feel the same way.”

She paled before stepping back, teetering on her five-inch heels. He reached out to grab her arm so she wouldn’t stumble, but she swore and pushed him away. “I don’t need you! I don’t need anyone!”

“You think I don’t know that?” He tried to keep his voice low, but her shouting had already attracted attention. “You never needed me. I was just there to satisfy your insatiable need for sex.” He drew in close, smelling the whisky on her breath. “Is that why you came here tonight? Were you hoping to find someone to take you home?” It killed him to say that, but not as much as it hurt him to think about it. Every. Damn. Night. Sabrina liked sex almost as much as he did, and he knew there was no way she was going without.

“You think I’d come here of all places if I was looking…” Her eyes flared with pain and regret. “Of course that’s what you think. And why wouldn’t you? As far as you’re concerned, I’m just the whore who cheated on you, right?”

“I never called you that,” he said, hating the sound of the vile word on her lips. “I never thought that, and don’t you ever let me hear you refer to yourself that way again. Do you hear me?”

She lifted her face, her eyes finding his. “Why do you care? Why do you still care about me after… what happened?”

“You don’t just stop loving someone.” They were standing so close he could practically feel her heart beating against his chest. It reminded him of all those nights he’d pinned her to the mattress, her heart thrashing while she screamed his name. Even though it was a masochistic desire, he wanted to experience that again. “No matter how much you might want to.”

“I know.” She lifted her hand before dropping it again. “I’m sorry.” She closed her eyes. “I’m so sorry I ruined everything.”

There was nothing he could say. How could he tell her it was okay, that he’d already forgiven her when he hadn’t? She’d shared her body with another man after promising him she was his and his alone. He settled on, “We all make mistakes. Some we can find our way back from, others we can’t.”

“You were different, D. I just want you to know that.”

He wanted to believe that, and looking into her soulful eyes, he almost could. “So were you.” No other woman would own him the way she did because he would never let his guard down so completely again.

“I loved you,” she whispered. “Still do. Probably always will.”

He watched her walk away, his gut churning as he fought the urge to haul her back against his chest and bury his face in her hair. He wanted to whisper that he didn’t care what she’d done, that he’d find a way to forgive her if it meant they could be together again.

“Hey,” Kiara said, touching his back as she came up beside him.

“Hey,” he whispered, reaching for the back of the chair in front of him. He hung his head, drawing a deep breath. “Why is she here? Why is she doing this?”

“She’s hurting,” Kiara said quietly. “I don’t know what went down between y’all—she won’t talk about it—but whatever it was, it did a serious number on her.”

Dylan looked at Kiara. “She hasn’t talked to you about it? She tells you everything.”

Kiara shrugged, obviously trying to play it off. “I thought so too, but I guess this runs pretty deep.”

“How many drinks have you had tonight?” he asked. She didn’t seem as drunk as he’d originally thought.

“Just a couple. I have a meeting with a client in the morning.”

“I do know she misses you,” Kiara said. “That’s why she wanted to come here tonight. That’s why we’ve been here every night this week—she’s having a hard time letting go.”

At least Sabrina hadn’t been lying about her reasons for coming to High Rollers.

“This isn’t easy for me either. It’s torture, but…” He couldn’t betray Sabrina by telling Kiara what had happened between them. That was her story to tell, when and if she chose to. “It is what it is.”

“It doesn’t make any sense.” Kiara got in his face, forcing him to step back. “You love her. You’ve been after her forever. Y’all finally hook up, and now it’s over because…?”

“Because it turns out I wasn’t what she was looking for.” He figured Kiara wouldn’t figure out the truth from that asinine statement.

“What the hell does that mean? You’re exactly what she wants. You’re all she wants!”

Hearing those words hurt like a shot exploding inside his chest. He so wanted them to be true, but he knew they weren’t. They couldn’t be. If he was all she needed, she wouldn’t have turned to Bell in a moment of weakness. “I don’t know what you want me to tell you. It’s over. That’s what she wanted. It’s the way it has to be.”

“I’m worried about her,” Kiara said, running a hand through her long dark hair. “We’ve been friends for a long time, and I’ve never seen her like this. It’s like she’s on a path of destruction, hell bent on punishing herself for… what? I sure as hell don’t know.”

He knew but couldn’t say. “What do you mean she’s punishing herself? How?”

“She barely eats. I don’t think she sleeps. She drinks too much, won’t go to the gym with me anymore. Hell, she won’t even answer her parents’ calls.”

Dylan knew how close she was to her family, and he couldn’t imagine why she’d cut them out of her life. “Have you talked to Dalton? She was in here with him a while ago, so she’s obviously still talking to him. Maybe he could help?”

“I was kind of hoping you could talk to him for me,” Kiara said. “I know how close y’all are. He’d probably tell you things he wouldn’t tell me.”

“Dalton didn’t know I was sleeping with his sister,” Dylan said, keeping his voice low. “We’re tight but not that tight.”

Kiara rolled her eyes. “How could he not know? He’d have to be blind not to see the chemistry between you two.”

“Sure, he knew we were into each other, but he didn’t know we were sleeping together. You know Sabrina, she’s a private person. She wanted to keep our relationship under wraps.”

“And you were okay with that?”

“No, I wasn’t okay with it, but she didn’t really give me a choice. You know what she’s like.”

Kiara grinned. “Yeah, she’s bossy as hell.”

“Mmmm hmm.” Before he’d met Sabrina, he didn’t think a woman alive could wrap him around her finger, but she’d proved him wrong, and he wasn’t ashamed to admit it. At least to himself.

“I always thought Sabrina was tough as nails, but she’s been different this past little while,” Kiara said, looking concerned. “It’s like something or someone broke her spirit.”

Dylan knew she was trying to point the finger at him, but he refused to take the blame. He hadn’t created their situation. If Sabrina was having trouble dealing with her guilt, she should have thought of that before she jumped into bed with someone else. He raised his hands. “I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m sorry she’s hurting, but I am too. I can’t fix myself, let alone help her.”

“Maybe that’s your mistake,” Kiara said, reaching for his hand. “You’re both trying so hard to get over each other. Maybe you should be putting all that energy into trying to save your relationship.”

“We can’t.” When he’d first learned about her infidelity, he thought they might have a chance to move beyond it, but the more he thought about it, the more it incensed him. No matter how hard he tried, he’d never get the image of Sabrina making love to that guy out of his head. “It’s too late. We just have to figure out how to move on.”

Looking disgusted, Kiara shook her head. “Yeah, well good luck with that.”


 

 

Chapter Six

 

Whoever said time heals was a goddamn liar. It had been more than three months since the assault. She’d been without Dylan almost as long, and while they’d found their way back to a civil relationship, Sabrina knew it would never be the same. He’d moved on. He’d found someone else, someone who wanted the same things he did, and it was eating her up inside.

A vicious pounding on her front door startled her, and her mind sifted through the worst-case scenarios. Bell had come to exact revenge because she’d told her father and he demanded…

“Answer the door, Sabrina! I know you’re in there! I saw your car out front!”

Dylan. It was Dylan. She could breathe again. Running to the front door, she yanked it open before realizing her mistake. She was wearing a thin tank top and yoga shorts that molded to her body like a second skin. She felt… exposed, which was crazy since Dylan had seen her naked more times than she could count. But this was different. Everything was different now.

She used the open door as a shield. “What do you want?”

“What do I want?” He shoved the door open and stalked inside. “The question is what the hell do you want from me?”

She knew she had no choice but to close the door, so she did, slowly. “What are you talking about?”

“Why the hell did you go see Carly?”

She should have known her visit to Carly’s office would come back to bite her. “I was concerned about you. I know how Carly feels about Brett. I wanted to make sure her feelings for you were sincere.”

“You’re questioning Carly’s sincerity?” he asked, sounding incredulous. “You’re the one who cheated on me, and you have the gall to call her sincerity into question? You’re unbelievable!”

Hearing Dylan refer to what had happened between her and Bell as cheating turned Sabrina’s stomach, but she had to let him believe that if she wanted to protect her business and keep the man she loved out of jail. Dylan had a volatile temper, and she couldn’t be sure he would be able to stop if he ever got his hands on Bell.

“I won’t apologize for looking out for you.” She brushed past him, but his hand snaked out to grab her arm.

“You don’t want me, but you don’t want anyone else to have me, is that it?”

I do want you, but I can’t have you! “It’s not like that.”

He crowded her against the wall, pinning her with his body until she felt as though she couldn’t breathe. This is Dylan, she kept reminding herself. He would never hurt you.

“I think it’s exactly like that.” His hands ran up her ribcage, stopping just below her breasts. “Let’s quit playing games. You still want me. I still want you. I can’t trust you, but I still want you.”

Sabrina closed her eyes, feeling a tremble move through her. She hadn’t felt a man’s hand on her like that since the attack, and it was all coming back. The acidic flavor of bile made her throat burn, a silent scream trapped in her lungs. Her tears were confined in her eyes, refusing to fall even though the world was closing in on her.

His hand moved up to curl around her throat as he whispered, “You got what you wanted. Carly and I are done. Are you happy now?”

Happy? How could she be happy when the feel of his hands on her skin made her want to retch? “I’m sorry,” she gasped. “Please…”

“Please?” He pushed his erection into her, demanding, “Is this what you want? Is this the only thing you’ve ever wanted from me?”

“No,” she sobbed. She wasn’t capable of more than one word responses.

“No? You want more?” He ripped her shirt open as he’d done before, but this time she screamed. He backed up, looking stunned as she sank to the floor. “What the hell, Sabrina?”

She closed the torn shreds of material around her, sobbing as she hunched over, letting her hair cover her face. “Get out.”

He rolled back on his heels, grabbing the stair railing behind him for support. “Look, I’m sorry if I overstepped. It’s just—”

“I said get out.” She couldn’t even look at him. This wasn’t his fault. He was treating her as he always had. They’d both loved rough sex, and she’d always been able to give as good as she got. If not for what had happened in that hotel room, she’d have him pinned to the ground, straddled him, and made him shout her name as she reminded him what they’d been missing.

Her doorbell rang, and they both looked up to see Kiara’s face in one of the window panels flanking the heavy wood doors.

She took in the scene and rushed inside. “What the hell happened? Sabrina, are you okay?” Kneeling next to her friend, she brushed Sabrina’s hair off her face before scowling at Dylan. “Did you do this to her?”

“Mind your own business,” he said, sounding agitated. “This has nothing to do with you. It’s between me and Sabrina.”

“Do you want him here?” Kiara asked, taking in her friend’s torn tank top. “Did he hurt you?”

“For Christ’s sake, Kiara!” Dylan shouted. “You’ve known me for years. You really think I’d hurt her?”

“I don’t know what to think right now,” she said quietly, stroking Sabrina’s back. “I just know my best friend is upset, and it seems you’re the cause.” She turned back to Sabrina. “Honey, answer me, do you want him to go?”

Sabrina nodded, unable to look Dylan in the eye. She was too embarrassed, too ashamed. He must think I’m losing my mind, that I need to be committed. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I am losing it.

“You heard the lady,” Kiara said, standing. She walked toward the door and held it open for Dylan. “Leave. Now.”

He heaved a sigh. “This is bullshit. I want to know what the hell just happened here. I need to know why she freaked out like that,” he said to Kiara as he gestured toward Sabrina.

“And I intend to find out,” Kiara said calmly. “Just as soon as you leave.”

“Fine, but I want to talk to her when—”

“She’s ready.” Kiara slammed the door in his face. She turned to her friend, her tone gentle when she said, “Do you want to go into the living room? I can make you some tea.”

“Bed.” Sabrina just wanted to curl up and die. Life wasn’t worth living if she had to live alone and in fear.

“Okay,” Kiara said softly. “I’ll help you to your room. We can talk in there.” Kiara curled her arm around Sabrina’s waist as they walked to the master bedroom. She pulled back the fluffy white duvet. “Do you want me to get you a T-shirt?”

“No.” Still shivering, Sabrina climbed into bed, pulled the duvet up to her chin, and closed her eyes. When Kiara reached to turn on the bedside lamp, she whispered, “No, no light.”

“Okay.” Kiara let her hands fall to her lap. “Are you ready to tell me what happened?”

“I found out Dylan was seeing Carly.”

“Carly, your interior designer? The same one who’s been in love with Brett forever?”

“Yeah.”

“Since when?”

“I don’t know.” Her head was pounding, but Sabrina didn’t want anything to dull the pain yet. That would come later, probably in a tumbler of whisky. “They were going to have a baby.” She whispered the last word, her agony reaching a level that surpassed anything she’d felt before. The thought of Dylan having a baby with someone else cut her wide open.

“A baby?” Kiara’s eyes were wide, her mouth agape. “You can’t be serious.”

“I am.” She fisted her hand in front of her mouth, tucking the other between her bent knees.

“But that’s crazy. They’ve only been dating, what, a minute? They can’t have a baby together.”

“It’s a moot point. I think Carly ended it after I went to see her today. That’s why Dylan was here. He’s pissed at me.”

“That still doesn’t explain the torn shirt. He didn’t try…” Kiara swallowed. “God, I can’t even say it. Did he try to force himself on you?”

“No,” Sabrina said, annoyed on Dylan’s behalf. “You know he’d never do something like that.”

“I know,” Kiara said, rubbing her forehead. “I’m just trying to make sense of all of this.”

“You can’t.” Sabrina reached for her friend’s hand. “None of it makes sense.” Kiara had been her rock ever since the attack, yet she still had no idea why her best friend was coming unglued. She deserved answers. “It wasn’t Dylan. I was having flashbacks.”

“Flashbacks?” Kiara frowned. “I don’t understand. Why were you having flashbacks?”

“You remember that trip I took to Florida a few months ago, to meet with Bell and his team?”

“How could I forget?” Kiara chuckled. “You dumped him as a client as soon as you got back. No explanation, you just said he was out.”

“I couldn’t work with him anymore because he… he…” Sabrina had to use the right words, but even after months, it was still the most grueling thing she’d ever said. “Raped me.”

“Oh my God!” Kiara’s eyes filled with tears as she squeezed Sabrina’s hand. They remained silent a long time before she whispered, “It all makes sense now. But why would Dylan think you cheated on him with that bastard?”

“I couldn’t tell him what Bell did to me.” Sabrina rolled onto her back, finding it slightly easier to breathe now that she’d told the truth. “You know him. He would’ve killed the guy.”

“Good! That’s exactly what he deserves, a slow and agonizing death.”

“I love you.” Tears skimmed Sabrina’s face as she met Kiara’s eyes. “Thank you for saying that, but you know I can’t let Dylan end up in jail for hurting that piece of shit. He’s not worth it, K.”

“But you’re worth it,” she said fiercely. “You deserve justice. I don’t understand why he hasn’t been charged for what he did to you. He belongs behind bars.”

“I thought so too.” Sabrina’s stomach pitched as she replayed her initial conversation with her father in her mind. “My old man saw it differently.”

“He didn’t want you to go to the police?” When Sabrina shook her head, Kiara said, “That doesn’t make any sense. He’s so protective of you.”

“Apparently he’s more protective of his business. He was worried all of our clients would jump ship when they heard I was accusing one of their own of rape.”

“They wouldn’t do that,” Kiara said emphatically. “Besides, not all of our clients are men. Some are women.”

“Yeah, but eighty-five percent of our clients are men. We can’t afford to lose them.” She hated to admit that her father was right, but he was. Bell had probably known that when he targeted her.

“So you just keep your mouth shut and he gets away with it? That’s not right.”

“No, it’s not right.” Her tears wouldn’t stop, and for once, Sabrina didn’t even try. “None of this is right.”

“You have to tell Dylan, honey. You need him now.”

“I can’t.” She sighed, covering her eyes with her forearm. “You saw what happened tonight. I can’t even let him touch me.”

“You need counseling. You need to talk to someone about this. You can’t keep drinking to numb the pain.” When Sabrina removed her arm and their eyes locked, Kiara said, “That’s what I came here to talk to you about, honey. I’m afraid you may be…” She cleared her throat. “Developing a drinking problem.”

Given the fact Sabrina had just been considering a shot to ease the pain, she couldn’t pretend her friend’s claim didn’t have merit. “I’ll think about talking to someone.” She couldn’t continue on her current path without self-destructing, but the prospect of admitting to a stranger what had happened when she couldn’t even tell the man she loved was daunting.

“Good.” Kiara smoothed Sabrina’s hair off her face. “I know you don’t want to talk about pressing charges, but did you at least go to the hospital after it happened?”

“Yes.” Sabrina had been planning on pressing charges until her father talked her out of it. At least, she thought she had—if she’d been adamant, nothing would have dissuaded her, not even the fear of losing her reputation and credibility.

“Good. I read recently that there’s no statute of limitations on rape, so you can decide to file charges whenever you’re ready.”

Sabrina glared at her friend. “Didn’t you hear what I just said? Do you know what I stand to lose if I press charges?”

Kiara crossed her arms defiantly. “I heard you, but you’re the toughest woman I know. You’re not going to let him get away with this. If our clients jump ship, screw them! We’ll work our asses off to get new clients!”

The fact that she was willing to put her livelihood on the line so her friend could seek justice made Sabrina love her all the more. “What would I do without you?” Sabrina said with a smile.

“You’ll never have to find out.” Kiara stood and bent to kiss Sabrina’s forehead. “Do you want me to make you that tea before I leave?”

“No, I’m going to try to get some sleep now.” Sabrina was suddenly very tired. The emotionally draining day had taken its toll, and her body and brain were demanding a reprieve.

“Good idea. I’ll lock up when I leave.” Kiara walked toward the door and paused with her hand on the knob. “Unless you want me to stay until you fall asleep?”

“No,” Sabrina said, forcing a smile. “I’ll be okay.” She did feel better than she had in a long time. At least someone understood and was on her side.

 

***

 

Dylan was lying in bed trying to fall asleep when his doorbell rang. He barely had time to throw a pair of running shorts on over his boxer briefs before it rang again and again. “What the hell…?”

He wasn’t surprised to see Kiara was his late-night visitor. She’d no doubt come to tear him a new one for upsetting her friend. As if he hadn’t beaten himself up enough already. What the hell had he been thinking, tearing off Sabrina’s shirt like some kind of animal when they hadn’t had sex in months?

“I know what you’re going to say—” Dylan stumbled back when Kiara pushed him aside.

“No, you don’t.”

His stomach clenched when he realized her makeup was smeared. She’d been crying. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“I shouldn’t even be here.” She paced his expansive foyer, her arms folded across her mid-section. “But I didn’t know who else to turn to. I thought about going to Dalton, but…” She shook her head. “He had an away game tonight. I couldn’t tell him something like this over the phone.”

“Tell him what? What are you talking about?” He realized her tears weren’t stopping. “Is this about Sabrina? Did something happen to her?”

“Yes.” Kiara bit her lip, staring at her painted toes as she paced. “Something happened.”

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” he snarled. “Tell me already.”

“Don’t you get pissy with me!” she shouted, turning on him. “What the hell were you thinking coming at her like that tonight? You scared the hell out of her!”

Dylan’s anger dissipated as Kiara’s words hit their mark. “You think I don’t know that?” He raked a hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean to. I was just acting on instinct. I wanted her. I needed her. I thought the only way to ease this ache”—he clutched his chest—“was to get back in her bed. I knew it wouldn’t fix everything, but it would give me some relief, at least for tonight.”

Kiara shook her head sadly. “I get it. I do. I know how hard it is to let go of someone you love, but what you did tonight…” She sighed. “It was the worst possible thing you could have done under the circumstances.”

“Point taken,” he said, clenching his jaw. “She hates me even more now.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” Kiara said, standing toe-to-toe with him. “Believe me, she doesn’t hate you. She’s just hurt and confused and beating herself up when the person she should be beating up is—”

“Me. I know.”

“No, not you,” she said, patting his chest. “Definitely not you.” She swiped a hand across her cheek, catching most of the tears. “Though what you did tonight was a bonehead move.”

“Don’t remind me.” Dylan tipped his head back, closing his eyes, before Kiara gripped his face, forcing him to look at her.

“Listen to me. Girls talk. I know how much it used to turn Sabrina on when you did shit like that, so don’t beat yourself up about it when I tell you…” She dropped her hands, heaving a sigh. “You’re going to beat yourself up. I know you will. I would if I were you, but you shouldn’t. You didn’t know—”

“Would you stop talking in riddles? Just tell me what the hell you’re talking about!” he said, grabbing her shoulders.

“Sabrina didn’t have consensual sex with Bell,” she whispered, her eyes meeting his. “He raped her.”

Dylan stumbled back as that word echoed through his skull. “No.” He turned his back to Kiara as he bent at the waist, bracing his hands on his knees as he fought waves of nausea. “No, no, no, no…”

“I’m so sorry.” Kiara glided her hand up and down his back. “I didn’t want to tell you, but you have a right to know.”

“Why the hell didn’t Sabrina tell me?” He gave Kiara a sidelong look before it all came rushing back. His ugly allegations. Her tears. Her retching on the side of the road. Her blood-curdling scream tonight. He felt his knees hitting the solid porcelain tile, but the only pain he felt was burning up his chest.

Kiara knelt beside him, her hand still on his back. “She was afraid of what you might do.”

“She had a right to be,” he said through clenched teeth. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch.”

“Don’t think about him right now,” Kiara said gently. “Think about Sabrina. We need to figure out how to help her through this. She’s drinking a lot, trying to numb the pain, but it’s not working. I’m afraid she may have a drinking problem, and that’s the last thing she needs on top of everything else she has to deal with.”

He sank back on his butt as he braced his weight on one hand. He couldn’t stand, couldn’t even find the strength to crawl. He felt as though someone had popped him like a balloon, deflating him.

“Okay, so what do you suggest?” Lord knew he wasn’t capable of a coherent thought. The only thing he could see was Bell’s face: battered, bloody, and pleading for mercy.

“You need to go to her.” She reached into her pocket and extracted a key. “Here’s the key to her house. She’ll be mad and embarrassed and ashamed at first. She’ll probably try to kick you out, but don’t let her. She needs you right now.”

Dylan nodded before dropping his head. “I can’t believe the things I said to her, the things I accused her of. How could I have done that?”

Kiara gripped his shoulder. “Honey, you didn’t know. You only knew she hadn’t been herself since she got back from Florida.”

“She wouldn’t make love to me anymore,” he whispered. “I just assumed it was because something had happened with him and she felt guilty.” He gripped his head. “God, why did I jump to that conclusion? I know her better than that.”

“Don’t do this,” Kiara said. “We all make mistakes. Beating yourself up won’t help her.”

“I wouldn’t blame her if she never forgave me.” Dylan’s gut twisted when he thought of the long road they had ahead of them. Could they ever rebuild trust between them after the things he’d said and done? Would she even want to try?

“You can’t think about that now. You just have to think about getting her through tonight without a drink.”

“You really think it’s that bad?” Dylan thought back to the nights he’d seen her drinking heavily at High Rollers. He should have known something was wrong, that her behavior was out of character. She took her career too seriously to be out drinking every night.

“I’m afraid it might be.”

As rational thought crept back in, he asked, “Why the hell isn’t Bell in jail where he belongs?”

“That’s Sabrina’s story to tell.” Kiara stood and offered Dylan her hand. “I’ve already said too much. She’s going to be angry at me for telling you about this.”

“I’m glad you did.” He pulled her into his arms, resting her head on his shoulder when she started crying again.

“I had no choice.” She sniffled. “That girl is my best friend. I couldn’t stand by and watch her self-destruct. I know you’re the only person who can get through to her.” She tipped her head back to look him in the eye. “This is your last chance. Don’t let her down again.”


 

 

Chapter Seven

 

Sabrina was sitting up in bed, resting her back against the fabric headboard with her hands curled around a crystal highball of Jim Beam when she heard the front door unlock. Her breath caught in her throat as heavy footsteps came down the hall. That wasn’t Kiara coming back to check on her. That was a man…

She was scrambling into the nightstand for her pepper spray when the door opened.

“Sabrina,” Dylan said quietly, “It’s just me.”

Closing the drawer, she allowed herself to breathe again. “How did you get in?”

“Kiara gave me a key. I would have rung the doorbell, but I assumed you’d be sleeping, and I didn’t want to wake you.”

“You saw Kiara? When?”

When he stepped closer, she pulled the duvet higher, gripping the glass against her chest.

“She came to my house.” He reached for the glass, peeling her hands from around it when she refused to give it up.

He gave the glass a cursory whiff before walking into the adjoining bathroom. She heard him pouring it down the sink before running the water and returning to the doorway. Who did he think he was, storming into her house like he owned the place and pouring her liquor down the sink without even asking?

“I’m sorry about what happened earlier. I was way out of line,” he said.

“It’s okay.” She cringed when the scene flashed through her mind. “I overreacted.”

“No, you didn’t.” He sat at the foot of her bed. “Kiara told me what happened. I can’t tell you how sorry I am… for everything.”

“No.” Her eyes darted to his, and she saw what she’d prayed she’d never have to see there: pity and sympathy. “Kiara wouldn’t do that to me. She wouldn’t betray me that way. You’re lying.”

“She loves you almost as much as I love you. She just wants to help you get through this, and liquor won’t do it.”

“Don’t pretend to know how I’m feeling!” she shouted. Anger felt good, so much better than anguish mixed with despair and fear. “Have you ever been raped?”

“No.”

She felt ridiculous after her outburst, but she couldn’t find the words to apologize. She hung her head instead, praying when she looked up, he’d be gone.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Why’d you let me accuse you of all those horrible things?” His big body trembled before he swiped a hand across his face. “God, I accused you of spreading your legs for that guy, Sabrina. I feel sick just thinking about what an ass I was.”

It hurt her to see him blaming himself when another man was solely responsible for hurting her. “If our situations had been reversed, I probably would have been suspicious too. I don’t blame you for jumping to conclusions, especially since I refused to defend myself.”

He sighed. “I’ve been thinking about that all the way over here. Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?”

She raised her legs and curled her arms around her knees. “There were a lot of reasons. I knew you’d go after him, then demand I press charges.”

“Why didn’t you press charges? He deserves to be locked up so he can’t do to anyone else what he did to you.”

“You think I don’t know that?” she snapped. “You think I don’t torture myself by imagining all the other women he’s hurt and can still hurt because I wasn’t brave or strong enough to step forward?” She told herself not to shed another tear, especially not in front of Dylan, but it didn’t work. “I’m supposed to be tough. I negotiate with some of the most ruthless men in my business and refuse to back down, but when it comes to defending myself, I cower in fear. What does that say about me?”

“It says that you’re human.” He touched her leg through the blanket. “It says that you needed time to process what happened before taking action. That’s all it says.”

“No, it says that I’m selfish.” She sat back, crossing her arms as she leveled him with a look. “Do you know why I didn’t go to the police? Because my father convinced me it could hurt my career. I wasn’t thinking about Bell’s other victims. I was putting my career first. Again.” When he removed his hand from her leg and pursed his lips, she said, “Go ahead, tell me you’re disappointed in me. Tell me you’re disgusted. Tell me I make you sick. I’ve been telling myself the same things ever since I decided to let him get away with it.”

“So don’t let him get away with it. Make him pay.”

“Weren’t you listening to me?” When he raised an eyebrow in response, she expelled a breath and gritted her teeth. “You’ve been a part of the boys’ club long enough to know how it works. You jocks always have each other’s backs. It’s like a brotherhood. It’ll be my word against his, and my clients will believe him. Where does that leave me?” She raised her hands. “I’ll tell you where—without a business.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Don’t be naïve, D. You know how this works.”

He swallowed, looking as though he wanted to argue but was holding his tongue. “Can I get you something before you turn in?” He smirked. “Something other than whisky? Herbal tea, maybe?”

“Why are you here?”

“Because I want to be.”

She wanted him there too, but she didn’t dare tell him that. It would make her sound needy, as though she couldn’t take care of herself. “You can go home now. Your mission of mercy is over.”

“Why have you been drinking?” he asked somberly.

Uh oh. She’d been afraid he’d ask that. “It helps me sleep.”

“Why are you having trouble sleeping?” When she gave him the duh look, he asked, “Are you having nightmares? Are you afraid? What is it?”

She’d never lied to Dylan. Sure, she’d let him believe what had happened between her and Bell was consensual, but she’d never outright lied. She couldn’t. He knew her well enough to see right through her. “Yes and yes.” She raised her chin as she forced herself to look him in the eye.

“Hmm, then consider me your elixir.”

She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m staying here until you’re not afraid anymore.”

“What? You can’t do that. You have your own life.” A life that included women and dating and sex, not that she’d let him know how much that hurt her. “You can’t stay here and babysit me.”

“Think of it this way—if I’m here, I can’t be on a Florida-bound jet to pulverize a man.”

She smiled. Only Dylan could make her smile through her tears. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had. Well, you and Kiara.”

“And that’s why we’re both going to help you through this.” He flexed his huge biceps, grinning. “But since Kiara doesn’t have guns like this, I’m clearly the better choice as a bodyguard.”

I love you. That was what she wanted to say, instead she whispered, “Thank you,” as she reached for his hand.

He kissed the back of her hand, closing his eyes. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not hating me.”

“I could never hate you, D.”

He stood, squeezing her hand before releasing it. “I’m going to make my way to the guest room. You sure you don’t want something before bed?”

“What I want is…” Her eyes scanned his chest. He was wearing a tight pale blue T-shirt and low-rise faded jeans. She hadn’t been aroused since the attack, but the thought of feeling his strong arms wrapped around her filled her with hope, that maybe she would be okay again. Someday.

“Tell me,” he said softly. “What do you want? Anything. Just name it, and it’s yours.”

“Could you maybe sleep in here with me tonight?” Her cheeks flamed when he appeared shocked. “I’m not proposing…” She shrugged. “It just might be nice… I mean, it might help me to… you know… sleep.” She wasn’t one to babble, yet there she was, running off at the mouth.

“Sure, whatever makes you happy.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “I left an overnight bag in the foyer. Just let me go grab it.”

He came back a few minutes later wearing the same blue T-shirt and a pair of running shorts.

She knew he preferred to sleep in boxer briefs, but she couldn’t go there. Not yet. “Um, you can take your shirt off, if you’d be more comfortable.”

He frowned. “Are you sure? I don’t mind keeping it on.”

Simply because he was considerate enough to offer, she heard herself say, “I don’t mind at all.”

She watched him peel off the shirt and thought about how powerful he looked. He had a few inches and at least forty pounds on Bell, who’d easily out-muscled her, yet how could she feel so safe with Dylan?

“If this is too much for you,” he said, looking uncertain, “I really don’t mind sleeping in the guest room.”

“You took my elixir away, remember?” she said, trying to make light of it. She pulled the blanket back on the other side of the bed and patted it gently. “The least you can do is see me through the night.”

He grimaced at her torn shirt before he reached for his own discarded T-shirt at the foot of the bed. “Here, put this on.”

She had planned to change when she got up for her drink, but she had barely been able to summon the energy to crawl back to bed. “Thanks.” She tossed the torn garment aside before pulling his shirt over her head. “Could you get the light?”

“Sure.” He flipped the switch before crawling into bed beside her, keeping a respectable distance in the king-sized bed.

In the dark, she found the courage to whisper, “Come closer, D. I need to feel your arms around me.” Within seconds of feeling his muscled heat envelope her, sleep claimed her.

 

***

 

Dylan woke with a start as Sabrina thrashed and sobbed next to him, flailing and begging it to stop.

“Baby, it’s okay,” he whispered, careful not to restrain her. “It’s me. It’s Dylan. No one’s going to hurt you, sweetheart. I’m right here.”

The urge to destroy that guy came back with a vengeance, especially when he turned on the bedside lamp and saw the tears staining her pillow.

Touching her shoulder gently, he said, “Wake up, baby. It was just a bad dream.” Except it wasn’t. It had really happened, and nothing he could say or do could take it back. He had been her lover, her boyfriend. He should have protected her, yet he hadn’t, and he’d never felt more inept.

“Oh God.” She woke with a start, her eyes wide and frantic. “Oh, D, it’s you. I had the worst dream. I thought… I dreamed…” Her eyes drifted to his shorts, and she covered her mouth with one hand, her silent sobs tearing out his heart. “It wasn’t a nightmare, was it? It really happened, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid it did, baby.” He opened his arms, giving her the choice to settle into them or not. Thankfully, she did. He stroked her, whispering, “It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart.” Of course he had no way of knowing that, but he desperately wanted it to be true.

“I almost believe you.” Her sobs finally subsided. “Normally I’d wake up like this and pour a drink to calm my nerves. This is so much better.”

“Good.” He kissed the top of her head. He never thought the day would come when he’d share a bed with the sexiest woman on the planet and not want to make love to her, but the only thoughts racing through his head were what he could say or do to give her a moment’s peace.

She sighed. “I have a long day tomorrow.” Turning away from him, she fluffed her down pillow before sinking into it. “You can get the light now. I’m okay.”

He did as she asked, but he didn’t wait for an invitation to hold her. He couldn’t keep his distance, knowing she was trying so hard to be brave. “How the hell have you been able to go into work every day and pretend everything is fine?” He thought he’d admired her strength and courage before, but she’d proved that she was more resilient than he ever gave her credit for.

“I didn’t have a choice.” She gripped his forearm. “It’s worse when I don’t have anything to distract me. Work is good for me. It gives me something to think about, something to focus on.”

He didn’t want to push the issue of pressing charges, but he felt compelled to ask, “Have you thought of talking to someone about this, a counselor, maybe?”

“Kiara asked me the same thing. I think that might be a good idea.”

“Jaxon was seeing someone,” he said, knowing his friend wouldn’t mind him sharing that bit of news with her. Jaxon considered Sabrina one of his closest friends. “Would you like me to get his therapist’s name for you?”

“Um maybe, let me think about it a bit more.”

He knew he couldn’t force her to do it before she was ready, but he hated the thought of her keeping her pain all bottled up inside. “Sweetheart, if you want to talk about what happened that night, I’m willing to listen.” Hearing the graphic details would ruin him, but offering was the least he could do.

She rolled onto her back, sliding their joined hands down to her stomach. “I never had reason to believe he was like that. Sure, he flirted with me, but—”

“He flirted with you?” Dylan tried to mask his annoyance. “Why didn’t you tell me that? I would’ve taken the trip with you if I’d known he was into you. That would have at least sent him the message that you weren’t available.” And this never would have happened. He didn’t have to say it to know she was already thinking about how things could have turned out so differently.

She released a slow, almost soundless breath. “In my line of work, you get used to guys hitting on you. It’s no big deal.”

“It’s a big deal to me,” he said, feeling frustration overtake him. “Why didn’t you ever tell me that your clients hit on you?” He shouldn’t be surprised. She was a stunning woman who exuded sex, strength, and sass. Any man with a pulse would want her.

She moved her hand up to stroke his bicep. “I didn’t want to upset you. I know how jealous you are, and it meant nothing. I just laughed it off. When they stepped out of line, I told them our agency has a policy about agents dating their clients, and that was enough to deter them.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell them you had a boyfriend?”

“Some guys see that as a challenge.”

He knew she was right. A lot of teammates had felt that way back in the day. “Just tell me what happened with Bell.” When he heard how terse he sounded, he said, “I’m sorry. If you want to talk about it, feel free. If not, I’m okay with that too.”

She was silent for so long, he thought maybe she’d fallen asleep.

She finally said, “I invited him to my hotel room. God, why did I do that?” She didn’t wait for Dylan to respond before she added, “I thought we’d have more privacy to talk strategy there. It never occurred to me that he’d come on to me again and refuse to take no for an answer.”

Dylan forced himself to relax when he realized she could probably feel the tension in his body. “Go on.”

“I told him no.” Her voice broke. “I tried to fight him off. I tried to scream but—”

Dylan hauled her against his chest, massaging her scalp as he let her cry. He felt as if days passed as he lay in the dark, absorbing her tears, holding her tight, and promising her it would be okay. She tipped her head up to look at him, and through the sliver of light coming through the drapes, he could see that she looked ravaged.

“Thank you for being here,” she said softly. “I needed you. I didn’t realize how much.”

He kissed her forehead. He wanted to taste her lips, but any move he made could be misconstrued as sexual. “I’ll be here as long as you need me, baby.” Which he hoped would be forever.

She surprised him by pressing her lips to his in a brief but tender kiss. “You’re an amazing man, D. I’m so lucky to have you in my life.”

“Not as lucky as I am to have you.” Closing his arms around her, he inhaled the smell of her hair when her face found the crook of his neck. His emotions had run the gamut from fear to outrage to shame, but with her in his arms, he felt a sense of peace he hadn’t felt since he’d left her. No matter what happened from then on out, he had to believe they’d find a way to get through it together.


 

 

Chapter Eight

 

“Are you still speaking to me?” Kiara asked, standing in the doorway of Sabrina’s office. “Or do you hate me for sending Dylan over to your place last night?”

“I could never hate you, you know that.” Sabrina had been angry at first, but she couldn’t deny that was the best night’s sleep she’d had in months. Waking up to breakfast in bed had made it the most pleasant morning she’d had… since the last time he made her breakfast in bed.

Of course, that breakfast had been followed by some of the most amazing sex of her life. This time was different. Dylan had barely been able to look her in the eye this morning, not that she could blame him. She was a different person now, irrevocably changed by one night.

Kiara came into her boss’s office and closed the door. “So don’t keep me in suspense. How did it go? Did you guys talk? Did he stay?”

“Yeah, we talked.” Sabrina slid her chair away from her computer, giving her friend her undivided attention. “And yes, he stayed the night. It seems he intends to spend the night for the foreseeable future.”

Kiara raised an arched brow. “And how do you feel about that?”

“I…” Would she sound too needy if she admitted she was relieved to know he’d be there when she got home? “I’m okay with it. Dylan’s a good friend. He wants to be there for me, to help me through this, and I’m grateful to have him.”

Kiara rolled her eyes. “This is me you’re talking to, remember? You told me not so long ago that Dylan was the only man you’d ever loved, so don’t play the ‘friend’ card and expect me to pretend you aren’t bluffing.”

That was the only problem with having a best friend who knew your deepest, darkest secrets and wasn’t afraid to call you out. “Since you have such a good memory, you should also recall the reasons I told you it would never work between us. Sure, what happened with Bell may have caused our breakup, but we would have eventually broken up anyways.”

“You don’t know that.”

“He was willing to have a baby with Carly,” Sabrina said, rolling a pencil between her fingers as she considered snapping it in two. She was relieved he’d given up on that ridiculous notion. She loved him too much to see him settle for a woman who was clearly in love with someone else. “That should tell you how serious he is about having a family.”

“I know you said you don’t want the whole white picket fence deal, but—”

“Don’t,” Sabrina said, raising her hand. “I’m not in the mood to go there today. Did you want something else? Something business related, maybe?”

Kiara pulled a business card from the pocket of her fitted black blazer. “I took the liberty of making an appointment for you at four o’clock today. I had Louise check your schedule and you’re free, so don’t even think about making excuses.”

Sabrina’s stomach clenched when she read the card: Ellen Hunt, Family Therapist. “What the hell is this? If I see a therapist, shouldn’t it be someone who deals with…” She cleared her throat. “My specific issue?”

“My father recommended her,” Kiara said.

Since Kiara’s father was a well-respected psychiatrist, Sabrina had to trust he knew what he was talking about. “You didn’t tell him what happened to me, did you?” She couldn’t stand the thought of anyone else knowing. She was afraid that people would see her differently and treat her as a victim instead of the strong, capable woman she’d always been.

“Of course not,” Kiara said, sounding indignant. “I simply told him I was asking for a friend who’d been the victim of a sexual assault. I also told him that my friend could use some help sorting out her commitment issues.”

Sabrina cringed. She hated thinking of herself as a victim. “I do not have commitment issues.”

“Like hell you don’t. Come on, Dylan is the only guy you’ve ever really given your heart to, and as much as you love him, you’re not willing to consider a future with him. What does that tell you?”

“That I know who I am and what I want. Marriage and kids aren’t for everyone, Kiara. Just because you’re convinced your Prince Charming is out there somewhere waiting for you doesn’t mean we all feel the need to be rescued. Some of us can take care of ourselves.” She winced when she realized how harsh she sounded. “I’m sorry, I know you can take care of yourself, but you have to admit you’re a hopeless romantic. You’ve dated a lot of losers, given your heart to the wrong men over and over again—”

“Okay,” Kiara said, looking more amused than annoyed, “ask Dr. Hunt if she can give us the two-for-one special. Maybe you’re not the only one who needs help.”

Sabrina grinned, relieved that her friend hadn’t taken her remarks too seriously. “I’ll let you know what she says.”

“Come on,” Kiara said, reaching into the bottom drawer of Sabrina’s desk to grab her friend’s purse. “We have a date at the gym, then lunch before your appointment.”

“What are you talking about?” Sabrina gestured toward her computer screen. “I can’t leave. I have work to do.”

“You’ve been working too many hours, especially lately. It won’t kill you to take half a day off.”

“If we’re going to play hooky, we could at least go to the spa. Why the gym?” she grumbled, letting Kiara haul her to her feet.

Kiara gripped her shoulders, looking her in the eye. “Because you seem to have forgotten how fierce you feel when you’re in that weight room. You are tough, Sabrina. Just because that bastard overpowered you doesn’t make you weak or defenseless, and that’s the way you’ve been acting lately.”

Sabrina sucked in a breath, stunned by the vehemence in her friend’s words. Ouch. If only she could pretend they weren’t true.

“So we’re going to build you back up. Dr. Hunt will take care of the emotional, I’ll take care of the physical, and Dylan will take care of the”—Kiara winked—“rest.”

“I can’t even think about going there yet.” She was still attracted to Dylan, probably always would be, but the prospect of sex, even with him, was terrifying.

“I know that.” Kiara slung an arm over Sabrina’s shoulder as she led her to the elevator. “I’m not suggesting you hop into bed with Dylan tonight. I’m just saying he’ll be there when you’re ready to take the next step.”

“You don’t know that.” Sabrina felt the ever-present knot of apprehension tightening in her stomach. “Dylan is a sexy, charismatic, successful guy. I can’t expect him to waste his time waiting for me to feel… normal again.”

“Has he… uh… been with anyone since y’all broke up?” Kiara asked, punching the button on the elevator instead of meeting Sabrina’s gaze.

“How should I know? It’s not the kind of information he’d volunteer, and I’m in no position to ask.” Though she would like to know if there was someone special he called when he felt amorous. She was well acquainted with his sex drive—no way was he going without.

“I doubt he’d hook up with someone else while he’s staying with you,” Kiara said, clenching her phone. “He’s not like that.”

“It’s not like we’re in a relationship anymore. We’re just—”

“Friends, I know.” Kiara rolled her eyes. “I saw the way he reacted when he found out what had happened to you. You don’t react that strongly about a friend.”

Sabrina tried not to get her hopes up about the possibility that Dylan may have lingering feelings for her. “You were as angry and upset as he was.”

As they stepped off the elevator on the ground floor of Sabrina’s father’s six-story office building, Kiara asked, “Why can’t you believe Dylan loves you?”

“What are you talking about?” Sabrina tried to douse her hysteria with laughter. “I never said he didn’t love me. I know he does.”

“Yeah, as a friend. But why can’t you believe he loves you the way a man loves his soul mate, the one woman he can’t live without? I’m telling you, I’ve known Dylan a long time. I’ve heard the way he talks about you. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. That’s the way he loves you.”

Sabrina wanted to escape to the safety of her car. She couldn’t stand hanging out in the middle of a crowded parking lot during the lunch rush, dissecting Dylan’s feelings for her. “This is a conversation for another day. Where do you want to have lunch?”

Kiara walked to Sabrina’s car with her before grabbing her friend’s wrist. “Maybe he loves you enough to compromise. Have you ever thought of that?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You don’t want to get married. Maybe you don’t have to. Maybe y’all could just live together?”

Sabrina had considered the possibility of meeting Dylan halfway, but she feared they’d both end up feeling they hadn’t really gotten the life they’d envisioned if they met in the middle. “It’s not the piece of paper I’m opposed to.”

“What is it then?” Kiara asked, leaning against Sabrina’s black Porsche Cayenne.

“It’s having to check in with someone every time I want to work late or have to take an impromptu business trip.”

“But you’d also know there’s a sexy guy waiting on you when you do get home.”

“There is that,” Sabrina said with a rueful smile. “But he isn’t just any guy. This is the guy who coaches kids’ football and donates a boatload of money to the Christmas Wish program every year so no kid in his hometown goes without a gift on Christmas morning.” Every time she thought about how big Dylan’s heart was, she fell just a little deeper.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing. He’s an amazing guy. He would be an incredible dad.”

“But I don’t want to be a mom!” Sabrina closed her eyes when she realized she was being overly emotional again. That had been happening a lot lately. The girl who hadn’t even cried during Terms of Endearment suddenly needed to buy stock in Kleenex. “You know that, so why do you keep pushing this issue?”

“Because I love you, and I want you to be happy. Dylan makes you happy.”

Sabrina wanted to deny it, to turn away and pretend that conversation had never happened, but she couldn’t. She was getting tired of running away from the truth. “I do love him. He does make me happy, but that doesn’t mean we’re right for each other. He needs someone who wants the same things he does, not someone like me.”

“Okay, tell me what kind of girl you think would be right for Dylan.”

Sabrina reached for the door handle. “I am not having this conversation in the middle of a parking lot. Get in the car.” She waited until they were inside with their seatbelts fastened and the engine running before she spoke. “He needs someone who loves kids, who wants a houseful. You know I’m not very good with kids. They don’t like me. I feel awkward around them.”

Kiara laughed. “That’s just because you don’t have any experience with kids. You didn’t have any younger siblings, and you never baby-sat. Besides, I’ve heard it’s different when it’s your own. The maternal instinct kicks in.”

Sabrina inched out of the parking lot into the midday traffic. “I’m not so sure about that. Some people just weren’t cut out to be parents, you know. I think I’m one of them.”

“You think or you know?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re throwing away a chance with the guy you love because you think you wouldn’t be a good mom. But you don’t know that for sure.”

Kiara had a point, but Sabrina felt compelled to remind her, “It’s not like getting a puppy. You can’t find them a good home if you decide it’s not working out.”

Kiara laughed. “No, I guess you can’t. But what if you take one look at that little face and feel love like you’ve never known before?”

Sabrina swallowed when a lump rose in her throat. An image of a baby giggling and kicking his chubby little legs popped into her head, and she felt… a stirring. What the hell was that about?

Kiara said, “I’m just saying, I think you should consider the possibility that maybe you’ve rushed to judgment. Plenty of women have kids and successful careers. If your career is the only reason you don’t want to have a baby with Dylan, I think it’s a cop out.”

Was her friend right? Was she looking for excuses because she was afraid of disappointing Dylan and herself?

“Now that Dylan’s staying with you for a while, it’ll give you a chance to try this ‘living together’ thing on for size. You’ve never lived with a guy, at least not officially. You might like it a lot more than you thought you would.”

That was what Sabrina was afraid of. What if she didn’t want him to leave when he decided it was time?

 

***

 

Dylan was having lunch at the bar at High Rollers when Brett walked in looking happier than he’d seen him in a long time. “Hey,” Dylan said, accepting his friend’s outstretched hand. “I guess I don’t have to ask how things are going with Carly. If that stupid grin is any indication, things couldn’t be better.”

“You can say that again.” Brett slapped Dylan’s back. “Your receptionist said you were here having a quick bite between meetings, so I thought I’d come down and give you the good news in person. This isn’t the kind of thing I wanted to share over the phone or in a text. I haven’t told the rest of the guys yet.”

“Okay.” Dylan nodded his thanks when the bartender placed the club sandwich he’d ordered on the bar. “Now you’ve got me curious. What happened?”

“Can I get you anything, Brett?” the bartender asked.

“No, I’m good, thanks.” Brett turned back to Dylan. “So it’s about Carly.”

“I figured as much.”

“I asked her to marry me, and she said yes.”

“Wow.” Dylan pushed his lunch aside as he faced Brett. “I didn’t expect it to happen so fast.” When Brett frowned, Dylan realized he’d probably expected a more enthusiastic response from his best friend. Dylan offered his hand. “I’m sorry. That’s amazing, man, congratulations.”

“I know this is kind of weird, you know, given all that’s been going on with you and Carly lately, but that was part of what helped me to realize how much I want her in my life.”

“Glad I could be of service,” Dylan said, not even trying to mask his sarcasm. He wanted his friends to be happy, but he wanted his own happy ending too, preferably with Sabrina.

“Are you okay with this?” Brett asked, crossing his arms while observing Dylan. “For real. You know you can be honest with me. This isn’t going to make things weird between us, is it?”

“No.” Dylan shook his head when Brett shot him a skeptical look. “Seriously. I love Carly as a friend. I think she’s a great girl. But you were right when you said I was looking for someone to help me get over Sabrina. I realize now that I’m not over her. Truthfully, I don’t know if I ever will be.”

“Anything new on that front?”

Dylan couldn’t talk to anyone about what Sabrina had been through, not even his best friend, but he did feel comfortable saying, “We’re getting closer, as friends. We’ll see if it goes anywhere.”

“Don’t give me that,” Brett said, striking Dylan’s arm. “You’ve been down that road with her before. You want to be more than friends, so why not just lay your cards on the table? All or nothing.”

If only it were that easy. “It’s complicated. We’ve been through a lot the past few months.”

“Because you think she cheated on you? Man, I still find that hard to believe. Sabrina’s not like that. If she was with you, I can’t believe she would’ve hooked up with someone else. You guys have too much history, too much respect for each other for her to do something like that.”

“Turns out you’re right,” Dylan admitted, grateful he could clear up that misconception. “She didn’t mess around on me.”

“Ha!” Brett said, thrusting a finger in Dylan’s face. “I knew it! I told you you were crazy to think that. Didn’t I tell you?”

“Yeah, you told me. Too bad I didn’t have the good sense to listen. I could’ve saved myself a lot of heartache.”

“So how’d you find out the truth?” Brett snagged a handful of fries off Dylan’s plate. “Did she finally set the record straight?”

“Something like that.” Dylan slid his plate closer to Brett, inviting him to help himself. He lost his appetite every time he thought about what Sabrina had been through. “Listen, I need to tell you something. It sounds weird, but I have to ask you not to ask a lot of questions I can’t answer.”

“Sounds like this’ll be good,” Brett said, wiping his mouth on a paper napkin. “So don’t keep me in suspense. What is it?”

“I’m staying with Sabrina for a while.” Before Brett could ask for more details, Dylan said, “She’s going through a tough time and needs a friend.”

“Don’t you think you’re just asking for trouble living under the same roof with her without knowing where this is going?”

Brett was right, but if Carly was in the same situation, he would camp out on her doorstep all night to ensure she felt safe. “Maybe, but that’s a chance I’m willing to take.” Dylan sighed. “Honestly, I don’t know if we can go back to the way things were before all this shit went down between us. She’s been hurt, so have I, and a lot of the problems that drove us apart are still there. They’re not going away.”

“You mean the fact that y’all want different things?” Brett nodded. “Yeah, I talked to her about that a bit the night I ran into you at her place. The only thing I can tell you is that I thought Carly and I were in different places too until I realized if I didn’t man up, I would lose her. Could be Sabrina had the same epiphany. You think that’s why she reached out to you?”

“She didn’t reach out to me. I reached out to her.” Dylan wanted to confide in Brett, to get his take on the situation, but he couldn’t betray Sabrina. “I don’t know how long I’ll be there. Could be a few days, maybe a few weeks.”

“So you need to make the most of the time you have there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sabrina’s not sold on a life of domesticity, right? Because she thinks it’ll interfere with her career?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Prove to her that she’s happier when you’re there than she is when she’s alone.” Brett smiled. “Think about it. This is a perfect opportunity to tip the scales in your favor. You’re living in her house—all you have to do is convince her she never wants you to leave.”

What I wouldn’t give... “You know Sabrina. She’s headstrong. It’s gonna take a lot more than a few nice meals to make her want to trade her freedom for a wedding band.”

“She loves you.” Brett slid a fry through ketchup before popping it in his mouth. “Carly and I were just talking about this over breakfast. She got the same sense about Sabrina that I did. That girl is in love with you. I can’t claim to understand her reasons for holding back, but it’s your job to figure it out if you think she’s worth the effort.”

There was no question that Sabrina was worth the effort, and Dylan had more insight into her problems than Brett realized, but that didn’t mean he could wave a magic wand and expect her to suddenly see things his way. “She’s definitely worth it.” Dylan sighed. “Man, you know better than anybody how I feel about her, but am I crazy to think she’s gonna come around? I feel like I’ve been waiting forever, and I just have to wonder if that day will ever come.”

“For years she said she didn’t wanna mess up your friendship by sleeping together, right?”

“Yeah.”

“She changed her mind about that. Maybe she’ll change her mind about the whole marriage-and-kids thing too.”

“What if she doesn’t?”

“You tell me.” Brett looked him in the eye. “What if she decides she just wants to continue dating you, maybe make your living arrangement permanent? Would that be enough for you?”

“Honestly? I don’t know.” Dylan had thought of that possibility, but every time he considered telling her he didn’t need kids or a commitment, his gut told him that he would be settling for so much less than he wanted with her. He didn’t know how to reconcile what he wanted with what she wanted.

“Maybe you need to figure that out.” Brett gripped his shoulder. “It sounds like you might be getting another chance with the woman of your dreams, Dyl. Are you really gonna throw that away?”

Dylan swiped a hand over his face. “I want it all with her. I want to marry her, have a few kids, and have the security of knowing she’s not going anywhere. Is that too much to ask?”

“Maybe it is, for her.”

Not the answer Dylan had been hoping to hear. “I don’t know, man. I don’t know where this is going or where we’ll end up. I just know that right now, it feels good knowing I’ll be going home to her tonight.”

“And maybe that should be enough,” Brett said quietly. “Don’t try to change her. Love her for who she is. Accept her for who she is. Maybe she’ll come around to your way of thinking, and maybe she won’t. If she doesn’t and you love her enough, maybe it won’t even matter anymore, given time.”

Dylan let Brett’s words sink in before he said, “It’s something to think about. Thanks for listening.” He grimaced. “You came here to share your good news, and all I did was go on about my own problems. Sorry about that.”

“Hey, any time.” Brett slapped Dylan’s back as he stood. “That’s what friends are for.”

 

***

 

Dylan had come home early to make Sabrina a nice dinner. She’d lost weight, and he was concerned she wasn’t taking care of herself. Now that he was there, he intended to make it his mission to ensure she had three square meals a day.

He heard the front door open, followed by her voice saying, “Hey, I didn’t expect you home so early.”

Home. He liked the sound of that, though he was trying not to get too comfortable with their arrangement. He was staying until she felt comfortable sleeping alone again. That could take weeks or months—he had no way of knowing—but it wasn’t a permanent arrangement. Sabrina valued her independence too much to allow a man to move into her territory.

“I thought I’d surprise you.” He gestured toward the simmering skillet on the gas stove. “Chicken cacciatore. I hope you’re hungry.”

“Oh my God, that smells amazing.” She grinned as she headed straight for the stove. Reaching into the utensil drawer as she passed, she grabbed a spoon.

He watched her fill her spoon at the pan and blow on it before popping it into her mouth. When a look of ecstasy crossed her face and she closed her eyes, he had to look away. Seeing her like that reminded him of the last time he’d seen that look on her face, and he could not go there.

“You like?” he asked.

“Are you kidding? I love it.” She replaced the lid. “Where’d you get the recipe?”

“I went into the bar for lunch today. The head chef was there, and I asked him for a recipe that was simple to prepare but guaranteed to impress a special lady.”

“Well, this lady is definitely impressed.” She removed her gray blazer before hopping onto the stool at the breakfast bar. “And is that fresh bread I smell?”

“I wish I could say I made it from scratch, but I picked it up at the bakery. Just warming it up now.”

“I can’t believe you went to all this trouble.” She gestured toward the seasonings littering the countertop and the pots in the sink. “This is way above and beyond. We could have just ordered a pizza.”

I want to take care of you. That should be obvious, but he was cautious about crossing her carefully drawn line, so he said, “It was no big deal. How was your day?”

“Well…” She slipped off the stool and headed for the fridge. “I had my first therapy session today.”

When she took a bottle of white wine out of the fridge, he reached over her shoulder for it. “Babe, let’s stick to Perrier tonight, okay?”

“You really do think I have a problem, don’t you?” She tipped her head back, looking at him. She released her hold on the bottle while her gaze fastened on his mouth. “You don’t think I can handle one drink with dinner, D?”

He didn’t know how serious her drinking problem was, but until he was convinced she was healing, he didn’t want her to use alcohol as a crutch. “Don’t take it personally. I’m just looking out for you.”

“I know.” She let him trade the bottle of wine for sparkling water before reclaiming her spot at the island.

“So you found your own therapist?” he asked, pouring water into two squat glasses.

“Actually, Kiara’s father recommended Dr. Hunt. Apparently she was a rape victim herself. I guess he thought we could relate.”

“And?” Dylan recapped the bottle. “Did talking to her help?”

“It did,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “She’s helping me to realize it wasn’t my fault.”

“Your fault?” Dylan felt that same edginess that had been chasing him all day. He couldn’t shake the sense he had to do something, to exact his own brand of revenge for what had happened to Sabrina. “How in the hell could it be your fault?”

She took a sip of water. “I invited him up to my room. I couldn’t help but feel if I hadn’t, maybe it wouldn’t have happened. But Dr. Hunt helped me realize men like that are predators. They don’t take advantage of opportunities—they create them. If it hadn’t happened in my hotel room, it could have just as easily happened in my office or an empty locker room or elevator or stair well.” She shrugged. “Point is, it could have happened anywhere. Where it happened was inconsequential. It did happen, and now I have to figure out how to deal with it.”

“Did she give you any insight into how she would handle it?” Dylan distracted himself by turning off the burner and taking the bread out of the oven. Every time he thought about what that S.O.B. had done to Sabrina, he wanted to bust him up.

“That’s not her job,” Sabrina said, tearing off a corner of the warm bread. “It’s her job to help me decide how I want to handle it.”

Dylan hoped the therapist would suggest Sabrina pursue criminal charges, but he knew that wasn’t the time to press the issue. Hopefully she would get there eventually. “The rest of your day was okay?”

“It was pretty good actually. Kiara dragged me out of the office for lunch, and we went to the gym. We got there in time for a kickboxing class, and I spent a little time pounding on the heavy bag.” She grinned. “That felt really good.”

“I bet it did.” They’d often worked out together, and he knew how strong she was, both physically and mentally. He was encouraged that she was getting back to that, even if it did take some prodding from her best friend.

“Kiara talked me into signing up for a few sessions with this new trainer at the gym. His name is Blaise. Have you seen him?”

“Uh, yeah, I have.” The guy looked like a freakin’ fitness model. Thanks a lot, Kiara. “Why do you need a trainer? You’ve got your own program down, right?”

“Yeah, but this guy was a professional fighter. He’s really fierce. Kiara thought it might be good for me to work with him, you know, to get some aggression out and start to feel stronger again.”

“Yeah, sounds like a good plan.” Dylan hated himself for being so jealous and petty. Working with a trainer would probably be good for her and she was clearly excited about it, so why was he worried about the guy hitting on her instead of training her?

Sabrina grabbed his hand. “What’s wrong? You don’t think I should do it?”

Guilt and shame washed over him when he realized his insecurity may be impeding her recovery. “No, you should definitely do it.”

She rolled her tongue around in her cheek as she pulled her hand back. “Kiara thought you might be a little weird about it.”

“Why would I be weird about it?” he asked, cursing himself when he realized how defensive he sounded.

“Uh, you said you’ve seen Blaise, right? He’s pretty hot.”

Okay, now he was getting pissed. She was totally baiting him. He should be relieved to see her in a playful mood again, but he couldn’t get past his annoyance. “Yeah, so?”

Tearing off another corner of the bread, she chewed slowly before wiping the crumbs from her fingertips. “Just an observation.” Her eyes darkened before she looked away. “So, uh, are you seeing anyone special? I mean, I know you and Carly just ended whatever you had going on, but—”

“Hey, that reminds me,” he said, turning to the cupboard for plates. “Guess who got engaged today?”

“Who?” She slipped from the stool to collect utensils and napkins from a drawer.

“Brett and Carly.”

“No way!” she said, setting the utensils and napkins on the table.

“Yeah. Pretty cool, right?” He smiled as he plated the pasta.

Sabrina leaned over the end of the counter, watching him carefully. “I don’t know. Is it?”

“What do you mean?” He carried the plates to the large walnut dining table, trying to ignore the cleavage spilling out of her silky tank top as she bent over.

“Well, you and Carly were an item until very recently. Are you sure you’re okay with her and Brett getting married?” She pulled out a chair next to him and sat before smoothing a napkin in her lap.

“We weren’t exactly an item.” Dylan walked back to the counter to get their water glasses. “We were friends who just happened to have a common goal. We were both ready to start a family. Carly was considering…” He cleared his throat. “Her options, and I thought I might be able to help her.”

“I don’t understand,” Sabrina said, watching him walk back to the counter. “Were you or were you not dating Carly?”

He put the bread in a basket before setting it next to her. “I don’t know that I’d call it dating. We went out a couple of times, but we were really just friends. We were both trying to get over…” He sat down, wishing he had the good sense to keep his mouth shut sometimes. “We were both trying to get on with our lives. We found common ground, which I guess strengthened our friendship.”

“I’m glad she and Brett are getting their happy ending. I know how much they love each other, but I am sorry if it hurts you.”

He rolled the pasta around his fork. “It doesn’t hurt me. I told you, I’m happy for them.”

“Yeah, but you came over here last night, all pissed at me because I’d overstepped with Carly.”

“I thought you did overstep with Carly.” He sighed. “I just felt like you didn’t want me, but you didn’t want anyone else to have me either. Obviously I had no idea what you were going through. I’m really sorry I came at you like that.” He still cringed when he thought about it. “I was way out of line.”

She covered his hand with hers. “Please stop torturing yourself. You made a mistake. We all make mistakes. I forgive you. The question is can you forgive me for not telling you the truth about what happened? I let you believe I’d been unfaithful. I know how much that hurt you. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

“Don’t even say that,” he said, feeling his anger rise all over again. “You have nothing to apologize for.”

“Then why do you still seem so angry?”

“Because I am!” He set his utensils down before pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry, Sabrina, I didn’t mean to shout at you. I’m just so goddamn angry at this whole situation. I hate that he hurt you and I couldn’t do anything about it. You know I hate feeling helpless, and that’s exactly how I feel. Helpless.”

“But you’re not.” Her hand glided over his shoulder, down his back. “You’re doing more than you realize, just by being here.” She gestured toward the table with her free hand. “Coming home to this great meal, having a nice, normal night, being able to talk about what happened instead of trying to hide it, that helps.”

He wanted to believe her, but there was so much more he wanted to do.


 

 

Chapter Nine

 

Dylan walked into High Rollers the next day to find Dalton waiting for him at the bar. “Hey, buddy.” Dylan shook his friend’s hand. “Thanks for meeting me.”

“No problem,” Dalton said. “I’ve finished training for the day. What’s up?”

“Let’s grab a table.” Dylan pointed at an empty booth in a secluded corner. He said to one of the waitresses, “Hey, Jen, grab us a couple of menus when you get a minute, will ya?”

“You got it, boss,” she said, winking at him.

Dylan waited until they were tucked into the booth before he said, “I’ve got a favor to ask you, Mitch, and it’s probably gonna come as a bit of a surprise.” He’d never openly talked to Dalton about his feelings for Sabrina, though he knew Mitch would have to be blind not to notice he’d had a thing for her for years. He hadn’t exactly hidden it.

“Ask away,” Dalton said, smiling at the waitress when she handed him a menu.

“It’s about your sister.”

“Okay.” He fixed him with a glare that warned Dylan to tread lightly. “What about her?”

Dylan knew this conversation wouldn’t be easy. He and Dalton had been teammates and friends, but everyone knew how Dalton felt about players, reformed or not, dating his sister. “She and I have been…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “The thing is I—”

“Just spit it out, Clark.”

“I’m in love with her.”

Dalton stared at him a long time before clenching his big fists and rolling his shoulders. “You’re in love with her?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s a hell of a lot smarter to say than that you’re sleepin’ with her, but I assume the two go hand in hand?”

No way would Dylan discuss what happened, or didn’t happen, in Sabrina’s bedroom with her brother. “Let’s just say we’ve been involved on and off for quite a while now.”

“Off and on?” Dalton cracked his knuckles. “What the hell does that mean? Did you dump her? Is that why she’s been acting so—”

“We did break up for reasons I’d rather not get into,” Dylan cut in. No way would he tell him the reason. If he did, Dalton would get to Bell before he could. “Bottom line is we’re tight again.” He couldn’t claim they were back together since he hadn’t so much as kissed her since he’d started staying with her, but he hoped they would get there eventually.

Dalton scowled. “You’re tight? What the hell does that mean?”

“It means I’ve been staying with her.” Dylan smirked when he swore he could see steam billowing from his friend’s ears. “Relax, I didn’t say we’re living together.”

“You’d better not be.” Dalton pointed at Dylan. “She’s not one of your play-things, Clark. You want to live with her, put a goddamn ring on her finger first.”

Gladly. “So you wouldn’t mind having me as a brother-in-law?” Dylan pretended to peruse the menu he knew by heart. He hadn’t intended to have that conversation with Mitch, but since he’d brought it up, why shouldn’t Dylan find out where he stood on the subject—if he could ever get Sabrina to agree.

Dalton leaned back, giving him a quick once-over. “Guess I could do worse.” He flashed a quick grin. “Seriously, I’ve never objected to you dating my sister. I just want to make sure you’re serious about her. I don’t want to see her get her heart broken.”

“Chances are she’ll break my heart, not the other way around.”

“What do you mean?”

The waitress appeared to take their order, so Dylan waited until she’d left to explain. “I’m crazy about her, man. Hell, I’d marry her tomorrow if she’d have me.”

Dalton grinned. “Man, you have got it bad. So what’s the problem?”

“You know how she feels about her work. She can’t see how a husband and kids would fit into the mix.”

“Interesting…” Dalton rubbed the dark stubble on his jaw. “Did she tell you about my offer to join the company when I retire?”

“You’re thinking about retiring?” Dylan asked. “When?”

“Just between you and me, the pain in my knees is getting worse. It’s taking more and more meds to deal with it. The doctors keep draining them, but they’re talking about knee replacement surgery down the road.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah, but all good things must come to an end, and all that.” Dalton shrugged. “I led Sabrina to believe it may be a year or two down the road, but I doubt I’ll be able to play that much longer. I might have to pack it in at the end of this season if they can’t get the pain under control.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, you know how it is. I don’t want to go out ridin’ the bench. No player wants to be remembered that way.”

Dylan knew exactly how his friend felt, but no matter how many good years an athlete had had, they were never ready for it to end. “Yeah, I hear ya. So you’re thinking about working with your sister?” Dylan couldn’t deny the idea appealed to him. That would give Sabrina more time for a personal life, and it may mean less travel.

“That’s one option.”

“What are the other options?” Dylan knew at the end of his career, he’d had plenty, and he was certain Mitch did too.

“Too soon to talk about it. The more I think about it though, the more I like the idea of getting into the family business. It would give me a chance to stay in the game in a way, help shape the careers of these young kids comin’ up.”

“I’m sure you’d be a hell of an asset to the agency,” Dylan said, raising the beer bottle the waitress had set down. “Here’s to new opportunities.”

Dalton grinned, touching his bottle to Dylan’s. “Yeah, I like the sound of that. Hey, you said something about a favor. What was that?”

“I’ve been staying with your sister because she’s been, uh, having these nightmares.” Dylan was hoping to get Dalton to stay with Sabrina that night, and he had to tell him enough that he wouldn’t be too alarmed if his sister woke up screaming.

“Nightmares? What do you mean? Why the hell is she having nightmares?”

“I don’t know.” He hated lying, but it couldn’t be helped. “She’s working through it. But here’s the thing—I have some business to take care of out of town tonight, and I don’t want her to be alone. Think you can stay with her?”

“Sure.”

Dylan sighed with relief. “Good, I’ll let her know to expect you. Say around seven?”

“Works for me. I’ve got nowhere to be, and it’ll give me a chance to bend her ear some more about coming to work with her.”

Dylan knew it was none of his business, but still he said, “Good luck with that. I’d love to see you join her team. It would take the pressure off her some.”

Dalton sneered. “Don’t you mean it would give her more time to spend with you?”

“That too.”

 

***

 

Sabrina had been annoyed when Dylan called to tell her he’d asked her brother to spend the night with her while he was out of town, but now that Dalton was there, she couldn’t deny she appreciated the company.

“So you and Clark,” Dalton said, reaching into the bowl of potato chips she’d set on the coffee table, “why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t think it was any of your business.”

“He’s my friend. You’re my sister. I’d say that makes it my business.”

“Well, you’d be wrong.” Sabrina nudged his foot with hers. “You know I love you, but you need to back off. Let me figure out who’s right for me.”

“You think Dylan could be the right guy for you?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “I know you didn’t ask for my two cents, but you could do a hell of a lot worse.”

“I know he’s a great guy,” she said, tucking her legs under her. “You don’t have to sell me on Dylan.”

“But…?”

“You know him. He’s ready for a family, and I’m not.”

“I’d say that’s progress.”

“What do you mean?” She pulled her dark hair out of the ponytail holder she’d put in when she left the gym. She watched her brother, envious that he could consume thousands of calories a day while she had to bust her butt to burn a few hundred.

“You used to say you didn’t want a family ever.” He munched on a few chips. “Now it sounds like you might be ready someday.”

Hmm, Dalton was right. She had made it sound as though she was considering the idea. When had that happened? “I don’t know. Maybe. Do you think I’d…” The question was difficult to ask, which meant she was a lot more invested in his answer than she’d thought she would be. Damn. “Be a lousy mom? You know, because I have to work so much?”

Dalton tipped his head from one side to the other, surveying her. “I don’t think so. Lots of women have demanding careers. Some are even single, and they still manage to be good parents.”

He was right, but she was still scared. “Kids are a deal breaker for Dylan. He may claim it isn’t, but I know better. If I’m with him, he’s going to want a baby eventually.”

“I don’t blame him. I want kids someday too.”

“You do?” Sabrina was surprised. Dalton had been a player, always looking for the next party, for as long as she could remember. She couldn’t imagine him giving any thought to settling down and being somebody’s daddy.

“Sure, I do.” He chuckled. “Don’t look so surprised.”

“Sorry, I don’t mean to. It’s just, well, a bit of a surprise. You’ve never talked about kids. I always kind of assumed we were on the same page.”

“I guess you thought wrong.” He brushed the salt off his hands before reaching for his bottled water and taking a swig. “I’ve always wanted kids. I just planned to wait until my football career was over to settle down. Now that it almost is, I’ve been thinking about it a lot more.”

“Why’s that?” Sabrina sat up straighter. “Is there someone special? A girl who’s made you think you might want to settle down?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s way too soon to think about that. Right now, we’re just having a good time, seeing where it goes.”

His tone led Sabrina to believe her brother wasn’t all that thrilled with the arrangement, but she didn’t want to pry into his life any more than she wanted him to pry into hers. “What did Dylan say to you about us?” She shouldn’t ask—she was just inviting a host of questions she didn’t feel comfortable answering—but she couldn’t help being curious about what Dylan had told her brother.

“He didn’t say all that much, just that y’all had been seeing each other on and off for a while.”

She tried to hide her disappointment. “That’s it? He didn’t say anything else?”

Dalton laughed as he reached for the remote and started channel surfing. “What else did you expect him to say?”

She’d hoped he’d given Dalton some insight into where his head was regarding their relationship, or friendship, or whatever the hell it was, because she had no idea where they stood, and it was driving her crazy. She crushed a pillow against her chest. “I don’t know.”

“You’re pouting.” Dalton quirked an eyebrow as he gave her a sidelong glance. “You never pout.”

“I am not pouting,” she said, pulling her mouth into a straight line. “I was just thinking.”

“About?”

“Dylan.”

“Well, duh. What about him?”

Tossing the pillow at him, she said, “Never mind. Were you serious about your offer to join the agency?”

“Sure. Why?”

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot.” She wanted to give Dalton a little more time to make sure he was serious, but the more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea of teaming up with him.

“And…?”

“I like the idea. I think we’d be good together.”

“I do too.”

“You could handle the football clients, to start. Obviously you’d have an immediate rapport with them. The young guys coming into the league would respect your opinion since you’ve walked in their shoes.” Back in her early days, she’d had to earn the respect of their clients, and she knew her brother would have a much easier path than she had.

“Yeah, I’d like to work with the football players.” He selected The Blacklist before facing her. “Would you be okay with me starting sooner than we talked about?”

“How soon?”

“Like at the end of this season.” His gaze hit the floor before he said, “The knee pain is getting a lot worse, and the doctors aren’t comfortable prescribing so many meds.”

“How much medication are we talking about?” Sabrina asked, concerned. She leaned forward when he didn’t respond. “Hey, is everything okay? Seriously, you don’t have a problem or anything, do you?”

He looked at her as if she was crazy before he laughed. “What the hell? Where did that come from?”

Maybe she was just projecting, given her own recent bout with alcohol. “I don’t know. Anyway, in answer to your question, the sooner the better.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, of course.” She reached for his hand with a smile. “I can’t wait to work with my big brother.”

“Cool.” He smiled back, squeezing her hand. “You know, for the first time, I’m thinking retirement may not suck after all.”


 

 

Chapter Ten

 

Getting Bell’s room number hadn’t been hard. Dylan found out which hotel they were staying in on their road trip, and he simply hung out in the lobby bar until he saw a familiar face. Since the team frequented the High Rollers in Tampa, Dylan knew it wouldn’t be long before one of Bell’s teammates spotted him and came over to say hi.

As he pounded on Bell’s door, Dylan felt rage like he’d never felt before. He wanted to kill him. Of course he wouldn’t, but he’d send him a very clear message about what would happen if Bell was stupid enough to mess with another woman the way he’d messed with Sabrina.

Bell answered the door wearing a pair of black tyro pants, looking as though he’d just come from the hotel gym, with a towel around his neck and bottle of water in hand. “Hey, you’re Dylan Clark!” His green eyes lit up. “I was a huge fan when you played for the Cow—”

Dylan shoved him back a step, plowed inside, and slammed the door. “This isn’t a social call, asshole.”

“What the hell did I do?” he asked, fear creeping into his eyes. “I don’t even know you, man.”

“No, but you know Sabrina Mitchell, don’t you?”

The color drained from his face before he used the towel to wipe sweat from his brow. “Uh, sure, I know Sabrina. She was my agent.”

“You know how lucky you are that I came instead of setting her brother loose on you?” Dylan backed Bell into the wall and wrapped his hand around his throat. “You must be one stupid son of a bitch to rape Dalton Mitchell’s sister. Have you seen what that guy does to his opponents on the field?” Dylan squeezed Bell’s neck tighter, enjoying the flicker of panic that crept into his nemesis’s eyes. He’d been fantasizing about that moment ever since Kiara told him what happened, but watching Bell’s eyes bug out was even more fun than he’d thought it would be. “Mitch flattens guys twice your size for sport. Trust me, if he ever found out what you did to his baby sister, he would destroy you. I’m talking hospital, traction, feeding tubes, the whole nine.”

Bell gripped Dylan’s wrist, ineffectually trying to pry his hand away. He wheezed, “She’s lying. I never touched her.”

Dylan kneed him in the gut and took pleasure in watching Bell slide to the floor. He placed the heel of his boot on the fingers of Bell’s pitching hand, grinding them like the butt of a cigarette. “You wanna try again?”

He cried out, wincing. “Man, you’re crazy. That bitch wanted it.”

It took everything in Dylan not to beat him to a bloody pulp, but if he did, he’d never get the admission he was looking for. For reasons he couldn’t explain, it was important to him to hear Bell admit what he’d done to Sabrina and make him beg for mercy the way he’d made Sabrina plead for him to stop.

“She’s mine,” Dylan said, grabbing a fistful of Bell’s hair and pulling back his head. “She would never have willingly slept with you.” The fact that Dylan had accused her of exactly that still made him sick.

Bell closed his eyes as though he was trying to manage the pain Dylan was inflicting. “I didn’t know she was your girl. If I did, I wouldn’t have messed with her. I swear.”

Dylan hauled him up by the hair. “You mean you wouldn’t have raped her if you’d known she was my girlfriend?” When Bell took too long to respond, Dylan’s uppercut made his head snap back. “Answer me.”

“No.” Bell swiped at the blood at the corner of his mouth with his good hand. “It was a stupid mistake. I’d had a few drinks with the boys—”

Dylan stunned him with a backhand to the head. “I don’t want to hear your goddamn excuses. I want to hear you accept responsibility for what you did and beg me to let you walk out of here. ‘Cause right now, I’m thinking the only way you’re leaving this room is on a stretcher.”

Dylan had been in more fights than he could count, both on and off the field, but he’d never taken such pleasure in inflicting pain. Seeing Bell’s blood on his hands felt like payback.

Bell tipped his head back, leaning into the wall. “What do you want me to say? That I did it? Fine. I did. Happy now?”

His insolence only pissed Dylan off more, and he unleashed a series of hook punches from both directions so fast that Bell didn’t have a chance to respond before he crumpled to the floor.

“Happy?” Dylan nudged Bell’s shoulder with the toe of his boot, rolling him onto his back. He planted a boot on the other man’s heaving chest. “You expect me to be happy that you had the balls to admit you raped my girlfriend?”

Bell groaned, his eyes closed, his face already red from the blood seeping from his nose. “Whaddya want from me, Clark?”

“I want you to tell me how many girls you’ve done this to before and since.” Dylan didn’t know why he needed a number, but maybe if Sabrina knew for sure that she wasn’t the only one, it would make the decision to press charges that much easier.

“None.”

Dylan pressed harder on Bell’s chest, making it difficult for him to breathe. “Try again. The truth this time.”

“Okay.” Bell tried to suck in a lungful of air. “A few.”

“You’re lying.” Dylan stepped down harder. “Tell me the truth, and I might let you live.” Dylan had no intention of going that far, but he wanted Bell to fear he might.

“Five or six.” He groaned. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know how many women you’ve raped?” Dylan removed his foot so he could kneel beside Bell’s listless body. “That many? You’ve lost count?” He fisted Bell’s wavy dark hair before slamming his head into the floor. “This is for every goddamn one of those women who didn’t get the justice they deserved because they were too afraid to come forward.”

“Please,” Bell whispered, “stop.”

“Stop?” Dylan slammed his head into the floor with more force. “You want me to stop? Did Sabrina ask you to stop? Did those other women ask you to stop?” When Bell didn’t answer, Dylan lifted his head again, implying that he intended to slam it once more. “Answer me.”

Bell’s voice was barely audible when he whispered, “Yes.”

“I thought so.” He dropped Bell’s head before sitting on the foot of the bed, hovering over Bell’s body. “She has nightmares every goddamn night.” Dylan ran his hand over his bloody knuckles. “Every. Night. You did that to her.”

“Sorry.”

“Sorry? You’re sorry?” Dylan knew he’d inflicted as much damage as he could without risking irreparable damage, but he was sorely tempted to level one more blow. “She’ll never be the same. Neither will those other women. Do you get that?”

“Yeah.”

“I came here to make sure you understand you’re not getting away with this. You think what I did to you tonight was bad? If I ever hear of you hurting another woman the way you hurt Sabrina, I’ll hunt you down, and you won’t be breathing when I leave. Understand?”

“Yeah.”

Dylan got up and kicked Bell’s legs out of the way so he could walk past him. “You’d better decide what you’re gonna tell your coaches. Looks like you’ll be ridin’ the bench for a while. ‘Course you could tell them the truth, but if they find out I laid a beating on you, they’ll want to know why.” Reaching for the door handle, Dylan looked over his shoulder at the lifeless mass on the floor. Bell’s eyelids were twitching, so Dylan knew he heard every word. “I’ve got nothing to hide, nothing to be ashamed of. You, on the other hand, messed with the wrong woman, and I can promise you that mistake’s gonna haunt you for the rest of your miserable life. ‘Cause this ain’t over. It’s just the beginning.”

 

***

 

Sabrina was hopeless in the kitchen, but when Dylan texted to tell her he’d be home by six, she’d felt compelled to leave the office early and stop at the grocery store for the ingredients for a simple beef stew recipe online reviewers claimed was fool-proof. She hoped they were right. Since Dylan was a meat and potatoes guy, she thought he’d like it, and it seemed as though all she had to do was chop the meat, vegetables, and potatoes, toss it all in a pot, add broth, a thickening agent, and seasoning. That didn’t sound too hard.

But when she tried a spoonful, it was watery and bland. She was trying to regroup, racking her brain to figure out how to make it more flavorful, when she heard the front door. Great, now Dylan will think I can’t even follow a simple recipe. She’d so wanted to impress him… and make him feel at home.

“Hey, Sabrina, you home?” he called, walking toward the kitchen. He set his overnight bag on the kitchen floor. “There you are. Your car in the garage?”

“Yeah.” Sabrina couldn’t even look at him. She was too embarrassed about the mess she’d made of dinner.

“What’s that?” he asked, coming up behind her. “It smells good, but since when do you cook?”

“I don’t cook,” she said, slamming the spoon on the counter. “And there’s a very good reason—I can’t. Every time I try, I manage to screw it up!” She didn’t know why she was on the verge of tears over a stupid stew. But it was more than that. She hated the distance between them. Before, when he’d come home from a business trip, she’d meet him at the door and wrap her arms and legs around him while they kissed their way down the hall to the bedroom. This time, he hadn’t even tried to touch her.

“Hey, relax,” he said, stroking her back. “It’s nothing we can’t fix. What’s the problem?”

“It’s too watery,” she said, crossing her arms. “And bland. It takes like dishwater.”

Dylan laughed as he reached for the seasonings, nudging her out of the way. “How would you know? Have you ever tasted dishwater?”

She gasped when she saw the scrapes on his knuckles. “What the hell happened to you?” She reached for his hands when he didn’t answer her. “Were you in a fight?” Judging by the fact he didn’t have a mark on his face, it must have been pretty one-sided.

“I guess you could call it that.” He withdrew his hands and reached for the wooden spoon. “It was no big deal. Really.”

“You went to see Bell, didn’t you?” She gripped his shoulder when his blank expression gave away nothing. “Damn it, Dylan, answer me. Did you go see him?”

“Yes.”

She let air seep through her teeth. “Why did you do that? My father already went to see him. It didn’t do a damn bit of good.”

“Yeah, well, your father’s approach may have been a bit different than mine.” His lips tipped up at the corners, making him look like an adorable little boy trying to use wide-eyed innocence to get out of trouble.

“I’m sure it was, but that doesn’t mean you were right to attack him.” She wanted to be mad. She didn’t condone unnecessary violence, but she couldn’t deny it thrilled her that he’d gone to those lengths to seek revenge on her behalf.

“Call me old school, but I believe in an eye for an eye. That bastard got what was coming to him, not just for what he did to you but for those other women too.”

She crossed her arms over her stomach as she leaned back against the counter. “Oh God, he admitted there had been others?” She suspected there had been, but knowing it made it real.

“Yeah, at least half a dozen.” Dylan added more seasoning before tasting the stew.

She knew he was trying not to look at her, trying to give her time to process the news that she wasn’t Bell’s only victim. Her stomach cramped up as he went to the pantry to retrieve a bag of flour.

“I can’t believe this, D. Have there been any more since…” She couldn’t even stand to think that she hadn’t been his last victim. If she’d come forward, could she have saved someone else from a similar fate?

He added some flour, stirred the stew, added more seasoning, replaced the lid, and turned down the heat before facing her and resting his hands on her shoulders. “I know what you’re thinking, and I don’t want you to blame yourself, honey. Those other women didn’t come forward either. If they had, Bell sure as hell wouldn’t be playing professional baseball right now. He’d be in a jail cell where he belongs.”

“Do you think I’m a coward for not pressing charges?” she asked, looking at him through her lashes. Dylan had always admired and respected her, and the prospect of losing that scared her almost as much as the thought of losing him.

“No, you’re definitely not a coward.” He led her to the sofa in the adjoining living room. “Besides, it’s not too late. You can still decide to press charges. There’s no statute of limitations on rape.”

She knew he was right. She’d researched it, and apparently so had he. “Why do you think those other girls let him get away with it?” She settled into him when he positioned her back to his chest before wrapping his arms around her.

“I’m sure they were scared. A lot of women who are the victims of sexual assault don’t report it or press charges, baby. I’m sure they have a variety of reasons, but the most prevalent is probably fear.” He kissed her cheek, and she closed her eyes and turned into him, seeking more comfort. “Maybe they’re afraid their attacker will be acquitted and come after them again, or they’re afraid no one will believe them. Could be they don’t want to testify at trial… who knows?”

“I know why I didn’t. I let my father convince me I would put my career and his precious business in jeopardy if I did.” She was still ashamed she’d let him talk her out of going to the police. Pressing charges was the right thing to do, not just for her but for all the other women he’d victimized, or would in the future if he wasn’t stopped.

“You mentioned your father went to see Bell. What happened?”

“He got him to admit what he did and donate a million dollars to a charity for victims of violence. That’s my father’s answer to everything: money. He thought he’d hurt Bell by making him pay literally.”

“Yeah, well, putting him on the disabled list for a couple of months might have hurt him more.”

Sabrina tipped her head back to look at Dylan, trying to keep a straight face. “You didn’t, did you?”

“It’s pretty hard to pitch with a few broken fingers or a broken hand, I’d say.”

She closed her eyes and kissed his lips. She hoped he would take the initiative to deepen the kiss, but he didn’t. “Thanks for not saying anything to Dalton. He would’ve gone ballistic.”

“I figured it’s up to you to decide if you want to tell your brother, not me.”

“Hmm, but you did tell him we were a couple. I was kind of surprised about that.”

“Were being the operative word.”

She hadn’t expected those words to hit her so hard, but he was obviously sending her a message that while he was willing to be her friend, he didn’t want more. Which made sense, since he hadn’t even tried to kiss her since he’d found out the truth. She set her back against the opposite arm of the sofa and faced him. “Is there someone else?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, frowning.

“Are you seeing someone else?” She had no right to ask, but she couldn’t help herself. “Have you been, uh, sleeping with other women since we broke up?”

“Come on,” he said, his expression pained. “Do we really have to get into that now?”

“You have.” She could see the answer in his eyes. “It’s okay. I’m not surprised. We’ve been apart for months, and it’s not like I expected you to take a vow of celibacy. It just… hurts.” When he started to speak, she raised her hand to stop him. “I know I have no right to be hurt. We weren’t even together, but I…” She didn’t know whether she had the strength to say it, but the words seemed to slip from her lips of their own volition. “I still love you. I probably always will.”

He brought her hand to his lips. “Baby, I feel the same way. You gotta know that.”

“Are you, um, seeing anyone now?”

“No.” He shook his head emphatically, his eyes drifting from hers. “I did get a call on the way home from this girl I’ve kind of being seeing on and off for the last few months. Her name’s Brittany. She asked me to come over tonight.”

“Oh.” Sabrina’s heart broke as she withdrew her hand from his. She folded it into a fist and tucked it under her arm. “What did you tell her?”

“That I couldn’t. I said I was on my way to a friend’s place.”

“A friend?” She was mortified when her eyes burned with tears. “That’s all I am to you now? Just a friend?”

“I don’t know what the hell we are.” Dylan ran a hand over his head. “I’m just taking it day by day, trying to help you through this.”

Guilt slammed into her like a fist. He was such a good guy, trying so hard to do right by her, and she repaid him by burdening him with her insecurities. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like that. I just wanted to let you know it’s okay if, you know, you’re seeing someone else. You don’t owe me anything.”

“Really?” His eyes narrowed. “So that’s how it is, huh?”

“Dylan,” she said, when he got up, “where are you going?”

“To grab a shower before dinner. If I’m not out in half an hour, start without me.”


 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Sabrina was trying to keep her head in the game. It was her third week and sixth session with Blaise, and she knew if she let her mind wander, she’d pay for it with extra laps around the track at the end of her session. But she couldn’t help it. Dylan had left his cell phone on the counter that morning, and she saw Brittany’s name flash across the screen. That had to mean he was still seeing her even though he was sleeping in her bed every night. Okay, so they were just sleeping, but didn’t that count for something?

“What the hell, Sabrina? Have you heard a word I’ve said?” Blaise demanded, glaring at her from his post above her weight bench.

“Sorry.” She sat up, reaching for the towel she’d tossed aside. “My mind is somewhere else today.”

“No kidding.” He sighed. “Look, I only get you for an hour, twice a week. We’ve got to make the most of it.”

“I know, you’re right. I’m sorry.” Her cell phone rang, and she grimaced when Blaise scowled at her. Dylan’s name flashed across the screen. “I have to take that. Gimme a minute?”

He rolled his eyes before turning away. “It’s not like I have a choice. You’re gonna take a minute whether I like it or not.”

Blaise is sexy as hell, but he sure is serious about his training. “Hey, D. What’s up?”

“I just wanted to let you know I won’t be home for dinner tonight.”

“Oh, okay.” When he didn’t offer an excuse, she asked, “Problems at work?”

“No, I have a thing with a friend. We made plans a couple of months ago, and I don’t feel right about backing out on her last minute.”

Her? “You have a date?” She tried to keep her tone neutral.

“I guess you could call it that. It’s no big deal. I’m really just helping out a friend. She had a work thing and didn’t want to go alone.”

“This friend wouldn’t happen to be Brittany, would it?” Even though she told herself she had no right to be jealous, she was seething.

“Uh, yeah, but—”

“You don’t owe me an explanation. Have fun on your date.” She ended the call, longing for the days when she could have slammed down the receiver for impact. She silenced the ringer so she wouldn’t be tempted to pick up if he called back. Kiara would tell her she was being juvenile, but she didn’t care. It felt good to be angry about something other than her attack for a change.

“Problem?” Blaise asked from behind her.

“No, not at all.” Sabrina forced a smile and glanced at the wall clock. “It looks like our session’s almost up. Sorry to have wasted your time today. Are we still good for Monday, or have you decided to fire me as a client because of my A.D.D.?”

He flashed a quick grin, making her smile back. He held up his index finger. “I’m willing to give you one more chance. But you continue to waste my time and you’re out on your pretty little rear.”

He was flirting with her, Sabrina realized, blushing. “I’ll remember that.” She tossed the towel over her shoulder. “I think I’ll hit the shower. See you next week, Blaise.”

“Hey, I was gonna go grab a quick bite at High Rollers. You wanna come with?”

Ugh, High Rollers of all places? “Um, I don’t know. Are you allowed to see your clients outside of the gym? Isn’t there some kind of policy against that?”

He grinned before leaning in to whisper, “Don’t tell anyone, since it won’t be announced until the end of the month, but I bought this place. The previous owner’s sticking around for a few more weeks to train me.”

“Oh.”

“So? What do you think? You wanna grab a bite or not?”

She wanted to say no, since the idea of spending time with any man other than Dylan didn’t really appeal to her, but since Dylan was out with someone else, she said, “Sure. Why not?”

“Great! I’ll change and grab a quick shower too. You’ll probably take a little longer than I will, so I’ll meet you in my office.”

Sabrina didn’t want to be alone with a man in a car just yet. “I think I’ll take my own car. High Rollers is closer to my place than the gym is.”

She couldn’t believe she was actually agreeing to go to High Rollers with another man. Was she crazy? Or maybe she was secretly hoping to give Dylan a taste of his own bitter medicine. She could almost hear Kiara saying, “Petty, Sabrina, very petty.”

“Sounds good to me,” he said, shrugging. “Come get me when you’re ready.”

 

***

 

Dylan couldn’t believe he was wasting his evening at some stuffy office party. When Brittany had called that morning to remind him he’d promised to accompany her to her company’s annual banquet, he didn’t have the heart to back out. He intended to tell her he couldn’t see her anymore, but between the dinner and speeches, he hadn’t yet found the perfect moment. The dancing was about to start though, so he assumed he’d be able to get her alone soon.

His cell phone rang, and Brett’s name flashed across his screen. Dylan smiled at his table mates before he said, “Excuse me, I have to take this.”

Brittany gave him a look but said nothing when he stood.

Dylan walked away from the table before he answered. “Hey, Brett. What’s up?”

“I was just about to ask you the same question. Where the hell are you?”

“I had this thing tonight. I couldn’t get out of it.” He could tell by his partner’s tone that something was very wrong. “Why?”

“Did you know your girl’s here with some other guy?”

Dylan told himself to calm down. It could be a perfectly innocent dinner with a client or business associate—it better be. Walking outside where he would have more privacy, he asked, “What are you talking about?”

“Sabrina’s here with some dude I’ve never seen before. She introduced him as Blaise. That name ring a bell?”

“Yeah, he’s her personal trainer.” Dylan slammed his palm into the building’s brick wall. “Son of a bitch! Do they look tight?”

“Uh, yeah, I’d say so. Dude, I don’t know what’s going on with you two, but this guy is moving in on your territory.”

“Like hell he is.” Dylan had been biding his time until Sabrina was ready to resume an intimate relationship, but he’d never expected her to move on to someone else. He swore softly. “I can’t believe she brought some other guy to High Rollers. Why would she do that?”

“Maybe she’s trying to send you a message.”

Dylan paced the sidewalk to burn off some excess energy. “What are you talking about? What kind of message?”

“Where’d you say you were tonight?”

“I didn’t.” He sighed. “Brit asked me to this party a couple of months ago. I’d forgotten all about it until she called this morning. I didn’t feel right about backing out on her at the last minute. She sounded so excited. She was going on about her dress and—”

“Does Sabrina know you’re out with another woman?”

Dylan tipped back his head. Any other night, he might have taken time to admire the full moon, but nature’s wonders couldn’t take his mind off Sabrina and her date. “Don’t say it like that. It’s just a friendly dinner.”

“Does Brittany know that?” When Dylan was considering how to defend himself, Brett said, “Is she the girl I met at High Rollers a couple of months ago? The blonde who works in that sports therapy clinic?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“Man, she seemed really into you. Have you guys…?”

“Yeah, but it was nothing.” Dylan felt guilty about the meaningless sex, but he’d never led Brit to believe it was anything more than a hookup, so he reasoned he had nothing to feel guilty about. He and Sabrina had been broken up for a month, and he’d believed the love of his life had cheated on him. He’d needed… comfort.

“Nothing, huh?” Brett chuckled. “Does Sabrina know about this girl?”

“She saw us together once at High Rollers. The other night when she asked me if I was seeing anyone, I may have mentioned Brit.”

“Are you stupid?” Brett sounded frustrated. “I thought you were trying to get back together with Sabrina?”

“I am.”

“Then why the hell are you telling her about other girls?”

“She asked,” Dylan said. Was he an idiot to have told Sabrina about Brittany? “I was trying to be honest with her.”

“Nicely done. Now she’s out with some hot guy who’s lookin’ at her like he’s about to take her home, and I don’t mean for coffee.”

“Keep her there.” Dylan was worried about Sabrina leaving with some guy she barely knew after what had happened with Bell, but he was more worried that he may have blown his last chance with her.

“I can’t keep her here,” Brett said, sounding incredulous. “What the hell do you expect me to do, handcuff her to the table?”

Blowing out a frustrated breath, Dylan said, “Fine, put her on the phone.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Dylan waited, pacing, grinding his teeth, and clenching his jaw, until he heard muffled voices on the other end. Sabrina sounded annoyed, probably because Brett had ratted her out. Too bad.

“What do you want, Dylan?” she asked. “I’m in the middle of—”

“Why the hell are you out for dinner with your trainer?”

“You have the nerve to ask me that while you’re out with your lover?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He glared at the two men stepping outside for a cigarette, forcing him to walk the other way for some privacy. “Brittany is not my lover.”

“You’ve slept with her, haven’t you?”

“Yeah, but—”

“Then she’s your lover.”

He felt his pulse pounding in his ears, making him worry about his blood pressure. “We’ve had sex, but not in a while.” That didn’t sound any better, but he was desperate to make her see that his date meant nothing to him. “Not since before I started seeing Carly.” Damn, that didn’t make it better.

“I don’t have time to talk about this now. Blaise is waiting for me, and I don’t want to be rude.”

“Meet me at home in exactly one hour.”

“I don’t take orders from you.”

“Fine, then I’ll go to my house tonight. You’re on your own.” He cursed himself for being so insensitive when he knew she was still feeling vulnerable. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t—”

“It’s okay. Do what you have to do. I’m going back to my date. I’d suggest you do the same.”

Dylan cursed when she hung up on him. As much as he wanted to call her back, they both needed time to cool off. One thing was for sure, he intended to be waiting for her when she got home, and if she thought she was inviting that muscle-bound douche in for a nightcap, she could think again.

He was grateful the dancing had started by the time he made his way inside. That gave him an opportunity to steal Brittany away for a few minutes.

“I’m sorry about that,” he said, taking her hand. “Would you like to dance, Brit?”

She smiled at him. “I’d love to.”

He led her to the dance floor and settled into a comfortable rhythm. “I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch lately. I’ve had a lot going on.”

She laced her hands behind his neck. “With work?”

“Uh no, with Sabrina, actually.”

Her body tensed as her green eyes narrowed to slits. “Your ex-girlfriend? The one you broke up with right before we met?”

“That’s the one.”

“When I met Dalton that night at High Rollers, he mentioned his sister’s name was Sabrina. That was her, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah, that was her.”

“I guess I don’t have to ask what you see in her.” She lowered her eyes to his tie. “She’s gorgeous.”

He hated the way her eyes shone with tears. He’d never meant to hurt her or make her feel inferior to Sabrina. “Truth is, I started dating way too soon. I wasn’t over Sabrina yet. I thought if I started going out with other people, that might help take my mind off her, but—”

“It didn’t work.” She sighed. “I know. I could tell your mind was always somewhere else when we were together.”

“I really am sorry.” His apology was inadequate, but he didn’t know what else to say. Brittany was a sweet girl, but she wasn’t the girl for him. “I didn’t want to leave you high and dry tonight, but maybe I shouldn’t have come. Maybe I should have just told you on the phone that I’m trying to work things out with Sabrina.”

“It’s okay.” She stepped back, letting her hands fall to her sides.

“At least let me take you home.”

She shook her head. “That’s okay. I have a lot of friends here. I can catch a ride with one of them.”

“Brit, I brought you. I’d feel bad just leaving you here to find your own ride home.”

“Just go. I’d rather find my own way home.”

 

***

 

Sabrina tried to pay attention while Blaise told her about his plans for the gym extension that would include a boxing facility, but she was still seething over that phone call from Dylan. How dare he get mad at her for being out with someone else when he was the one who’d called her mere hours ago to tell her that he had plans with another woman!

“That sounds great,” Sabrina said, taking a sip of her club soda. No alcohol for her tonight. Not because Dylan would be disappointed in her if she chose to drink or because she didn’t trust herself to stop at just one—she was driving. That was her excuse, and she was sticking to it. “How did you get into boxing?”

“I was a latch-key kid,” he explained, shrugging. “Me and my brother were pretty much on our own after school from the time we were legally old enough to be on our own.”

“That must have been rough,” Sabrina said, grateful to focus on something other than her own problems. “Your parents were working a lot?”

“Yeah, my old man was a long-haul truck driver, and my mother was a cleaner at a flea-bag motel.” He flashed a quick grin that lit up his handsome face. “It wasn’t glamorous, but it put food on the table, so I have to be grateful for that. Anyways, my parents sent us to this local community center where they had an after-school program. When we were still lingering long after the after-school program shut down, this guy took pity on us.”

“Who was he?”

“He ran the fitness center and turned out he was an amateur boxer. He mostly trained for fitness, you know kickboxing and stuff, but he had a ring for guys who wanted to mix it up. Once he got me and my brother inside that ring to blow off a little steam, it was game over.”

She smiled at his infectious grin. If she wasn’t already head over heels in love with her insufferable dictator, she could see herself falling for Blaise. He was sexy, in a rough-around-the-edges bad-boy kind of way. “What do you mean?”

He laughed. “We were always getting into it at home. My mother could barely pull us apart. When they put us in the ring, we could take our frustrations out on each other without breaking a lamp or having the landlord pound on the door ‘cause we were making too much noise.”

“I guess boys will be boys, huh?” she asked, digging into her chicken salad. “Did your mother approve of your new interest?”

“As long as she wasn’t getting called down to the school ‘cause we were in trouble, she was happy.”

Sabrina laughed. “I guess when you’re raising two rowdy boys, you have to celebrate the small victories.”

“Exactly.” He grinned before taking a bite of his chicken sandwich. “Then my brother started running with the wrong crowd, eventually lost interest in boxing. I never did, though. It was in my blood.”

“It must have been tough to go pro.”

He wiped his mouth on a paper napkin. “You’re in the business. You know it’s not easy to break into any sport at that level. I just took it one fight at a time, worked my ass off, and prayed a lot.”

Sabrina was surprised he was so religious. Even though she’d spotted the cross tattoo on his bicep, she wouldn’t have guessed his faith was such an important part of his life. “I guess that’s how all professional athletes made it. I’ve talked to hundreds, and they all say the same thing. Some have a story similar to yours. Their sport saved them from a life of crime or—” She blushed when she realized what she’d implied. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s okay,” he said, raising a hand. “I know what you meant, and you’re right. I didn’t have many options. I always struggled in school. If I hadn’t met Charlie when I did, I might have ended up like my brother, in and out of jail or living on the streets.”

“Do you still see your brother?”

“He crawled out of the woodwork right around the time I started making a mil a fight. I gave him money, and he’d come back a few months later looking for more. That cycle continued until I couldn’t take it anymore. My manager said I had to keep my head in the game or I would lose everything I’d worked so hard for. I couldn’t let that happen, so I cut him loose.”

“That must have been a difficult decision.” While Sabrina had always been close with her family, her recent estrangement from her father helped her understand why Blaise had to cut ties with his brother.

“It still eats me up when I think about it,” Blaise admitted. “Not knowing where he is, whether he’s alive or dead.” He sighed and pushed his plate aside. “I walk down the street and see these guys hovering in doorways, and I always look in their faces before I pass them a few bucks. I wonder if one day it might be him staring back at me.”

She covered his hands with hers. “You have nothing to feel guilty about. He had the same opportunities you had, but he made different choices. He’s responsible for his own life.”

“I know.” He squeezed her hand before leaning back in his seat. “Would it be weird if I admit I Googled you?”

“In this day and age? I’d probably think you were weird if you hadn’t. Okay,” she said, lifting her hands and wiggling her fingers. “Let me have it. I’ll tell you whether Wikipedia got it right.”

He laughed and pretended he had to work hard to recall what he’d read. “Let’s see, you took over your father’s sport agency about eight years ago. It was one of the most successful in the country and has grown under your leadership.”

She inclined her head. “You have done your homework. What else?”

“Your brother is Dalton Mitchell—one of my favorite football players, incidentally.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him that,” Sabrina said, smiling.

“Your last boyfriend was Dylan Clark.” He chuckled. “I’m not gonna lie, girl, that’s a tough act to follow.”

“He’s, uh, not exactly my ex.” She winced when Blaise frowned at her. “Well, we technically broke up several months ago, but we’ve kind of rekindled our friendship recently.”

“Your friendship?” He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve never been able to maintain a platonic friendship with any of my exes.”

“Me neither.” She had to come clean. Blaise was a nice guy, and he deserved the truth before he got the wrong idea. “I still have feelings for Dylan. I don’t know where things are going, but I’m not interested in dating anyone else right now. I’m sorry. I should have told you that before I agreed to this dinner.”

He smiled. “Relax, no harm done. I kind of figured your bad mood earlier had something to do with a guy, then you got that call that pretty much confirmed it. I asked you out ‘cause I didn’t want to go home to an empty house, and I didn’t think you did either.”

“Then we’re cool?” Sabrina felt an enormous sense of relief that he was so easy-going. Most guys would have been offended or felt that she’d led them on by going out with them when she had feelings for someone else.

“You tell me. I sort of had an ulterior motive for asking you out.”

“Oh yeah, what’s that?” she asked, stealing a sweet potato fry off his plate.

“Your friend Kiara, does she have a boyfriend?”

Sabrina covered her mouth when she laughed, and she forced herself to finish chewing. “Let me get this straight—you invited me to dinner to get the lowdown on my best friend?”

Blaise dipped his head, looking a little sheepish. “Look, you’re a gorgeous girl, but as soon as I read about you and Clark, I knew I didn’t stand a chance. I’ve seen Kiara at the gym, and we kind of have chemistry. I was just wondering if she’s said anything to you about me?” He covered his eyes with one hand. “God, would you listen to me? I sound like a teenager.”

Sabrina giggled before patting his forearm. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me, tough guy.”

“So has she said anything about me?”

“Aside from the fact she thinks you’re hot?” Sabrina smirked when a cocky smile spread across his face. “Not much.”

“So she doesn’t have a boyfriend?”

“Just one? No.”

He scowled. “What does that mean?”

Sabrina spread her arms. “You’ve seen her. She’s not only gorgeous—she’s driven and smart as hell. Is it any wonder you’re not the only one interested in her?”

“Hmmm…” He folded his arms over his massive chest. “Not that I mind a little healthy competition, but how many guys are we talking here?”

“She doesn’t sleep around if that’s what you’re implying,” Sabrina said. “She’s selective, but in our line of work, we meet a lot of professional athletes. She’s dated quite a few. Not our clients, of course, but their teammates.”

“Huh, so those are the kind of guys pursuing her?” he asked, sounding dejected.

“Among others.” Sabrina didn’t want to discourage him because she thought he could be good for her friend. He was a nice guy who was obviously serious about building a successful business since his boxing career had ended. He and Kiara could have a lot in common. “She hasn’t found the right guy ‘cause she’s a hopeless romantic.”

“She is?”

“Yeah, she’s big on grand gestures. She’s used to dating guys with a lot of money, so that doesn’t impress her. It’s the little things that matter to her. She’s looking for someone who’s compassionate and thoughtful, who’ll sweep her off her feet.”

He stroked the dark stubble on his chin. “I can’t claim to be the most romantic guy, but for a girl like her, I’d be willing to learn.”

Sabrina grinned. “And I’d be willing to teach you how.”

“You would, huh?”

“Hey, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for my best friend.”


 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Dylan was alternating between channel surfing, checking his watch, and cursing when Sabrina rolled in two hours after she’d hung up on him.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, kicking her shoes off at the door. “I thought you were going home?”

“Where’s your boyfriend? He didn’t even have the decency to bring you home?” Dylan knew saying that would only make matters worse, but he couldn’t help himself. He was pissed that she’d been out with another guy. He had no right to act like the injured party since he’d done the same thing, but the facts did nothing to temper his anger.

“I drove my own car to and from the restaurant.” She went to the fridge to grab a bottle of water.

“What kind of date is that?”

“It wasn’t a date, dumbass.” She climbed on a stool at the breakfast bar before twisting the cap off her bottle and taking a healthy swig. “I was having a bite to eat with a friend. Can you say the same?”

“Yes.” They glared at each other before he asked, “Did you go out with him just to spite me?”

“I went out with him because he’s a nice guy.” She shrugged out of her jacket. “I was hungry and didn’t feel like coming home to an empty house.”

Feeling marginally better, he smirked. “Admit it, you’re getting used to having me around.”

She looked him up and down before raising an eyebrow. “Beats buying a pit bull. At least you’re housebroken.”

He threw his head back laughing. Damn, it felt good to release the tension he’d been carrying all night. “Did you tell him you’re living with someone, or should I do the honors?”

She crossed her legs, making her tight skirt ride up her thigh. “We’re not living together. You’re just staying with me for a while.”

He wanted to argue, but he didn’t have the right. They weren’t lovers or even officially back together, but he knew he’d go crazy every time another guy asked her out. “So it’s pretty obvious we both made mistakes tonight.”

“Really?” She licked a drop of water off her lips. “I had dinner with a friend. What did you do that you regret?”

“I regret that I was with her instead of you.” He couldn’t help laying his heart on the line with her, even when rejection was a very real possibility.

She blinked rapidly, staring at him as though she was contemplating the best way to respond. “I would’ve rather been with you too.”

He crooked a finger, beckoning her closer. “Then why are you still sitting way over there? Get over here, girl.”

She grinned as she slipped off the stool and moved closer. Setting her water bottle on an end table, she eased down beside him, putting a cushion between them. “Did you have fun tonight?”

“Not really. You?”

“I tried.” She bit her lip. “I really tried, but I kept thinking about you being out with her. I’m afraid I was lousy company. Fortunately, Kiara showed up and took my place. She and Blaise seem to be into each other.”

“Hmm.” He laced his fingers through hers. “Were you jealous?”

“Yes.”

His eyes shot up to meet hers. “You were?”

“Of course I was. My man was out with some other woman tonight. How could I not be jealous?”

A slow smile spread across his face. “That’s how it is, huh?”

She swallowed, her eyes falling to their joined hands. “That’s how I’d like it to be. I’ve missed you, D.”

“I’ve missed you too, baby.” He tossed the pillow aside, then inched closer to her. “I know we need to take this slow, for a lot of reasons, and I’m okay with that. I just need to know we’re gonna try to make this work.”

“I’m willing to try,” she said softly, putting an arm around his neck to draw him closer still. “I can’t promise things will be the way they were before. I’ve been talking to my therapist about having sex again and—”

“Sssh.” He silenced her with a brief kiss. “That’s not important right now. I don’t care how long it takes for you to be ready. I’ll wait.”

“You forget I know you.” She skimmed his scalp with her fingernails until his eyes drifted closed. “I know I can’t ask you to go without sex indefinitely.”

His eyes flew open. “Sabrina, listen to me.” Cradling her face, he whispered, “I. Love. You.” He smiled when she bit her lip, obviously fighting back tears. “I’d rather be here with you, just like this, than having sex with any other woman on the planet.”

“I love you too.” She pulled him close and whispered, “Even more for saying that.”

 

***

 

Sabrina was lying in bed an hour later, tossing and turning in Dylan’s arms, as he probed her. He was aroused in his sleep, probably having an erotic dream that hopefully included her. Turning on her bedside lamp, she rolled onto her side to stare at him. He was breathtaking, with dark stubble dusting his jaw and ridiculously long eyelashes fanning his cheek. She could watch him sleep forever.

But when her eyes drifted to his solid chest, she couldn’t help but peel the sheet back to glimpse his defined abs. Tonight was the first night he’d slept in boxer briefs instead of running shorts, probably because they’d agreed their relationship was back on. But it wouldn’t seem real to Sabrina until they’d consummated it.

Her therapist had told her every woman was different. Some were ready to resume an intimate relationship weeks after an attack, but it took months, if not longer, for the majority of women to get past their fear. The fact that Dylan was willing to wait for her only proved what she’d already known: he really loved her. She wanted to prove to him she felt the same way.

Kissing his neck, she ran her hands over his pecs before circling his earlobe with her tongue. Pinning him with one thigh, she inched her hand lower until it was teasing the waistband of his boxers.

He sucked in a sharp breath before opening one eye. “Baby, what are you doing?”

“Isn’t is obvious?” she asked, winking.

“Sweetheart, it’s too soon. We don’t have to—”

“But I want to.”

He stilled her wandering hand with his and looked into her eyes. “Why? Why do you want to do this?”

“Because I love you. And I want you. And I want to feel normal again.”

“Sabrina—”

“Trust me.” She kissed his chest before forcing herself to look him in the eye. “I’ve always loved sex, especially with you.”

He released her hand as his other hand trailed down her back, pushing the hem of her T-shirt higher until he could feel bare skin. “You know how brave I think you are? I admired you before, but I’m in awe of you now.”

Just hearing him say that helped heal her. He didn’t think she was broken or defective. He still thought she was strong, and that made her feel more powerful and resilient than she had since before the attack.

“The way you touch me…” she whispered. “The way you make me feel… so cherished, I want to feel that way again, D. I want to look into your eyes and see myself the way you see me. I want to feel sexy again.”

“I can definitely help with that.” He pushed her over-sized T-shirt over her head, leaving her panties on. “You’ve ruined me for all other women. You know that, right?”

She giggled. He was trying to put her at ease, and thankfully it was working. “Good.”

“Tell me what you need from me,” he whispered, kissing her neck. “Whatever you need me to do, I’ll do it. I just want this to be good for you, sweetheart.”

“I, um, need to be on top.” She knew it would take some time before she was ready to try the missionary position again. She needed to be in control and able to stop whenever she wanted to. Not that she wanted to stop with Dylan, but she needed to know she had the option.

“Sure.” His hand glided over her breast, not pausing long enough to make her uncomfortable. His hand skimmed her flat stomach, the swell of her hips, down her thigh. “God, I’ve missed touching you like this. Sleeping next to you every night and not being able to do this was killing me.”

“Me too,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I wanted you so much.” But she had been afraid. His date made her realize she could lose him if she wasn’t brave enough to face her fears, and she couldn’t let that happen.

“It’s so good to hear you say that.” His head moved lower, kissing the column of her throat. “Baby, if anything I do makes you uncomfortable, you need to tell me. Promise?”

“I will.”

He was so painstakingly gentle it brought tears to her eyes. There was no way she could draw any correlation between Bell’s vicious assault and what Dylan was doing to her, and she knew that was his intent. He wanted to prove to her that she could still enjoy sex as much as she always had.

His mouth teased and tested. She could tell he was being cautious. The powerful lover who liked to play rough had receded into the background. In his place was a tender, passionate man who showed her how much he loved her with every touch, and that was exactly what she needed. She gave herself over to him, fixating only on the pleasure he gave her. His finger glided in and out of her tight channel, and he ratcheted her desire higher with each well-timed stroke of that sensitive bud he played so well.

“Dylan.” Saying his name reminded her that she was safe, where nothing and no one could hurt her. Being so close to him, knowing he still found her as sexy as before, had done more to soothe her than the hours she’d spent crying in her therapist’s office.

“You have no idea how much you turn me on,” he whispered, tracing her ear with his tongue.

“Tell me.” She lifted her hips as she scored his shoulders with her nails. “I need to hear it. I need to know.”

“I get hard just looking at you.” His eyes trailed over her body before coming back to her face. “Every. Single. Time. No matter where we are or what we’re doing, no matter who’s around, all I can think about is getting you alone. Doing this to you.” He thrust a second finger inside her to punctuate his point. “Hearing you moan, hearing you whisper my name, watching your eyes glaze over like they are now. Nothing gets me hotter.”

“Oh God…” His words were enough to send her over the edge even without the intense rhythm of his hand. Before she knew it, he was taking her to that blissful mind space that had felt like a distant memory. “Yessss….”

“I could watch you do that all night,” he murmured, skimming her jaw with his lips. “Over and over and over again.”

He uttered those words like a promise, and she knew that would be the first of many orgasms he’d treat her to. They had a lot of catching up to do after too many sleepless nights apart, too many nights he’d spent in another woman’s arms when he should have been in hers.

Pushing him onto his back, she crawled on top of him, her eyes barring him from looking away for even for a second. She wanted him to look her in the eye, to see that she was okay with everything they were doing and she was as turned on by making love to him as she’d always been. She wasn’t afraid. With anyone else… well, she couldn’t have made love to another man so soon. But with Dylan, it felt right, like a natural part of the healing process.

She moved her hand up and down his hard shaft, reveling in the way his eyes darkened with lust and anticipation. He stacked his hands behind his head and let her have her way with him. He seemed to instinctively know what she needed, and she didn’t take that kind of synchronicity for granted. She couldn’t. Not when she’d almost lost it.

Aligning her body with his, she hovered over his hips, licking her lips. “What do you want, D?”

“You know what I want. You. It’s always been you, girl.”

A shiver moved through her as she felt the deeper meaning of his words. She’d waited so long to let herself fall in love with him because in her heart, she’d always known there’d be no turning back. Once Dylan became a part of her, there was no room for anyone else. For better or worse, he was it for her, and the meaning of that hit her full force as their bodies connected.

She moved slowly, allowing her body to adjust as she fell under his spell. His hands were still locked behind his head. He was just watching her find herself again, and that was the most supportive thing he could have done for her in that moment. His eyes told her everything she needed to know. He loved her. He found her incredibly sexy. He was enjoying this as much as she was.

Her brain shut down as her body took over. She had no memory of anything, including the hundreds of times they’d made love. It was all new, fresh, and perfect. Her body moved of its own volition, slowly, seductively, taking her where she needed to go and finding a rhythm that was both sensual and erotic.

“Oh God, baby,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “I love when you love me like that.”

She loved watching the ecstasy play across his gorgeous face. He was every woman’s fantasy, and he belonged to her. If she’d been afraid of whether she could still satisfy him in the bedroom after what she’d endured, he erased her fears with every moan and whisper. He made her name sound like a prayer, and that was how he made her feel, like the answer to his prayers.

“I need to feel your arms around me, D.”

He enclosed her in his strong arms, bringing her down on his chest. “I love you, baby.” He grazed her cheek with his lips. “More every single day.”

“Show me,” she said, kissing his neck. “Make love to me. Don’t hold back. Show me how much you want me, how much you need me. Prove to me that I’m the only woman you want, the only woman you’ll ever want.”

“Easy.” He gripped her hips, guiding her slowly before picking up the pace. “You see how we fit, Sabrina?”

“Yes…” She buried her face in his neck, getting lost in the moment. “God, yes.”

“You see how incredible this feels?” His voice was deep and raspy as he worked to steal her breath. “Nothing, and I mean nothing, has ever felt better than being buried inside you like this. I want this feeling to last forever. I want to make it last forever for you, baby.”

“Yes.”

“It can be like this every night. You know it can.”

She moaned, feeling the rush of another orgasm sneaking up on her. “I want you.” Right here. In my bed. Every night. I don’t ever want you to leave.

“You’ve got me.” He kissed her shoulder. “I’m yours for as long as you want me.”

Forever. I want you forever, D. But that wasn’t the time for proclamations. She needed to take time, to figure out how much she was willing to compromise. When her body was doing the thinking, she’d give him anything he wanted, but she knew she couldn’t make life-altering decisions on the cusp of a mind-numbing orgasm.

Her body trembled as he rocked in and out of her, filling her, stretching her, making her beg for more as she sobbed with the force of her release. She didn’t even have time to catch her breath before she felt a hot surge spreading through her. They’d made love like that dozens of times, but it had never felt so right. She’d never felt so committed, so invested, so in love.


 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Dylan felt like a new man as he carried a breakfast tray in to Sabrina the following morning, and it wasn’t just because of the hot sex. They’d made a connection last night, a connection that went beyond what they’d shared before. While he didn’t want to rush her, he was dying to know what it meant for them moving forward.

“Hey, gorgeous.” He brushed her hair out of her face after setting the tray on her oversized nightstand. “It’s time to wake up. I made you breakfast.”

She rubbed her eyes before covering them to block the light seeping in through the blind. Sabrina had never been a morning person, and he knew better than to try to talk to her before she’d had her coffee, so he fluffed her pillows before passing her a cup of her favorite Columbian.

She grumbled a little, which he found endearing, before muttering her thanks. “It’s Saturday. Why do we have to get up so early?”

“I thought we might hit the gym.” He intended to have a word with her trainer, just to make sure Blaise understood Sabrina was definitely off limits. “Then I need to pass by my place and pick up a few more things.”

“Just a few more things?” She sipped the hot coffee slowly. “You can bring whatever you want, D. I have plenty of closet space.”

She wasn’t exactly asking him to move in with her, but it was a step in the right direction. “Your brother has a game in town tomorrow. You wanna go?”

“Sure,” she said, eyeing the breakfast tray. “Since you told him about us, we don’t have to keep our relationship under wraps anymore.”

“Does it bother you that I told Dalton?” Dylan knew he should have talked to her about it first, but he hadn’t wanted to hear her objections. Dalton had been his friend and teammate for years. He knew once he told Dalton how much Sabrina meant to him, his friend wouldn’t object to their relationship.

“No, it doesn’t bother me.” She snagged a piece of buttered toast off the tray. “You know I can’t possibly eat all this food, right?”

He’d made her bacon, eggs, and toast, assuming after the night they’d had, she’d need the fuel. “I’ll eat some.”

She held out the toast and smiled when he took a bite. “You mean you’ll eat most of it. You still eat like a professional football player and manage to have a six-pack. It’s not fair.”

“Must be my metabolism.” He grinned when she scowled. Picking up a piece of bacon, he held it out for her to take a bite before he did the same. “Your parents might be at the game tomorrow. Are you okay with that?”

She frowned. “Ugh, I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe we should skip it. I’m not ready to deal with my father yet.”

After popping the last of the bacon into his mouth, he settled the tray over her legs. “You can’t avoid him forever, you know. He is your father, and I know you love him. I don’t agree with his approach, but I have to assume he was just trying to protect you.”

“I think the only thing he was concerned about protecting was his precious company.”

“Baby, I’ve known Tom a long time. He represented me for years. He’s a lot of things—arrogant, opinionated, domineering—but in spite of his faults, I know for sure that he loves his family.”

“I know he does. He just…” She bit her lip, staring at the tray. “The way he reacted to this just threw me. I thought he would be the first to demand I press charges after what that bastard did to me. Instead he told me to let him get away with it. What kind of father does that?”

Dylan didn’t agree with Tom’s approach and he certainly didn’t want to play the devil’s advocate, but he knew how much it was hurting Sabrina to be on the outs with her family. “Maybe you need to talk to him, tell him how you feel.”

“That’s what my therapist said.”

“You haven’t talked much about your therapy.” He ran a hand up her thigh. “After last night, I have to assume it’s going well.”

“It is.” She slapped his hand when he tried to venture higher, and she grinned. “I really like Dr. Hunt. The fact that she’s been where I am makes it easier for me to talk to her.”

“Good.”

“I’ve talked to her about us too,” Sabrina said, picking up her fork. “She suggested maybe you could sit in on a session.”

“Sure.”

Her head shot up as though she’d been expecting a different response. “You wouldn’t mind?”

“Why would I mind?” He reached for his own coffee mug from the tray. “If it’ll help you, I’m all for it.”

“I thought…” She shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought maybe you’d think it was my problem and not want to get involved. With the therapy part, I mean.”

“Honey,” he said gently, “your problems are my problems. I want us to be a team from now on. If I can do anything to make this easier for you, I will.”

“You’re amazing, you know that?”

“So I’ve been told.” He laughed when she backhanded his arm. “Finish eating while I grab a shower.”

“I thought we were going to the gym. Why not shower later?”

“Uh, I’m thinking I might need a cold shower. You look way too sexy all sleep-rumpled with my T-shirt on.”

She patted the empty space beside her. “We could always forget about the gym, and you could come back to bed.”

“No way. We’re going to the gym.”

 

***

 

When they arrived at the gym an hour later, a kickboxing class was starting, and Dylan encouraged Sabrina to participate. It would give him the perfect opportunity to talk to her new friend.

Dylan approached Blaise when he spotted him alone, stacking weights. “Hey, man, you got a minute?”

Blaise grinned when he looked up. “You’re Dylan Clark, right?” He offered his hand. “I was a huge fan. Too bad that knee injury took you out before your time.”

“It happens.” Dylan gripped the end of a barbell poised on a weight bench. “I hear you were a boxer? I don’t follow the sport. Were you any good?”

“You don’t follow the sport?” Blaise smirked. “I thought High Rollers is all about sports?”

“It is, but that doesn’t mean I follow all of them.” He knew who Blaise was, but he didn’t want to stroke his ego by admitting as much. “What took you out?”

“Had my bell rung too many times.” He laughed. “After the third concussion, the doc told me I’d better hang up the gloves for good.”

“That sucks.” Dylan, of all people, knew how hard it was to be taken out of the sport you loved before you were ready. “So now you’re here training people?” He didn’t mean to make it sound as though the job was beneath Blaise, but it came out sounding that way.

“Sabrina must be good at keeping a secret.”

Dylan didn’t like the idea of his girlfriend keeping secrets from him, especially when they involved a guy like Blaise. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I told her I bought this place, but asked her not to say anything until we’d made the official announcement. Nice to know I can trust her.”

Dylan frowned. He didn’t want Blaise to feel comfortable trusting Sabrina with his secrets. Dylan was being jealous and irrational, but after the road they’d traveled to get back on track, he felt justified. “She mentioned you’re into Kiara. That true?”

Blaise tried to hide his amusement by dipping his head, but Dylan caught a glimpse of his smile. “Would it make you feel better if I were?”

“Honestly? Yeah, it would.”

“Then I am.”

“Are you just saying that to shut me up?”

Blaise threw a towel over his shoulder before facing Dylan. “Sabrina’s exactly the kind of girl I’d go for. She’s hot, smart, sexy…” He grinned when Dylan glared at him. “But, dude, she’s totally into you. Trust me, you’ve got nothing to worry about on that front.”

“How do you know that?” Dylan felt ridiculous asking for validation from a virtual stranger, but he couldn’t help himself. If Sabrina had said something to Blaise about him, he wanted to hear it.

“She told me.” He moved to the barbell, adding plates and fastening them.

“Huh.”

Blaise laid down on the bench to press three hundred pounds, and Dylan moved behind to spot him. He’d spent half his life in a gym, as part of a team, and it seemed natural to offer Blaise assistance. Besides, he was beginning to think he could like the guy… as long as they were clear about Sabrina’s allegiance. Blaise struggled to press the weight numerous times before setting it down.

He looked up at Dylan. “You satisfied I’m not after your girl now?”

Dylan bit the inside of his cheek, trying to suppress his smile. “I guess.”

“Good. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, I’d much rather talk fantasy football.”

Laughing, Dylan said, “Man, if I can’t play the real thing, I don’t play.”

 

***

 

Sabrina wasn’t surprised to see Kiara warming up for the next fitness class. Her friend always tried to hit the gym on Saturday morning, claiming she had to work off the cocktails from the night before.

“Hey, you,” Kiara said, wrapping a clean towel around Sabrina’s neck and drawing her closer. “I wanted to call you last night, but I was afraid of interrupting something.” She wagged her eyebrows as she fired a look at Dylan over her shoulder. “Was I right to be concerned, or what?”

“You were.” Sabrina giggled when Kiara clapped.

“Yay! You and Dylan are back together! I’m so happy for you guys.”

“Thanks, hon. We’re happy too.” A month ago, Sabrina hadn’t known if she’d ever be happy again, but having Dylan back in her life changed everything. “But I don’t want to get ahead of myself. We’re still feeling our way.”

Kiara rolled her eyes. “I hope you don’t mean dragging your feet. The guy’s already living with you. Don’t tell me you’re not sure you’re compatible.”

“No, we’re definitely compatible, but there are still some things we need to work out.”

“You mean the whole marriage-and-kids thing?” Kiara walked with Sabrina to the cooler to refill her water bottle. “Have you guys talked about that at all?”

“Not yet.” They couldn’t put it off forever, but Sabrina wanted to enjoy the happy glow of their new relationship before they introduced a subject that could easily put a damper on things. “But we will eventually.”

“I know you’re scared,” Kiara said quietly, mindful of the people within earshot, “but this is Dylan we’re talking about, hon. That guy has been in love with you as long as I’ve known y’all.”

“I know.” Sabrina leaned against the wall, watching as a pretty blond across the room chatted up Dylan while he secured more weight on his barbell. “But look at him, Kiara. He’s Dylan-freakin’-Clark, a football hall-of-famer and co-owner of one of most successful restaurant chains in the country. Girls like that are always going to throw themselves at him.”

Kiara shot a quick glance at Dylan. “And he’s going to continue rejecting them as long as he has you waiting on him at home, so I don’t see the problem.”

“The problem is I love him too much to deny him something he wants so much.”

Kiara linked her arm through Sabrina’s. “Come on, I can catch the next class. Let’s go get a smoothie.”

Sabrina allowed herself to be led away, but she couldn’t help sneaking one more peek at the girl flirting with her man. Dylan caught her eye and winked before rolling his eyes to let her know the attraction was entirely one-sided. God, she loved that man. He always knew exactly what to do or say to make her feel better.

Sabrina and Kiara each ordered a small mixed-berry smoothie with whey protein before they settled into a corner booth.

Kiara took a sip followed by another. “Mmm, that’s so good. Okay, back to Dylan. We all know he wants kids and he’d be a great dad. If you ask me, that makes him even hotter.”

“I’d agree with you if I were equally as sure I’d be a good mom. But you know me. I’m not like Dylan—I’m not good with kids. I feel awkward around them, like I don’t know what to say or how to act.”

“I don’t know about that,” Kiara said. “Remember last year when we helped Dylan with that Christmas Wish program? You were great, handing out presents to all those kids. They loved you.”

“Only because I was giving them presents.” Sabrina wasn’t usually so negative, but she couldn’t wear blinders on this issue. Her entire future with Dylan was at stake. “You know that youth program he runs? I go with him sometimes, and he’s amazing with those kids. I mean, they really love and respect him.”

Kiara snickered. “Of course they do. He was an NFL quarterback. Those boys think he’s a god.”

“I want to be everything he needs me to be, but I have to be true to myself. I’ve never been able to pretend to be someone I’m not just to please other people.” She took a sip of her smoothie and wished she’d thought to order extra yogurt. “You know that’s why I kept my relationship with Dylan platonic for so long. I knew once we crossed that line, we’d be in trouble.”

“Okay, you’ve been his friend, you’ve been his lover, you’ve been his girlfriend, and you’ve been his ex. Could you see yourself being his wife?”

“I didn’t think I’d ever be anyone’s wife.” Sabrina took the lid off her drink to stir it. “But I have to admit, Dylan makes me think about things I’ve never thought about before. I love going home to him, and I miss him when he’s not there.”

“That answers your question then, doesn’t it?”

“Does it?” Sabrina wasn’t so sure. “You know this job involves a lot of travel. I was on the road more than a hundred days last year. So were you. That doesn’t make it easy to have a relationship.”

“If anyone could understand that, it would be Dylan,” Kiara argued. “He was a professional athlete. He understands that travel goes with our line of work.”

“But—”

“But nothing. That man loves you as you are. He’s not trying to change you or get you to give up your career. You know he’d never do that. You’re making excuses because you’re afraid of making a life-long commitment that would mean giving up your freedom.”

It wasn’t her freedom she was worried about—it was her free will. Being part of a couple sometimes meant doing things she didn’t want to do just to make him happy. Would her compromise involve having a baby she didn’t feel emotionally equipped to raise?

“Have you talked to Dr. Hunt about this?” Kiara asked when Sabrina stayed silent.

“Some, but we’ve been dealing with…” She glanced at the dozen patrons around them. None were paying attention to them, but she still chose her words carefully. “The other issue. I’m sure we’ll get around to my fear of commitment, as you call it, eventually.”

“The sooner, the better, as far as I’m concerned,” Kiara said. “You can’t expect Dylan to wait around forever for you to make up your mind.”

“Gee, thanks.” Kiara was right, but Sabrina still didn’t like being reminded that the clock was ticking.

“It’s only because I love you so much that I feel the need to set you straight so often.” Kiara flashed the perfect smile Sabrina knew was the result of a painful year of wearing braces during her awkward pre-teen years.

“Enough about me. Tell me what happened with Blaise when I left last night.” Sabrina was dying to know, but she’d known better than to ask before her friend was satisfied that they’d dissected Sabrina’s love life and looked at it under a microscope.

“That guy is pretty hot, isn’t he?” Kiara rested her chin in her upturned palm. “Thank God he doesn’t have cauliflower ears like so many boxers. That would be a serious turn-off. I think he’s had his nose broken, but that only adds to his rugged sex appeal, don’t you think?”

“He’s definitely sexy, but you meet sexy guys every day. Is there more than that with him? Do you guys have chemistry?”

“Sure, we have chemistry, but is there more than that?” She shrugged. “It’s too soon to say.”

“You don’t seem too enthusiastic.”

“I’m just tired of getting my hopes up only to be disappointed, you know what I mean?” Kiara sighed as she stirred her smoothie before taking a sip. “I swore I was done with athletes.”

“Blaise is a former athlete.” Sabrina knew full well that distinction wouldn’t matter to her friend. “He’s doing something different now. Did he tell you his plans for the gym?”

“Yeah, he said he’d like to franchise too. He has big plans. They sound like a lot of work, but I’m sure it’ll be a good challenge for him. At least he found something productive to do with his life after he retired from boxing.”

“True.”

“We both know too many athletes don’t make any provisions for the future. Then they’re broke in a few years, usually with substance abuse problems and broken families.”

“I like Blaise,” Sabrina said, trying to gauge Kiara’s reaction. “I think he’s a good guy. He hasn’t had an easy life, but I think that just made him stronger. I respect that.”

“Yeah, he told me a bit about his family.” Kiara wrinkled her nose. “Sad story about his brother, huh?”

“Yeah.” Sabrina covered Kiara’s hand with her own. “I think you should give this guy a chance. He really likes you, and I think he could be good for you.”

“I don’t know. We’ll see what happens.”

“Hey, Dylan and I are going to my brother’s game tomorrow. Blaise mentioned he was a fan. We should all go together. It’d be fun.”

“Maybe,” Kiara said, looking thoughtful.

“We can grab a drink or a bite at High Rollers after the game. I’ll ask Dalton to bring someone too.”

Kiara laughed. “Ew! You know Dalton’ll just bring some empty-headed pin-up who hangs on his every word all night and makes the rest of us want to throw up.”

“I don’t know about that,” Sabrina said, thinking about her conversation with her brother the night he’d been at her house. “He mentioned he’s seeing someone new. I don’t know about you, but I’m kind of curious. Think he might bring her?”

Kiara shook her head. “Wait a minute, you’re not saying Dalton-man-whore-Mitchell has a girlfriend, are you?”

Sabrina couldn’t help but laugh at her friend’s description of her brother. It was offensive, but accurate. “I don’t know that he’d call her that, but he seems pretty into her. I’m dying to see what she’s like. Aren’t you?”

“Oh, hell yeah. Count me in!”


 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Hanging out with Sabrina, Blaise, and Kiara at the game was fun for Dylan since they all knew the game and loved his old team almost as much as he did, but being back at the stadium was always bittersweet for him. As much as he still loved the game, it hurt that he couldn’t play anymore. The fans were always great, crowding around him and asking for pictures and autographs, but it wasn’t like his playing days when they’d talk football with him. He missed that.

“You okay?” Sabrina asked, linking her arm through his as they made their way to the locker rooms to wait for Dalton.

He shook hands with a few of his old teammates and a few of the rookies who stopped to tell him how much they’d enjoyed watching him play.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he said once they were alone again.

“Is it weird for you being back here?”

“What do you mean?” he asked, trying to shake off his melancholy mood. “We’ve been to plenty of games together, and you’ve never asked me that before.”

“I’ve never gotten the sense that you’d rather be on the field before.” Kiara and Blaise were walking ahead of them, holding hands and talking, so Sabrina took the opportunity to grab Dylan’s arm and halt him. “It’s okay to admit you’re sad that your playing career ended before you were ready, honey. Anyone would feel the same way in your position.”

“No, I don’t have anything to complain about—I got to live my dream. How many people can say that? Besides, life since I retired has been pretty amazing too,” he said, feeling like an ingrate.

“Yeah, but football was your first love. You told me you’ve been playing since you were five. It’s a part of you. You can’t just expect that love to go away because you can’t play anymore.” She held his face. “You were one of the greats, D. Fans are never going to forget that. They’re never going to forget you or what you brought to the game.”

He felt like a fool for letting nostalgia bring him down. Most days it didn’t bother him, but being back in that environment reminded him that the first phase of his life was over. He was ready to move on the next phase. He wanted a son to toss the football with. He wanted to go to his kids’ games and coach their teams. He wanted to share his love of the game with his own son, the way his father had done with him.

“What’s wrong?” Sabrina asked. “And don’t say ‘nothing’. I know you too well.”

He couldn’t tell her the truth. That would put too much pressure on her and their relationship. He turned into her hand and kissed her palm. “Nothin’, baby, it’s all good. Let’s go see if your brother is ready.”

“Are you going into the locker room?” she asked, gesturing toward the pass he’d been given.

“Uh, no, I think I’ll hang back today, just wait for Mitch to come out.”

They lingered in the hall where the press usually gathered to catch the players before they left the building.

“You think if you have a son, he’ll love football as much as you?” Sabrina asked. She sounded as if her mood was now as dismal as his.

She said “your son,” not “our son,” which made Dylan even more despondent. “Who knows? I can only hope.”

“You must think about it a lot, what it would be like to have a son who loved football.”

“It was a big part of my life for a long time. I’m still involved with the local youth program, so yeah, it’s tough not to think about what it would be like.” He hadn’t intended to get into a heavy conversation about their future today, but that was where she seemed determined to go, so he followed her lead. “You ever think about the future? What you’ll be doing in five or ten years?”

She flattened her back against the wall next to him before sticking her hands into the pockets of her leather bomber jacket. “If you’d asked me that question a year ago, I’d probably have said I wanted to be doing exactly what I’m doing now: building the business, spending time with friends, traveling…”

“But…?” He prayed there was a but, because the future she described didn’t seem to have a place for him.

“I don’t know, I guess my perspective has changed some lately.” She lowered her voice even more. “Did Dalton tell you about his plans for the future?”

Since Dylan was sure Mitch wanted to keep it from his teammates until the time came for him to officially announce his retirement, Dylan murmured, “Yeah, he mentioned something about it. How do you feel about that?”

“I’d love to work with him. Plus it would give me time to have a life.” She laughed. “Imagine that, a life outside of work.”

“I am imagining it.” He kissed her, hoping to feel some of the tension between them dissipate. “I like the sound of that.”

“It would mean more time for us,” she said, leaning her head on his shoulder.

He grinned, kissing her forehead. “I like the sound of that even more.”

“Me too, D.” She looked at him, her smile matching his. “Thanks for waiting for me to come to my senses.”

“Are you kidding?” He kissed her again simply because he couldn’t help himself. “I’d have waited forever for you, girl. You know that.”

 

***

 

Sabrina was stunned when Brett’s sister, Sophie, claimed the chair next to Dalton. He’d said someone might be meeting them at High Rollers later, but she’d never expected Sophie.

“Close your mouth, sis,” Dalton said, grinning.

“Sorry.” Sabrina blushed as she shot Sophie an apologetic look. “We just weren’t expecting you, Soph. It’s great to see you.”

Sophie was the antithesis of the girls Dalton usually went for. For starters, she was smart, and her ambitions didn’t include bagging a celebrity husband. She was making a name for herself in the fashion world with her high-end, handmade designer handbags that were quickly becoming the next biggest thing among Hollywood’s A-list. Not to mention she was dark, petite, and all natural. Dalton usually liked them tall and blond with silicone and Botox.

Sophie smiled at everyone around the table. “It’s good to see you all too.” She turned back to Sabrina and gestured between herself and Dalton. “Don’t worry, it’s not what it looks like. Your brother and I aren’t a couple or anything. We’re just friends.”

Sabrina noticed the tic in her brother’s jaw when he leaned back in his seat, letting his hand fall from the back of Sophie’s seat. Apparently he wouldn’t have described their relationship the same way. Uh oh. Sabrina didn’t want to see Dalton get hurt. Twenty-four hours ago, she wouldn’t have even guessed that were possible, but the way he was looking at Sophie made Sabrina wonder whether his feelings for her ran a little deeper than her feelings for him.

“Um, Sophie,” Dylan said, obviously trying to break the awkward silence, “have you met our friend Blaise? He owns the gym on—”

“Oh my God,” Sophie said, covering her mouth. “You’re Blaise Thomas, the boxer, aren’t you?”

He grinned. “Sure am. I was beginning to feel invisible hanging out with these two,” he said, gesturing toward Dylan and Dalton. “Nice to finally be recognized.” He offered Sophie his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Sophie.”

“Nice to meet you too.” She smiled warmly as she shook his hand. “I had a thousand bucks on your fight with Rodriguez. It’s a damn shame you got that third concussion and had to pull out.”

“You’ve had three concussions?” Kiara asked, flattening her hand against her chest. “Good Lord, it’s no wonder you retired. I hate to think what might have happened if you’d suffered another concussion.”

That was what Sabrina loved about her best friend—she was a nurturer, a caretaker. Had Kiara met Blaise when he was still boxing, he probably wouldn’t have stood a chance with her. Kiara wouldn’t have been able to stand by and watch him get pounded on for a paycheck.

Blaise gave her a cocky half-smile before settling his arm on the back of her chair. He rapped the knuckles of his free hand against his temple. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a hard head. No harm done.”

“If you say so.” Kiara shuddered as she reached for her water glass.

“Blaise, Sophie designs and creates high-end, one-of-a-kind handbags,” Kiara said, touching Blaise’s forearm. “So, how’s business, Sophie?”

Sophie expelled a breath. “Incredible, actually. My social media followers have been great about spreading the word about my new designs, and getting them into the hands of some big-name celebrities for photo ops hasn’t hurt either.”

“Have you been doing a lot of shows?” Sabrina asked, watching the dynamic between her brother and Sophie. Their body language suggested they were more than friends, especially the way his eyes wandered over her as she spoke. She’d never seen Dalton look at anyone like that. Ever.

“I have,” Sophie said, smiling. “It’s fun but exhausting. I just hired a couple more reps, one in Los Angeles and the other in New York, but I’ll still have to take meetings with the major retail chains there. I’m hoping they’ll be able to get me into more of the high-end boutiques.”

“It sounds exciting,” Kiara said.

“It is, definitely.” Sophie grinned. “But not as exciting as helping my best friend plan her wedding to my brother. How crazy is that, right?”

Sabrina glanced at Dylan, wondering if he would react to the reminder that Carly was marrying Brett, but he didn’t even flinch.

He said, “We all knew your bonehead brother would come to his senses eventually.”

Sophie laughed. “I have to admit, I never thought he’d settle down, but you should see them together. They’re so in love.”

“Almost makes you believe in the possibility of domestic bliss, huh, Soph?” Dalton asked, curling his large hand around her shoulder.

She laughed while patting his thigh. “For other people. Not for us. We’re not the type to settle down. That’s why we get along so well. No strings to tie us down.”

“Right.” Dalton cleared his throat before sitting up straighter. “Good thing we’re on the same page about that.”

Sabrina caught her brother’s eye and got the uneasy feeling he was making a mistake that could lead to indescribable heartache. “Um, Dalton, I love this song. Come dance with me.”

Dalton frowned. “Ask your boyfriend to dance. I don’t want to.”

Sabrina stood as she tossed her napkin on her chair. “Come on, I want to talk to you about something.”

Dalton groaned. “Come on, sis. You know I hate dancing with you.”

She slapped him upside the head as she walked past. “I’m giving you ten seconds to move your ass.”

Dalton grumbled the entire time, but he followed her to the dance floor.

When she stepped into his arms, she whispered, “Sophie? Really? You couldn’t have told me you were talking about Brett’s sister?”

“I didn’t want you to lecture me about hurting her. I still don’t.”

“It’s not her I’m worried about. It’s you.”

He reared back as though he was trying to gauge whether she was serious. “What the hell are you talking about? I’m not gonna get hurt. We’re just havin’ a little fun.”

“Are you sure about that?” When he didn’t respond, Sabrina softened her tone. “I think you need to tell her how you feel about her.”

“No.”

At least he wasn’t denying he had feelings for her. “Why not?”

“Because she’s just looking for something casual. If I tell her I’m looking for more, it could scare her away.”

“Dalton…” Sabrina didn’t know how to ask, but she had to. “Is she seeing other guys?”

He clenched his teeth, the muscle in his jaw jumping. “Yeah.”

“Oh my God,” she said, slapping his shoulder. “Are you crazy? You’re going to lose her if you don’t tell her how you feel.”

“Don’t tell me what to do. You’re the last person who should give me relationship advice. Just focus on Dylan and where your relationship is going.”

Sabrina knew she had enough problems of her own, but Dalton was her brother. She loved him and couldn’t stand the thought of him getting hurt. Sophie wouldn’t hurt him intentionally, but if she had no idea how he felt about her, she could easily fall for someone else and cast Dalton aside.

“You said it was all about the sex. That’s not true, is it?” Sabrina asked.

“For her it is.” He sighed. “How the hell did I get myself into this mess? I’m the one who’s usually trying to distance myself from clingy girls. I never thought the shoe would be on the other foot.”

“You know what they say—what goes around, comes around,” Sabrina teased. “Could be you’re finally getting yours, big brother.”

He tilted his head before shaking it. “Thanks a lot.”

“Tell her how you feel about her before someone else beats you to it.”

His gaze darted across the room.

Sabrina spotted Sophie talking to the man who’d taken Dalton’s place at their table. “Is that one of the guys she’s dating?”

“How the hell should I know?”

She felt the tension in his massive body as his hand tightened around hers. “She hasn’t told you about the other guys she’s dating?”

“No.”

“Is she sleeping with anyone else?”

“Goddammit, Sabrina, you think I really want to know if she is?” He sounded exasperated.

“Are you?”

“Not that it’s any of your business”—his eyes narrowed when the guy next to Sophie kissed her cheek—“but no, I’m not.”

“Does she know she’s the only one?”

“No.”

“Why don’t you tell her?”

He blew out a breath as he forced himself to tear his attention away from the two. “Because that would make it seem like I think we’re in a relationship, and Sophie’s made it clear she wants to keep things casual.”

“But—”

“No more.” Dalton shot Sabrina a warning glare. “As long as you’re sticking your nose into my business, I get to do the same. How are things between you and Dylan?”

“Getting serious.” She smiled at Dalton’s look of surprise. “He’s still staying with me.”

“I warned him he’d better put a ring on your finger if he intended to keep that up.”

Sabrina gasped, feeling her cheeks burn. “You did not say that, did you?”

Dalton tipped his head to one side, regarding her. “Yeah, and you know what he said?” He didn’t wait for Sabrina to guess. “He said he’d marry you tomorrow if you’d have him. I’ve known Dylan a long time. He was my teammate for years, and I’ve seen him mess with a lot of women.”

“I don’t want to hear it,” Sabrina warned. “He’s not like that anymore. I trust him completely. He’d never cheat on me.”

“You didn’t let me finish. I was about to tell you those days are behind him. He’s ready to settle down. With you. Question is, are you any closer to being ready?”

“I’m getting there,” she said, surprised to hear herself admit it. “Having you join the agency is a really big deal for me. I’ll be able to make more time for Dylan. I won’t have to travel so much.”

He smirked. “Happy to oblige.”

“Not that I’m happy you have to retire,” she amended, thinking about Dylan’s reaction at the stadium that day. “I know how much you love football.”

“It’s okay, I know what you meant.” He kissed her forehead. “I’m happy you’re finally coming around, sis. You couldn’t have picked a better guy.”


 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

Dylan had been staying with Sabrina for two months, and the time had flown by. If anything good had come of her awful ordeal, it was that they were getting closer every day. They talked more than they ever had, and they’d even discussed the future a time or two: where they would live, trips they’d like to take, where they’d have their vacation home. Sabrina felt more and more as if they were in it for the long haul.

Of course, a black cloud still hung over them: the rape. She hadn’t yet decided whether to run the risk of pressing charges against Bell, and she knew her case was getting weaker with every day that passed. But that wasn’t the only thing making her queasy.

She’d been sick every morning for six days. At first she’d thought it was just a stomach bug, but when Kiara shoved a non-descript paper bag in her hands and told her to take the test, Sabrina nearly hyperventilated. She couldn’t be pregnant—could she? She’d stopped taking her birth control pills during her months of sexual inactivity after the rape, but she’d started taking them again the morning after she and Dylan had made love the first time.

According to Kiara, they should have been using an alternate form of birth control for the first month, just to be sure. It had been so long since Sabrina first went on the pill, she’d forgotten the doctor’s warning.

So there she was, reading the instructions for a pregnancy test she was terrified to take, with her best friend looking on.

“It’s simple,” Kiara said, sounding impatient. “Just remove the cap and pee on the stick. I even got you an idiot proof one. It spells it out for you. Pregnant or not pregnant, no little lines to interpret.”

“You’ve taken one?” Sabrina asked, looking at her.

“Yeah, I had a pregnancy scare in high school and again in college. Now quit stalling.” Kiara pulled Sabrina off the bed. “You’re a week and a half late, you’re sick every morning, and you turned green when I brought you coffee this morning.”

“I don’t know if I can do this.” Sabrina pressed a hand against her stomach. “God, what if I am pregnant? What am I going to do? I can’t be a mother. I’m not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready. I just started warming up to the idea of getting married, and now this?” She held up the stick, desperate to wake up from this nightmare. “This can’t be happening.”

“You don’t know that anything is happening,” Kiara said, obviously trying to maintain her patience. “You’ve been stressed lately, and that could explain why you’re late. You could have picked up a virus, you don’t know, and you won’t know until you take the damn test. So do it already.” She guided Sabrina through the bathroom door. “You’re making me crazy!”

“Maybe I should wait a little longer to—”

“No more waiting!”

“What if Dylan comes home?” Sabrina said, panic gripping her.

“You said he left early and is tied up in meetings most of the day.”

“But my housekeeper will be here soon.” She was just making excuses, and they both knew it.

“So do the damn test before Rosa gets here.” Before closing the door, Kiara said, “I’ll wait for you out here. Pee on the stick, replace the cap, and leave it on the counter. It’ll be a few minutes before we can read the results.”

Oh god. She’d never taken a pregnancy test. Sabrina had always been so afraid of an unplanned pregnancy that she’d used both the pill and condoms. Except with Dylan. She trusted him, and they’d both been tested so they’d feel comfortable making love without added protection. She’d really screwed up this time.

“I don’t hear anything,” Kiara said in a sing-song voice from just outside the door.

“Get away from the door, you sick freak! I can’t pee with you listening.”

“Just hurry up!”

Sabrina did as she was told, afraid her hands were shaking so badly she’d screwed up the test. After washing her hands, she ran out of the bathroom as if the room was on fire. “Okay, I did it. Now what?”

“Now we wait.”

Sabrina paced, chewing on her nail. “Oh God, what am I going to do if it’s positive?”

“I don’t know.” Looking sympathetic, Kiara said, “I guess you’ll have some decisions to make, won’t you?”

“I can’t do this.” Fighting a wave of nausea, Sabrina said, “I can’t look. You go see what it says.”

Consulting her watch, Kiara said, “It should be ready.”

She made it sound as though they were waiting on a cake in the oven. “Hurry, I think I’m going to be sick.”

Kiara returned a moment later, looking pale. “Honey, you’re pregnant.”

Sinking onto the foot of the bed, Sabrina whispered, “No. This can’t be happening.”

 

***

 

Dylan returned home at lunch time to grab the gold pen his parents had given him when he graduated college. It was a silly superstition, but he was signing a big contract that afternoon and had to have his lucky pen. He walked into the bedroom to grab it from his nightstand, and he heard a gasp from the en-suite bathroom. He assumed it was Sabrina’s housekeeper since he’d seen her car parked outside.

“Rosa,” he said, pushing open the bathroom door, “is everything okay?” He frowned when she put her hand behind her back, looking guilty.

“Oh, Mr. Clark, you startled me. I didn’t realize anyone was here.”

His eyes landed on the brown paper bag at her feet. “What’s that?”

“Uh, nothing, I was just emptying the garbage.”

“What’s behind your back?” He didn’t want to give her a hard time, but he could tell by her expression that she was trying to hide something from him. He didn’t think she was the type to steal, but he had to be sure. “I need to see both your hands. Now.”

She grimaced as she held her hands out in front of her. “I wasn’t being nosy, sir. I really was emptying the garbage, and this fell out.” She showed him the stick.

“What the hell…?” He didn’t have to ask what it was. “That was in the garbage?”

“Yes, sir.” She bit her lip. “Since you’ve already seen it, I guess there’s no harm telling you… it’s positive.”

Dylan gripped the doorframe. “Positive?” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “It’s positive? Are you trying to tell me Sabrina’s pregnant?”

“I feel terrible,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m sure Miss Mitchell wanted to tell you herself, and now I’ve ruined the surprise.”

“It’s okay, Rosa.” Dylan patted the older woman’s shoulder before stepping out of the room.

He sat on the foot of the bed, his head in his hands, trying to process the news. Sabrina was pregnant. With his baby. He was elated, but a nagging question kept him from celebrating. Why hadn’t she told him as soon as she found out?

 

***

 

Dylan tried to play it cool all evening, waiting for Sabrina to tell him her big news. But she said nothing about it over dinner, or when they were watching TV, or getting ready for bed. She made small talk, obviously trying to pretend her mind wasn’t a million miles away.

When he couldn’t take it anymore, he said, “I know, Sabrina.”

She froze as she pulled her tank top over her head. “What do you know?”

“About the baby.”

The color drained from her face. “Um, how do you know?”

“Rosa found the test in the garbage. I happened to be home at the time.”

Sabrina closed her eyes before sitting on the edge of the bed. “I just found out this morning. I’m still in shock.”

Dylan sat on his side of the bed, careful to give her some space. “Any idea how far along you are?” He could tell she wasn’t happy about the news, so he didn’t want to let her know how excited he was.

“I’m about a week and a half late,” she said quietly, “which is pretty unusual for me, so I’d guess about six weeks.” Her fingertip traced the thread pattern on the duvet. “It’s all my fault. I wasn’t taking the pill after… you know. I started taking it again after we made love the first time, but I should’ve realized we needed additional protection for the first little while. I’m sorry.”

“Baby, don’t be sorry,” he said, reaching for her hand. “I’m not sorry. I know that timing may not be ideal, but—”

“It’s not about the timing, D.” She shifted back, settling herself against the headboard. She cradled a pillow against her mid-section. “I’ve been thinking about this a lot since I found out, and I just don’t think I’m cut out to be a mother.” Her eyes filled with tears when she looked at him. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but I have to be honest.”

He got up, unable to sit beside her while she took from him the one thing he wanted most. He’d spent the better half of the day making plans, obsessing about their baby, and she was telling him she didn’t want it? “What now? You’re pregnant. The baby is here. So what do you want to do now?”

Tears fell down her cheeks as she stared straight ahead, refusing to look at him. “I don’t know.”

“Adoption? Is that what you’re thinking?” He had no idea it was possible to love someone and hate them so much at the same time. “You want someone else to raise this baby? Fine. I’m your guy. I’ll do it by myself. I sure as hell don’t need you.”

“Dylan, please,” she whispered. “You’ve known all along that I didn’t want to be a mother. I’ve never made a secret of that. This was a mistake. It never should have happened, but it did, and now we have to figure out how to deal with it.”

“A mistake?” His voice was choked with tears. “You may see it that way, but I don’t. I’m already in love with this baby. I want it. You’re not giving it away to strangers. I won’t let you. You can’t do it if I refuse to sign away my parental rights.”

“I don’t want this to destroy us,” she said, looking miserable.

“Too late, it already has.”

Her eyes shifted to his. “Please don’t say that. I love you.”

“No, you don’t. You love yourself. You don’t give a goddamn about anyone else.”

“That’s not true,” she cried. “I’m thinking about what’s best for this baby. I want him or her to have a great life, and that means having a mother who’s there for them. I don’t want them to grow up thinking their mother didn’t care enough to be there, and I can’t give up my career. I just can’t. It’s a part of me.”

“This baby is a part of you too. And a part of me.” He knew he was wasting his breath, but he was compelled to ask, “Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

“Of course it does!” She pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead as she cried. “Don’t you think this is the hardest decision I’ve ever had to make? I love you, and I love this baby, but I know myself. I’m not ready to be a parent! I don’t think I’ll ever be ready!”

He stared at her a long time. He could see she was broken, but he didn’t feel an ounce of sympathy for her. All of his protective instincts were focused on the baby she was carrying and how he or she would feel when they learned their mother didn’t want them, that she’d willingly given them up because her career came first. “I have to get out of here. I can’t stand to be in the same room with you anymore.” He walked into the closet, and his mind raced as he threw things into his suitcase.

“Can’t you give it some time, D?” she whispered. “I just found out this morning. I’m still in shock.”

“You want me to give you time?” He planted his hands on his hips as he glared at her. “I’ve given you eight goddamn years to admit you were in love with me.”

“That’s not fair.”

“And you put your career first. Every single time. I can’t believe I was stupid enough to fall in love with you in the first place. My mother was right. You are self-absorbed. You put the success of your business ahead of the people in your life.”

“How can you say that?” she asked, jerking back. “I love my family and friends. I’m always there when they need me. You know that.”

“But you won’t be there when your own baby needs you. Is that what you’re telling me?” When her face crumpled, he zipped his suitcase. “I have nothing left to say to you. I’ll have my lawyer send you the papers.” He paused with his hand on the bedroom door. “I’m going to make sure Kiara throws out every drop of liquor in this house, and if you do anything, anything to hurt my baby, I swear to God you’ll regret it.”

 

***

 

Sabrina sobbed into her pillow for most of the night, her cell phone tucked under the covers beside her. She kept praying that he’d call her to apologize, but by dawn, she knew he wasn’t sorry. He’d meant every word.

That was when she sent Kiara a text. It’s over. Can’t come in to work today.

When she heard the doorbell, she pulled the covers over her head. She knew it wasn’t Dylan, and she didn’t want to see anyone else. Kiara pounded on the french door leading out of the master bedroom a few minutes later.

“Go away,” Sabrina called, feeling worse for being so mean to her friend. “I don’t want to talk now.”

“Too bad! You either open this door, or I’m going to get one of those patio stones and break the glass. You decide.”

Since Kiara probably wasn’t bluffing, Sabrina hauled her butt out of bed to turn the lock before she climbed back under the duvet. “He knows. He left me.”

Kiara sat at the foot of the bed. “What happened, honey?”

“He confronted me last night. Apparently Rosa found the test in the garbage and told him.”

“I told you you shouldn’t have thrown it in there.”

“It was wrapped in a brown paper bag. I didn’t think my cleaning lady would go rooting through my garbage.” A fresh wave of tears flooded her eyes when she buried her face in Dylan’s pillow and inhaled his scent. “It doesn’t matter how he found out. I would’ve had to tell him eventually. I just thought I’d have a little more time to sort through my feelings.”

“So you told him you don’t want the baby?”

Sabrina felt an ache in her chest every time she thought about letting Dylan raise their baby alone, but she didn’t know what else to do. If she pretended she was ready, all three of them would end up suffering. She couldn’t do that to Dylan or her baby.

“You know who you should talk to about this?” Kiara asked.

“Who?”

“Jaxon.”

Sabrina groaned. “Right, I’m going to talk to one of Dylan’s best friends about this. No, thanks.”

“Who better? He didn’t want kids either, and now Sela’s pregnant, right? So he obviously changed his mind. Wouldn’t you like to know why?”

Jaxon was one of her closest friends, but she knew his loyalty lay with Dylan. “He won’t want to talk to me when he finds out what I did to Dylan.”

“You’re wrong about that.”

Sabrina looked up to see Jaxon lounging in her doorway. She didn’t have to ask how he’d gotten there—he’d obviously come with Kiara. “Why are you here, Jax? If it’s to tell me that I’m a selfish bitch, Dylan already covered that last night.”

“I’m here because I care about you.” He walked into the room and stopped at the end of the bed. “I thought you could use a friend.”

Sabrina started crying again when he sat beside her and pulled her into his arms. She hated that she was such an emotional basket case, but she couldn’t seem to control herself.

“I’ll leave you two alone.” Kiara backed out of the room and closed the door.

“Kiara told you?” Sabrina asked, smiling when Jaxon snagged a tissue from her bedside table and wiped her tears.

“No, Dylan told me. He called me this morning to tell me he wouldn’t be in to work. When I heard how he reacted, I called Kiara to make sure you were all right, and we decided to come over here and find out for ourselves. I hope you don’t mind?”

“No.” Taking his hand, she said, “Thanks for coming, but you didn’t have to. I know Dylan is one of your closest friends. I don’t want to put you in the middle of this.”

“Too bad, I’m already in the middle. I love you and him, even when he’s a sanctimonious jerk.”

“What do you mean?”

“Dylan always sees things as black and white, right or wrong. He doesn’t realize there are about a million shades of gray.”

“This isn’t his fault,” Sabrina said. “It’s mine. I didn’t want a baby. I should have taken measures to prevent it.”

“So you made a mistake. You’re human.”

“Yeah, but now other people are going to get hurt, and that’s not fair.”

“What about you? You’re hurting too. Don’t your feelings matter?”

Jaxon’s kind words only made her feel worse. She didn’t deserve his sympathy. He should reserve his pity for the real victims: Dylan and the innocent baby who’d never asked to be brought into the world by a self-centered mother.

“I know how you feel,” he said when she didn’t speak. “I didn’t think I was cut out to be a parent either.”

“What changed your mind?”

“I love my wife. I wanted to do everything in my power to make her happy.” He released Sabrina’s hand to cross his arms. “But it wasn’t just about her happiness—it was about mine too. As much as I love her, there was still something missing, a void that only a baby could fill. Not every couple feels that way, but that was the case for us.”

“Hmmm.”

“We all know I had a lousy childhood, and it got a lot worse after my father killed himself.” His eyes were still fixed on Sabrina. “I assumed because I didn’t have a good example growing up, I wouldn’t know how to be a good parent, but I was wrong. I’m not my father any more than you are yours.”

“What does this have to do with my father?” Sabrina asked.

“A lot more than you might realize.” Jaxon smiled. “I’ve been through enough therapy to know that we all carry a lot of baggage from our childhood along with us.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t have a bad childhood. I was always close with both of my parents.” She couldn’t tell Jaxon about her recent rift with her father.

“Yeah, but was your old man always there when you needed him?”

“He worked a lot.”

“So the answer is no, he wasn’t?”

“No, but my mother was always there. It’s not like I had no one.” Sabrina had no reason to complain. A lot of kids grew up in much worse situations than she did.

“I’m not trying to assign blame,” Jaxon said. “I’m just trying to help you figure out how you may have come to the conclusion that you may not be a good parent.”

Sabrina couldn’t help but smile. She’d never seen this introspective side of Jaxon. “Okay, Dr. Freud, give me your take on it.”

He rolled his tongue in his cheek, trying to keep a straight face. “I think you saw your father putting all of his time and attention into the business he loved, and that didn’t leave a lot of time for his wife and children.”

“That’s true, but I wasn’t resentful,” she said. “He was doing what he had to do to support his family.”

“Sure, he was, but isn’t it possible you saw that example and subconsciously vowed you’d never be the kind of parent he was?”

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, Sabrina, you can’t tell me there weren’t times you wished he’d been there for you when he wasn’t.”

“Sure, but every kid feels that way from time to time,” she said.

“So maybe you decided a long time ago that you had to choose between a career and a family, and you chose your career.”

“I suppose so.”

“But I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to choose.” He took her hands. “Honey, you can have it all. Millions of women do. Dylan is in a great place right now. He has five business partners to pick up any slack. We all do. That’s what makes things at our company work so well.”

Sabrina knew what it would mean to her to have her brother on board, so she could understand that. “Yeah, but—”

“Just hear me out. You may not be there for every dance recital or Little League game. You may not be there for every bedtime story or bath time. That just means you have to make the most of the ones you are there for.”

Tears trickled down her cheeks when she pictured bedtime stories and bath times. She’d never thought about those things before, never thought she wanted them, but now she wasn’t sure she wanted to miss them.

“Do you really want to miss out on every moment of your child’s life? You want to let the man you love raise your child without you?” Jaxon stood and kissed Sabrina’s forehead. “I’m going to let you rest now. I just wanted to give you something to think about, sweetheart. You know if you ever need to talk, I’m just a phone call away.”


 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

Two weeks had passed since Dylan walked out on Sabrina, and he’d never been more miserable. His lawyer had sent her the papers to relinquish her parental rights and give him full custody of the baby she was carrying, but she’d failed to respond. He was questioning what that meant. Was she having second thoughts?

Jaxon stormed into Dylan’s office and tossed a newspaper at him. “Did you know about this?”

Dylan gaped at the front page. Sabrina’s picture was positioned alongside Bell’s, and the caption read, Bell’s Agent Blows the Whistle. “Wow, she went through with it.”

“Then you did know?” Jaxon paced, thrusting his hands through his hair. “And you didn’t think to say anything? You had to know we’d all want a piece of him.”

Jaxon had been pretty reserved with Dylan lately, and Dylan had to assume it was because his friend related to Sabrina’s struggle to come to terms with her pregnancy. While Jaxon was excited about the baby Sela was carrying, he hadn’t always been so stoked about being a father. Dylan assumed he saw Sabrina as a kindred spirit.

“It was Sabrina’s story to tell, not mine, and believe me, I got a piece of that asshole. Did you really think I’d let him get away with that?”

“I don’t know.” Jaxon stopped pacing and settled his hands on the back of the chair facing Dylan’s desk. “I thought I knew you, but the way you’re handling this situation with Sabrina makes me wonder.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You’ve been moping for the past two weeks. When you’re not biting someone’s head off, you’re sulking like a two-year-old.”

“Don’t judge me. You don’t know what I’m going through.”

“What you’re going through?” Jaxon shouted. “What about what the woman you supposedly love is going through? She was raped! She’s pregnant with a baby she never expected, and the man she loves walked out on her, leaving her to deal with all of it on her own!”

Shit. When Jaxon put it that way, Dylan felt like the lowest form of life. “You don’t think this is killing me? You know how I feel about Sabrina. I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about her.” He swiped a hand over his mouth, trying to regain control of his emotions. “All I’ve ever wanted is to build a life with her.”

“Yeah, but you want it on your terms. You want to marry her. You want her to have your babies. What about what she wants?”

Dylan closed his eyes as Jaxon’s words sank in. “I hear what you’re saying, but—”

Jaxon glared at him. “Do you? Really? I’ve known Sabrina a long time, and she’s not a selfish bitch.”

Dylan winced every time he thought of the vile words he’d said to her the night he left her house. “I know she’s not.”

“She’s been a good friend to me, to all of us. She was one of the people who helped us build the business by spreading the word to all of her clients and associates. There was nothing in it for her. She did it because she liked us and wanted to see us succeed. I haven’t forgotten that. I owe Sabrina a lot, and so do you.”

Dylan sucked in a breath. As much as it hurt to admit, his friend was right. He wanted to tune Jaxon out, but Jaxon was saying what he needed to hear, whether he liked it or not.

“You think she’s selfish? Try looking in the mirror. All I’ve heard from you for the past year is how frustrated you are that things with Sabrina aren’t where you want them to be. You already had it all, and you were just too stupid to see it. You’ve been in love with that girl since you first laid eyes on her.” Jaxon sat across from Dylan, lowering his voice. “You finally had her. She was sharing your bed. She was in love with you, talking about the possibility of spending your lives together, and you blew it.”

“I just—”

“Stop talking and listen.” When Jaxon seemed satisfied Dylan was going to keep his mouth shut, he said, “You wanted it all, and you wanted it on your timetable. If you ask me, you were the one being selfish.”

“You don’t understand.” Only Dylan was afraid Jaxon understood better than anybody.

“She’s been through hell the last few months,” Jaxon said, gesturing toward the folded newspaper on the desk. “Instead of standing by her when she needed you most, you threw a temper tantrum and stormed out, leaving her to deal with this shitstorm on her own.” Jaxon took a breath. “Can you even imagine how much courage it took for her to go to the police?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“No, you don’t.” Jaxon glared at him. “She’s well-respected in this town. She’s at the top of her field. If professional athletes aren’t represented by her, they want to be. You think it’s easy for a woman, especially one who looks like Sabrina, to gain a foothold in professional sports?”

“No, I know it’s not.”

“And you just expect her to give it all up so she can stay home and have babies?”

“Don’t be a jackass. I never said that.” Dylan was getting pissed. “I know how hard Sabrina’s worked to get where she is. I’d never ask her to give that up.”

“Really? Is that what you told her when you found out she was pregnant?”

“No, but—”

“Did you tell her that you loved her? That you knew the timing of this pregnancy was terrible, but you’d get through it together?”

Dylan should have said all those things, because they were true, but he hadn’t. Instead, he’d lashed out and run away.

“Did you tell her that you knew she’d been through hell and back after the rape and the last thing she’d expected was to become a mama?”

“No.” Dylan hung his head, unable to look his friend in the eye.

“Did you tell her that you’d help her in any way you could? Did you suggest y’all hire a nanny or maybe that she could have a daycare at her office so she wouldn’t have to be apart from the baby during the day?”

“No.”

“Did you try to calm her down? Did you listen to her fears? Did you even care about what she was thinking or feeling?”

Dylan pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “I was angry. I wanted her to want that baby as much as I do, and when she didn’t, it felt like a slap in the face. It felt like she was telling me she didn’t want me or the life I’d been so desperate to build with her.”

“You guys are having a baby together, and that baby needs to be your number one priority. You need to decide, together, where to go from here.” Jaxon sighed. “But I don’t know if Sabrina will want anything more to do with you. Frankly, I wouldn’t blame her if she told you to go to hell.”

Dylan tipped his head back, staring at the ceiling. “Neither would I.” He’d been so focused on what he wanted only because he’d been afraid to consider the possibility she didn’t want him or their baby.

“She probably has reporters camped out on her doorstep right now, demanding answers about what happened with Bell. That kind of stress can’t be good for your baby.”

“You’re right.” He clenched his fist.

“You need to man up, get your ass over there, and tell her you’ll be there to support her through this.”

“What if she kicks me out?”

Jaxon smirked. “I would if I were her. You’re dealing with one tough lady, my friend. She doesn’t need you or anyone else to take care of her, but it’s your job to prove to her that her life is still better with you in it.”

“You’re right.” Dylan jumped up, grabbing his car keys from his desk drawer. “Thanks for the kick in the ass, man. I needed it.”

“Hey, that’s what I’m here for.”

 

***

 

Sabrina was curled up in her bed, trying to ignore the commotion in her driveway. Reporters had been outside all day, making her plan to work from home pointless. Wherever she went, they would stalk her until she’d made a statement about the rape. She knew that when she’d decided to press charges against Bell, and now she had to face the music.

She stood to look at herself in the full-length mirror. Turning to the side, she smoothed a hand over her stomach. She was only two months pregnant, but soon she would have a little bump that would only add to the questions surrounding the case. People would want to know whether the baby she was carrying was Bell’s. Thankfully, that wasn’t possible. She’d still been on the pill then, and Bell had worn a condom. There was no doubt who the father of her baby was… the one man she hoped she’d never have to see again.

The doorbell rang, startling her. Since she knew it was probably a reporter, she opted to ignore it.

“Sabrina!”

She rounded the corner to see Dylan walking down the hall. “What the hell are you doing here? You have no right to walk into my house like you own the goddamn place! How did you get in?”

“I still have my key.”

She held out her hand. “Give it to me.” When he didn’t, she said, “Give it to me right now, or I’m calling a locksmith to have the locks changed.”

“Look, I know you’re pissed at me—”

“Get out.” She stormed down the hall toward her office. “But before you go, I have something for you.” She grabbed the manila envelope his lawyer had sent to her. Pulling the documents out of the envelope, she tore them in two before tearing them again. “That’s what I think of your idea to take my child away from me. It’s not going to happen!”

“Sabrina—”

“We can fight this out in court if you want to, but you’re not taking this baby from me. I don’t care what you say.”

“Then you do want the baby?”

“Yes, but not the baby’s father.” She’d been devastated for days after he left, praying he would call to try to work things out. When he didn’t, she decided she didn’t need him and neither did her baby. She knew it would be impossible to keep him out of her child’s life, but that didn’t mean she intended to let him bully her.

“Really? Is that how it is now?”

“I gave you my heart.” Don’t you dare let him see you cry again. Stay strong, girl. “I was willing to compromise, to figure out how to give you the kind of life you wanted, but you weren’t even willing to meet me halfway.”

“I know that’s how it seemed, but—”

“I told you I was scared and uncertain about having a baby, and you lashed out at me because I didn’t feel the way you thought I should.”

“I know.”

He wasn’t arguing, but that didn’t calm her. She’d been waiting for almost two weeks to tell him what she thought of him, and he wasn’t leaving until she’d said her piece. She walked past him, storming into the kitchen. She poured a glass of milk for herself and slid a bottled water across the counter for him. “I have a mind of my own and a right to feel any way I choose.”

“I know you do.”

“I was scared, and I had a right to be. I’ve had time to process it and talk to my therapist about it, and I’m still scared, but every day I’m a little less scared.” Her hand drifted to her flat stomach. “And I’m falling a little more in love with this baby every day.”

He smiled. “Me too.”

She took a deep breath to calm down. “I’m still mad at you, but we can’t be enemies. That’s not good for the baby. We’ll work something out, a custody arrangement that gives us equal visitation maybe.” When he didn’t respond, she said, “I know it’s not ideal, but couples do it all the time. I’ve joined some online message boards, you know, for single and working moms. It definitely won’t be easy, but it is doable.” She squared her shoulders. “I think I can do this.” When she didn’t sound as confident as she should, she amended her statement. “I am going to do this.”

“Alone?”

She shrugged. “For now.”

“What does that mean?”

She sat on a stool at the breakfast bar. “Who knows what the future holds? I might find a good man and get married someday. If this experience has taught me one thing, it’s never say never.”

“Don’t do that,” he said, his expression pained. “Don’t talk about marrying someone else.”

Thinking about being with someone else was difficult, but that didn’t mean it could never happen. She was determined to remain open to the possibility. “You could just as easily find someone else. Our baby may have a stepmother and stepfather down the road. We have to consider that possibility.”

He leaned over the counter, closing in on her. “Don’t talk about letting another man raise our baby. That’s never gonna happen.”

“I can’t do this.” She gestured toward her front door, though it couldn’t be seen from their position in the kitchen. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve got a lot going on. The last thing I need is to get into a fight with you about something that may or may not happen in the future.”

“You’re right.” He stepped back. “All this stress can’t be good for the baby. Maybe you should think about getting away for a few days until this all blows over.”

“It’s going to take a lot longer than that for it to blow over.” She sighed. “There’ll be a trial. I’ll have to testify.”

“You did the right thing. I’m proud of you.”

She knew that shouldn’t please her. She shouldn’t care what he thought, but old habits apparently died hard. “I know I did the right thing. I couldn’t let him get away with it, and I couldn’t feel safe until I knew he was locked up.”

Dylan swore softly. “Have you been able to sleep? Any more nightmares?”

She shrugged. “Some, but I’ve managed.” Her therapist had told her to take it one night at a time, and she’d found a relaxing bedtime ritual that helped. “Don’t worry, I’m not drinking, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“God, I shouldn’t have said that,” he said, paling. “I know you’d never drink while you’re pregnant. Has it been hard, giving up the booze cold turkey?”

“No, I’m not an alcoholic.” She took a sip of her milk. “Besides, we do what we have to do, right? Giving up alcohol is a small price to pay.”

He sat across from her on a stool. “Jaxon came to my office today. He let me have it for being a selfish jerk.”

“It took Jaxon to make you realize that?” She bit her lip when she realized she was only making matters worse. She didn’t want to argue with him. For the sake of their baby, she wanted to find a way to get along.

“I guess it did. He made me see things from another perspective.” He turned the water bottle in his hand and stared at the granite countertop. “I haven’t handled this well. I’ve made a lot of mistakes where you’re concerned.”

“We all make mistakes.”

“I’m sorry.” He looked into her eyes. “I’m sorry I was being unreasonable, that I said things I shouldn’t have. I hate that I hurt you.”

She knew he was sincere. She wanted to put the ugliness behind them, so she said, “I forgive you. I’m sorry too.”

“But you’re not willing to give me another chance?”

She still loved him, probably always would, but her wounds were still fresh. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. We have a way of hurting each other whether we intend to or not, and our baby needs stability in his or her life. I think they’re more likely to get that if we just agree we’re better off as friends.”

He lowered his head. “That’s not what I want. I still love you.”

She covered his hand with hers, his pain piercing her heart. “I still love you too, but we just don’t work as a couple.”

“Damn it, that’s not true,” he said fiercely, squeezing her hand. “We were good together. Before you found out you were pregnant, things were great.”

“No, they weren’t.” She carefully withdrew her hand. “We couldn’t communicate openly about the things that bothered us. You were afraid to express why it was so important to you that we get married and have a family, and I was afraid to tell you why I couldn’t see myself in that kind of life. You can’t expect to have a solid relationship if you can’t communicate with your partner.”

“Yeah, but—”

“When the chips were down, we ran instead of talking things out. It happened after the rape and again after I found out I was pregnant. We were too afraid to be honest with each other, and without trust, honesty, and communication, there’s no hope of a solid marriage.”

He lowered his chin to his chest. “I wish I could argue with you, tell you that you’re dead wrong, but I can’t. That makes me so sad.”

Sabrina moved around the bar and wrapped her arms around him. “I won’t forget that you were there for me when I needed you. You’ve always been a good friend, and I hope you always will be.”

He buried his face in her neck. “I love you. I don’t know how to stop loving you.”

“I feel the same way, but maybe we have to figure out how to love each other as friends again, for our baby’s sake.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

She pulled back, locking eyes with him before she placed his hand on her stomach. “We have to, D. This little person is counting on us to make this work.”

 

***

 

Since the truth was out, Sabrina knew the time had come to face her parents. She was grateful when she pulled into the driveway of her parents’ house and didn’t see her mother’s car. She needed to face her father alone. He was watching TV in the family room when she walked in.

“Hi,” she said.

“Sabrina?” He turned off the TV. “This is a surprise.”

“I was hoping we could talk.” She lounged in the doorway, waiting for him to invite her in. When he didn’t, she knew he was unhappy she’d gone to the police against his wishes. “But if you’d rather I leave—”

“Of course I don’t want you to leave.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You think I’m happy about the wedge this has driven between us? I’m not. You’re my daughter. I love you and was just trying to protect you.”

“Are you sure it was me you were trying to protect and not your business?”

“How can you ask me that?” He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes before setting them on the end table next to him. “I know it may have seemed my business was the most important thing in the world to me, but it wasn’t. My family was. That’s why I retired.”

Sabrina tilted her head. “I don’t understand.”

He sighed. “Your mother didn’t want you and your brother to know this, but that extended vacation we took the year I retired wasn’t a vacation at all. She had breast cancer.”

“Oh my God.” Sabrina’s knees felt weak, so she collapsed into the chair next to her father. “How—”

“I took her to one of the best cancer facilities in the country. Thank God they caught it in time. The surgery and treatments were successful, and she’s been in remission ever since.”

“I can’t believe she didn’t tell me.” Sabrina had always thought she and her mother were close, that they could tell each other anything. But apparently they both were keeping secrets.

“She didn’t want to worry you. You were just graduating, starting your career, and there was nothing you could have done.”

“I could have supported her.” Sabrina hated feeling helpless. Knowing she’d done nothing to help her mother during one of the most trying times of her life was frustrating.

“She wanted it that way, and I had to respect her wishes.”

Sabrina saw her father in a new light. “It couldn’t have been easy for you to go through that alone.”

“I’d never been so scared in my whole life,” he admitted. “Your mother and I have been together most of our lives. I know it may not seem like the perfect marriage, but she’s my rock, my best friend.” He stared out the window. “I couldn’t imagine my life without her, so it became my mission to help her get and stay well.”

“I always thought it was strange for someone like you, so vital and passionate about his profession, to retire so young,” Sabrina said.

He raised a shoulder. “I realized enjoying life with your mother was more important than my work. There are no guarantees. We don’t know whether we’ll have one more day or twenty more years with the person we love. We have to make the most of whatever time we have.”

Sabrina thought of Dylan and wondered whether they were wasting time being stubborn instead of figuring out how to make their relationship work. “I don’t even know what to say.”

“I just want you to understand how important my family is to me, Sabrina.” He reached for her hand. “I’ve been on the inside. I’ve had clients who were accused of rape. Some I suspected were guilty, and others I knew were innocent, but either way, those accusations destroy lives. Once that claim is out there, there’s no taking it back.”

“But it is out there,” she said, biting her lip. “I can’t take it back, and I wouldn’t even if I could. He needs to pay for what he did to me, Daddy. He can’t get away with it.”

“I heard he was on the disabled list for a while.” Her father smirked as he sat back, crossing his legs. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“Between you and me, Dylan paid him a little visit.”

He shook his head, unable to hide his smile. “Dylan always was a hothead. Hard to keep him in line sometimes.” His eyes were soft when he said, “But he did the right thing.”

Sabrina was surprised to hear her father condone Dylan’s actions, but she didn’t question it. “He loves me. He was trying to protect me.”

“So was I.” He bowed his head. “Obviously we have very different approaches.”

“I guess so.” She tried to see things from her father’s perspective, and with her new insight, it wasn’t as difficult.

“Is he the one who convinced you to go to the police?”

“No.” She raised her chin and made eye contact with him to let him know she had no intention of backing down. “I decided for myself. It was the right thing to do.”

“But Dylan supports your decision?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

She frowned. “Why do you say that?”

“Because you’ll need him now more than ever.”

Since she no longer had him, that was a moot point. “I don’t need Dylan. You raised me to be self-reliant. I don’t need anyone.”

“Everyone needs someone, sugar. You can’t go through life alone.”

“I’m surprised to hear you say that. You’re one of the most independent people I know.”

He smiled. “It may seem that way, but appearances can be deceiving. Your mother really is my rock. She always has been.” With his elbows resting on his armrests, his hands formed a steeple under his chin as he stared straight ahead. “Sometimes I think we did you a disservice, raising you to be so damn headstrong and self-sufficient.”

“Excuse me?” That was something most people admired about her, and she knew she’d never have survived in her business without those qualities.

He sighed. “You act as though you don’t need anyone, and sometimes I question whether you do. Maybe you are stronger than I am. Maybe you really don’t need a life partner to see you through the rough times. You certainly proved you didn’t need me to see you through this mess with Bell.”

It wasn’t until he said that that she realized how deeply she’d hurt him by refusing to speak to him. “I’ve been seeing a therapist, so I guess I did need some help getting through it.”

“And Dylan? Did he help you?”

“He did,” she said, nodding. “But we’re, uh, no longer together.”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. If anyone’s strong enough to handle you, it’s that boy.”

Sabrina frowned at his choice of words. She didn’t need to be handled. “There’s something you need to know before I go public with it…” She didn’t know why it was so hard to share this news with her father, especially since she’d soon be sharing it with the press. “I’m pregnant.”

His eyes flashed with anger. “Please tell me it’s not—”

“It’s not Bell’s,” she said quickly. “It’s Dylan’s.”

He flattened a hand against his chest. “At least there’s that.” He waited for Sabrina to say something. When she couldn’t, he said, “You said you and Dylan weren’t together anymore though. Am I to assume you haven’t told him about the baby?”

“He knows.”

His thick silver eyebrows furrowed. “That doesn’t make any sense. No way would Dylan walk away from a woman who’s pregnant with his child.”

“It’s complicated. Let’s just say we both agreed it was better this way.” She had no intention of sharing all the gory details with her father.

“Does your brother know about all this?”

“Yeah, he called me after he read the newspaper article about what happened with Bell. Needless to say, I had to talk him down. He was going crazy.”

“I’m sure he was.” He smirked. “In the hothead department, your brother gives your boyfriend a run for his money.”

“Dylan isn’t my boyfriend anymore.”

“Right, but you didn’t tell me why. Care to share?”

“Let’s just say we didn’t have a solid foundation to build a permanent relationship on.”

He chuckled. “Who the hell does?”

“I’m serious,” she said, annoyed that he was laughing off her concerns. “We were having trouble communicating, and if we can’t be honest with each other about our feelings—”

“Honey, your mama and I’ve been married for over forty years, and we’re still figuring things out.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s not as cut-and-dried as you seem to think it is. Marriage is hard work. You have to talk and listen. You have to be willing to admit when you’re wrong and not rub it in when you’re right.” He grinned. “You’d probably have a hard time with that one.”

Sabrina knew her father was just trying to help, but making light of her fears wasn’t helpful. “I’m already nervous about becoming a parent. Trying to juggle that and a relationship, not to mention my career…” She rubbed her temples. “I get a headache just thinking about it.”

“Ah, but you’re only focusing on the bad. I wanted a family and a career, but I never would have been able to do it without someone like your mother. She was always there for you kids, and that enabled me to do what I loved to do. That may sound selfish, but I like to think I taught you and your brother some valuable lessons about setting and achieving goals.”

“You did,” Sabrina said without hesitation. Watching her father’s passion for the business had planted that seed in her. “You showed us the value of hard work and led by example.” As she said it, she realized that maybe she could do the same for her child. Maybe her work ethic wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

“I’m glad.” He leaned back, folding his hands over his stomach. “With two high-achieving parents like you and Dylan, I can only imagine what your child might achieve.”

The more she thought about it, the more excited she got about the prospect of becoming a mom. “I don’t want to screw this up. I want to be a good parent.”

He laughed. “Honey, you will screw up, I can promise you that. But that’s the nice thing about having a partner. They can tell you when you’re screwing up and pick up the slack.”

Sabrina thought about what Jaxon had said about their partnership at High Rollers. Maybe marriage wasn’t so different. “Dylan wants to get married. I told him I didn’t think it was a good idea.”

“Hmmm.”

Her father obviously had an opinion but was trying to respect her right to make her own decisions.

“Do you think I was wrong to tell him that?” she asked.

“I think Dylan’s a fine young man. I know he’ll be a good father. I think, given the chance, he’d also be a good husband.”

“Why do you think that?” She was interested in her father’s take on it since he knew Dylan so well.

“He understands what it means to be part of a team. He played team sports his whole life, and now he’s a partner in a successful business.”

Sabrina couldn’t hold back her laughter. “And you think the fact that he was a good football player means he’ll make a good husband?”

“He wasn’t a good football player,” her father said, his eyes shining. “He was a great football player. I should know—I was the one who negotiated his eight-figure contracts for all those years. He understands that it’s not all about him—it’s about doing what’s best for the team. Sometimes you get to be the star, other times you’re riding the bench.”

Sabrina frowned. “And that relates to us how?”

“When you’re married to a person with a demanding career, sometimes you have to take a backseat for the greater good. Your mother understood that, and Dylan understands that. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have been a great player. He earned the respect of his teammates and coaches because he listened and put the team above his own ego.”

“Huh.” Maybe her father was on to something. “You don’t think he’d resent my career for taking so much time away from him?”

“I think he fell in love with you because you’re strong, successful, and independent. If he hasn’t resented your career so far in your relationship, I don’t see why that would change.”

Sabrina was overwhelmed. She leaned forward to kiss her father’s cheek. “Thanks, Daddy. I really needed to hear that.”

“Just doing my job, princess.” He gripped her chin and stared into her eyes. “I made a mistake. I’m sorry.”

She knew he was talking about Bell. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she whispered, “I forgive you.”


 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

Dylan was sitting in the manager’s office at High Rollers, waiting to talk to him, when Brittany popped her head in the half-open door.

“Hey, I was just stopping in to get a sandwich, and the bartender said you were in here. You got a minute?”

He hadn’t seen or talked to her since he told her about Sabrina, and he didn’t feel like talking now, but he couldn’t be rude. “Sure, come on in.”

“I, um, heard about what happened to your girlfriend. I’m sorry. That’s really awful.”

“Yeah, it is,” he said, gritting his teeth. “But he’ll get what’s coming to him, I’m sure.”

“I also wanted to congratulate you. I heard Sabrina’s pregnant.”

Dylan’s jaw dropped. “Where did you hear that?”

She laughed. “It’s common knowledge as of this morning. She didn’t say who the baby’s father was but wanted to make it clear it wasn’t Bell. I assume it’s yours?”

“Yeah, of course the baby is mine.” He was irritated he was finding out about this from Brittany. Why hadn’t Sabrina told him she was going public, and why hadn’t she named him as the father? One thing was for sure, they did have to learn to communicate better.

“You must be excited.” Brittany’s eyes were downcast, but when she looked up, she offered him a sad smile. “I remember you telling me how you wanted a family.”

“I am excited.” He cleared his throat. He felt guilty for trying to use her to help him get over Sabrina, and he tried to decide how best to end their awkward exchange without offending her.

“Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?”

“Uh, no, not yet.”

“I bet you’re hoping for a boy, huh? Someone to follow in your footsteps and play football?”

“It doesn’t matter to me as long as the baby’s healthy and happy.” He’d always thought that was a cliché, but now that he was about to become a father, he realized how true it was.

“Are you and Sabrina getting married?”

“Um, Brit, I—” He was about to tell her he had work to do, but the sound of his cell phone saved him. Sabrina. “I’m sorry, I have to take this call. Will you excuse me?”

“Sure.” She stood with one hand on the door, the other clutching her purse. “It was nice to see you again.”

“Yeah, you too.” He hit the connect button, afraid Sabrina’s call would go to voice mail before he could answer.

“I hope everything works out the way you hope it will, Dylan. If not, don’t hesitate to call me.”

Not knowing what else to say, he muttered, “Thanks,” knowing full well Sabrina had probably heard the last part of their exchange. “Hey, Sabrina,” he said into the phone. “Sorry about that.”

“Was that Brittany?” she asked, her voice tight.

“Yeah, she just popped into High Rollers for some lunch. I’m here waiting on the manager, so she—”

“Wanted to toss her hat back in the ring.”

“What?”

“She wanted to let you know she was still available.”

There was no mistaking the jealousy in Sabrina’s voice. Dylan didn’t want to get his hopes up, but she wouldn’t be jealous if she didn’t care about him, would she? “It doesn’t matter. I’m not interested in her. She knows that.”

“Hmmm.” Sabrina didn’t sound convinced, but she obviously had more pressing issues on her mind. “I was hoping you could stop by my place tonight? There are a few things I’d like to discuss with you, and I’d rather not get into it over the phone.”

“Sure.” He prayed she was going to tell him she was ready to give their relationship another chance. “Why don’t I bring some dinner from High Rollers? How about your favorite seafood pasta?”

“That sounds nice.” Her voice was soft when she added, “I’m looking forward to it.”

She wasn’t the only one.

 

***

 

Sabrina was nervous about meeting with Dylan. She had no idea how he would respond to her news. She guessed he wouldn’t be happy. He may even be as scared and uncertain as she was, but she hoped he would be the voice of reason that could help ease the tension she’d been battling all day.

When he arrived on her doorstep a little after seven with a take-out bag from High Rollers, she had to resist the urge to kiss him. He smelled so good, so familiar, and looked even better with the top few buttons of his shirt open to reveal a hint of his tanned chest. Her mouth was suddenly watering, and it had nothing to do with the food.

“Hey, beautiful.” He gave her a crooked smile. “I’m glad you called. I’ve missed you.”

Sabrina should set the tone right away for a friendly dinner, but it wasn’t easy with his eyes sweeping over her as though he’d gladly skip dinner and consume her as the main course. She forced herself to step back and break the lingering eye contact. “Come in. Thank you for coming.” God, that sounded so stiff and formal. She didn’t want him to know how uneasy she was. “It’s good to see you too. How’ve you been?”

“Can’t complain.” He winked. “Well, I can, but I’m trying not to.”

She knew he was talking about the status of their relationship, but she hadn’t asked him over to talk about that. They settled at the table she’d already set, and he took the containers out of the bag and served up the food.

“It smells delicious,” she said. “I just had a light lunch, so I’m famished.”

He frowned. “I hope you’re taking time to eat. It’s important for you and the baby to—”

“I am. Kiara makes sure of it.” She smiled. “Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without that girl.”

“I’m glad you have her.” Dylan sat across from Sabrina. “I wish I were the one taking care of you, but since I can’t be, it makes me feel better knowing Kiara’s looking out for you and making sure you take care of yourself.”

His comment tugged at her heartstrings. While she’d told her father just yesterday that she could take care of herself, she liked knowing Dylan wanted to take care of her. Especially now, when she feared she may very well need him to get through the next six months. Sabrina dug into the food, needing time to process her thoughts before she explained why she’d asked him to come over.

“I heard you decided to go public about the pregnancy,” he said.

“Yeah, I did.” She reached for her water glass and took a sip. She could tell by the tense set of his jaw that he wasn’t pleased. “I’m going to start showing soon, and I didn’t want there to be any speculation about who the baby’s father is.”

“But you didn’t tell the press who the baby’s father is,” he said, clenching his fork as his eyes met hers. “You just said it wasn’t Bell. Why?”

“That’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you,” she explained. “I wanted to find out how you wanted to handle that.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

She hadn’t expected him to be so harsh. The last thing she wanted was for this to escalate into an argument, so she tried to maintain her composure. She wanted to believe they could communicate openly, and tonight was about testing that. She hated to think they’d already failed their test. “I thought you’d want to talk to your publicist, perhaps release your own statement?” She focused on her food, trying to pretend she wasn’t invested in his response.

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Because you’re a high-profile person,” she said, wondering if he was being ornery just to get a rise out of her. “We don’t want this to turn into a media circus, right?”

“I think it’s a little late for that, don’t you?”

She couldn’t deny that barb stung. “I thought you wanted me to go public about what Bell did to me?”

He set his utensils down before leaning back and closing his eyes briefly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Of course I wanted you to go to the police. I guess I’m just having a hard time understanding why you’d go public about the pregnancy without telling people I’m the father.”

“I wanted to give you the option to decide when and if we tell people that.”

“When and if?” He sounded incredulous. “This baby is mine. The whole goddamn world will know that if I have anything to say about it.”

“Fine.” She took a deep breath, trying to summon her patience. “I wasn’t sure if you’d even had a chance to tell your family and friends yet. I didn’t want the news to come as a shock to them, and I thought you should be the one to tell them.”

His voice softened as he reached for her hand. “Thank you for that. You’re right—I would like to tell my parents and my sister before we talk to the press. My partners already know. I told them.”

“How did they react?” Sabrina said, unable to hide her curiosity.

“They were happy for us.” He gave her a lopsided smile. “Obviously they’d be happier if we were still a couple, but they know how psyched I am to be a father.”

Deciding she couldn’t stand to put it off any longer, she said, “Dylan, there’s something I have to tell you about the pregnancy.” Her stomach was tied in knots, and the look of fear on his face only intensified it. “I went to the doctor today, and he’s a bit concerned.”

“Concerned about what?” he asked, pushing away his plate. When she remained quiet, he said, “Damn it, just tell me what he said.”

“My blood pressure was a bit high, so he did a urinalysis and found traces of protein.” She looked down, unable to meet his gaze. She didn’t want to see his fear. That would only intensify her own. “It’s unusual in the first trimester, but it does happen on rare occasions.”

“What happens? What are you talking about?”

“Preeclampsia,” she said, her voice low.

“What the hell is that?” He sounded on edge, as if he was battling fear and dread.

“It’s a condition that affects some women during pregnancy. It’s more common in women who suffer from hypertension before they get pregnant. Since I haven’t had an examination in a couple of years, I can’t say whether my blood pressure was normal or not.”

Dylan’s chair scraped across the tile floor as he swept a hand over his head. “Damn it, you have to take better care of yourself! I know you think your career is the most important thing in your life, but it’s not. Nothing is more important than your health, especially now.”

“I know that.” She felt guilty about the possibility that she could have contributed to her problem and her baby might have to pay for her negligence. “I can’t undo the damage I’ve done, but I’ll do everything in my power to take care of myself now so that our baby will be born healthy.”

Dylan’s eyes softened as he reached for her hand. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to imply this was your fault. I’m just…” He sighed. “Scared. What does this mean, for you and the baby?”

She was terrified to tell him about the risks, but she had no right to keep the truth from him. She had preached to him about being honest and keeping the lines of communication open. She had to be willing to do the same. She stood and walked to the cast-iron antique letter holder she kept on her kitchen counter for mail. She grabbed a pamphlet she’d taken from the doctor’s office and handed it to him. “Maybe it would be better if you just read this. It explains everything.”

He read it in record time. “My God, it says here you could experience seizures.”

“I know.” She placed her hand on his shoulder, hoping to offer some support. “There’s also the risk the baby will be underweight when he or she is born.” She gestured toward the sheet. “Obviously if the condition gets severe, the potential symptoms worsen.”

“Yeah.” He read off the sheet. “‘Headaches, blurred vision, fatigue, nausea, abdominal pain, shortness of breath...’” He took a deep breath. “Jesus, Sabrina.”

She knelt in front of him, resting her hand on his knee. “The high blood pressure could be a result of the stress I’ve been under because of my interactions with the press and the police. But there are things I can do to make it better.” She gestured toward the sheet in his trembling hand. “Look, I can rest on my left side to take the baby’s weight off major blood vessels, see the doctor more often for checkups, consume less salt, drink plenty of water, eat more protein.” She stroked his face, hoping to make his anxiety fade. “I’ll do all of those things. I promise. Taking care of myself and this baby is my top priority now.”

“And mine.”

She knew he would feel that way, which only made her love and respect him more. “So the doctor wants me to meet him at the hospital in the morning. He’d like to do an ultrasound and blood test, just to be sure what we’re dealing with.”

“I want to be there.”

“Of course.” She squeezed his hand. “It’ll be fine, D. Try not to worry.”

He kissed her hand. “I should be trying to put your mind at ease, not the other way around.”

“There’s one more thing I need to tell you.” She didn’t know how he’d take this news. She still wasn’t sure how she felt about it. “As I said, preeclampsia during the first trimester is pretty rare, but one thing the doctor said could cause it is, um, carrying multiple babies.”

“What?”

“He suspects I might be having twins.” She couldn’t bear to look at him. “Since this is my first ultrasound, we should know for sure tomorrow.”

“Oh my God,” he said, sounding breathless.

“Yeah, I know… it’s pretty wild, right?”

He pulled her into his lap and wrapped his arms around her. “Pretty amazing is more like it. God, could you imagine? Twins?”

She laughed, though tears gathered in her eyes. “I was just getting used to the idea of having one baby, and now I may be having two. Good thing he didn’t take my blood pressure right after he imparted that bit of news. I’m sure it would have been through the roof.”

“It’s gonna be okay,” he said, settling her head in the crook of his neck as he stroked her hair. “I promise, baby. I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere. No matter what happens, we’re going to get through it together.”

She knew it was time to tell him her last bit of news, especially since he seemed more relaxed. “I got word a couple of months ago that I won an award for Entrepreneur of the Year from this national organization that recognizes women who achieve excellence in business. It’s a pretty big deal.” She pinched her lips together, knowing the worst was yet to come.

“That’s awesome, sweetheart.” He kissed her cheek. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks. The ceremony is tomorrow night in San Francisco. I have to fly out right after my doctor’s appointment.”

“Are you sure you can travel, given your condition?”

“I spoke to the doctor about it today. He said it should be fine.”

“Should be fine?” He frowned. “I’m not sure I’m okay with those odds.”

She thought it was cute that he was so overprotective, but she knew when he learned about her date, his reaction would be anything but cute. “I’ve asked an old friend to accompany me to the gala. He lives in San Francisco, and I haven’t seen him in a while. I thought it would give us a chance to catch up.”

Dylan looked stunned. “You’re going to this thing with another man?”

She knew he wouldn’t be happy, but since they weren’t a couple, he had no right to argue. “He’s just a friend. I used to represent him before he retired.”

“He’s a former athlete?”

“And close friend,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Who is he?”

That was the question she was dreading. “Calvin Black.”

“The basketball player you dated a few years ago?” He eased her off his lap before he stood. “Godammit, Sabrina, he’s not just a friend—he’s your ex-boyfriend!”

“He’s just a friend now.” She took a few deep breaths. She shouldn’t get so agitated, but when Dylan tried to dictate what she could and couldn’t do, it got her all riled up. “He knows about the baby and about us. He has no intention of making any moves.”

“You’re right,” he said, planting his hands on his hips. “He won’t have a chance, ‘cause he’s not taking you to this thing. I am.”

“I don’t recall asking you.” She would have asked him if she hadn’t invited Calvin months ago, after she and Dylan had broken up. “I asked Calvin, and he said yes. End of story.”

“No, it’s not.” He leaned closer, gripping the back of the chair between them. “You are not going on a date with your ex-boyfriend.” His eyes closed before he bit his lip. “Can’t you see this is killing me? I love you. I want to be with you.”

“Dylan, I—”

“Just listen to me.” He waited for her to nod before he said, “I’ve tried to give you some space. I’ve tried to play by your rules. But every day we’re apart, I’m more miserable.”

“I don’t want to make you miserable.”

“Look at me.” When she looked up, he whispered, “You can’t tell me you’re happy with the way things are. We belong together. You know that, so when are you going to stop fighting it?”


 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

The last thing Dylan wanted was to upset Sabrina, but he couldn’t go on pretending he was fine with their estrangement when nothing could be further from the truth. She needed him, more now than ever, and he was tired of letting her pretend she didn’t.

“I thought we had this conversation,” she said. “You agreed that we aren’t in a good place to pursue a relationship right now, that we have to focus on being good parents and doing what’s best for the baby.”

“Or babies.” He smirked when she covered her face with one hand.

“Yeah, thanks for reminding me.”

He chuckled and reached for her hand. Pulling her to her feet, he guided her into the living room, and they sat on the sofa facing each other. “I know you’re concerned about whether we’ve built a solid enough foundation for this to work, and I’ve been thinking about that. A lot.”

“So have I,” she said, reaching for his hand. “In fact, I had a nice talk with my dad about it yesterday.”

Dylan was happy she’d mended the rift with her parents. “I think a solid foundation is built day by day, through trial and error.” He’d thought a lot about how he intended to state his case, and he prayed that she would see things his way. “We’ve made a lot of mistakes, and I’m sure we’ll make a lot more. But we have a lot more going for us than most couples.”

“How so?” she asked, running her free hand through her hair.

“We love each other.” He raised his eyebrows, waiting for her to argue. When she didn’t, he said, “We respect each other. We understand what makes the other person tick.” He could go on and on, telling her all the reasons she was perfect for him, but decided to stick to the main points. “The sex is great.” He laughed when she pushed against his chest.

“Figures you’d mention that,” she said, rolling her eyes.

“You can’t pretend being sexually compatible isn’t important.”

“No, it is. Of course, it is.” She inched closer, drawing circles on his leg with her fingertip. “Go on.”

“We support each other no matter what. I know I can count on you, and I hope you feel the same way.”

“You know I do.” Her cheeks glowed as she licked her lips. “I miss everything about us, D.”

He cradled her face, dying to kiss her, but they needed to cover more ground before he took that liberty. “So do I. So what the hell are we doing here? We love each other. We’re about to have a baby together—”

“Or babies,” she said, tongue in cheek.

“Right.” He grinned and brushed his thumb against her cheek. “Nothing would make me happier.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that, ‘cause I’m scared to death.” She laughed. “No way could I do this with anyone else…” Her voice was soft when she said, “Or without you. I mean that. I couldn’t do this without you. What’s more, I don’t want to.”

He inched closer, feeling an unexpected release of all the tension he’d been carrying. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“I want you in my life.” She blinked, visibly shaken. “I’m not sure what that means, so don’t ask. I just know that I want you to be a part of this baby’s life and mine. I want to see you every day, to share every moment of this experience with you.”

“Okay.” It wasn’t exactly what he’d been hoping for, but it was more than he’d been expecting when he’d shown up that night, so he’d take it. He pulled her into his arms, settling her head on his shoulder. “You didn’t eat much. You said you were starving. Should I bring a plate over here?”

“I’ll eat later.” She pulled the throw up to cover her legs as she settled back against his chest. “Right now, I’m kind of exhausted. I’ve been stressed all day, wondering how our talk would go, but I feel better now.”

He kissed her forehead. “I’m glad you feel better, baby.”

“I’m beginning to realize that.” She linked her hand with his. “I know that I’m to blame for a lot of the troubles we’ve had. I haven’t been as forthcoming as I should have been because, well, I’ve been scared. I’ve never been in love like this before, and I was afraid of losing you, afraid of needing you so much… just afraid.”

“I understand.” He knew it wasn’t easy for Sabrina to let her guard down, and he was so relieved she was finally tearing down those walls that had protected her for so long. “Have you been sleeping well?”

She kissed the forearm he had wrapped around her neck. “Not as well as I slept when you were here, but much better than I was right after the rape. I’m having fewer nightmares now. The therapy has really helped with that. I think going to the police helped too.”

“I heard rumblings about a few other women coming forward. Do you know anything about that?”

“Yeah. It would certainly strengthen our case if they find the courage to press charges too. He deserves to be put away for a long time, and the D.A. feels confident he will be.”

“I’m glad.” Glad didn’t begin to describe how he felt about seeing that dirtbag behind bars, but he didn’t worry Sabrina with his own rage over the incident. “You said something about seeing your father. How did that go?”

“Really well, actually. We had a nice talk. He told me some things I didn’t know that helped me to understand him a little better.”

“Hmmm.” Dylan was curious, but he didn’t want to pry. She would tell him when the time was right. “Does he know about the baby?”

“Of course. I felt I had to tell my family before I went public with it. Did Dalton call you?”

“Yeah, he left a message for me, but I haven’t connected with him yet. How did he take the news?”

“He was shocked.” She laughed. “Said he never expected me, of all people, to get pregnant by mistake.”

Dylan tensed. “Is that how you see this, as a mistake?”

“Honestly? I did at first. Now I’m beginning to wonder if it was divine intervention.”

He liked the sound of that much better. “How so?”

“I don’t know that I ever would have had the courage to go off the pill. The fact that I screwed up and got pregnant may have been the Universe’s way of telling me it was time.”

He was relieved that she not only seemed to be accepting the pregnancy, but she was getting excited about it. “I’ve always thought everything happens for a reason. This just proves it.” He slid the back of his finger along her cheek. “I’m sorry for the things I said when I found out. I was way out of line.”

“It’s okay.” She held his hand against her face. “We were both in shock. We just needed time to process it.”

He thought she was letting him off the hook too easily, but he had no intention of arguing. “Now that you have had time to process it, what are you thinking?” He was excited to finally be able to talk to her about their baby, to find out if she was hoping for a girl or boy—or maybe one of each! He wanted to know if she’d given any thought to child care or breastfeeding or any of the million other decisions they would have to make. “Do you want to find out the sex? Can we tomorrow or will it be too soon?”

“I’m not sure,” she said, biting her lip. “We can ask the doctor, if you’re anxious to find out.”

“Are you?”

“It would make planning a lot easier. I was thinking of having Carly over to talk about redecorating the guest room next to the master. It would make the perfect nursery since it has a shared en-suite and large closet. Of course, if we have twins, do you think they should each have their own room, or would it be best to put them in one room for a while?” Her eyebrows knitted together. “I guess they would be in our room for the first… what, three months?”

Dylan grinned, his chest expanding with hope and excitement.

“What?” she asked, tipping her head back to look at him when he didn’t respond.

“You said our room.”

“Hmm, I guess I did.” She smiled. “I’m having a hard time imagining doing it all by myself. It’s much easier to picture you there, waking up with me for late night feedings, helping me rock them back to sleep, or sing them a lullaby.” She giggled. “Your singing voice is much better than mine.”

“Are you saying you need me?” His tone was teasing, but he hoped she would admit that she needed him as much as he needed her.

“What if I am?”

“I’d say it’s about damn time.” He laughed before kissing her soundly. “It’s going to be amazing, you know. I can hardly wait to be a daddy.”

She laid her head in his lap, smiling at him. “I never thought I’d say this, but I can hardly wait to make you a daddy.”

 

***

 

Dylan tucked Sabrina in with a passionate kiss and left her alone to get a good night’s sleep. He wanted to stay, but he had to make a stop before meeting her at the hospital in the morning.

Around breakfast time the next day, he walked into the old farm house where he’d been raised and heard chatter coming from the kitchen. Judging by the cars in the drive, both of his parents and his kid sister were home, so he could share his news with all of them at once.

“Hey there,” his mother said, smiling when she saw him in the doorway. “What brings you by so early?”

He’d been distant since his mother’s run-in with Sabrina. Even though they’d discussed it, he was still having difficulty with the things his mother had said to her. But he was there to tell them either they accepted Sabrina or their relationship with him would suffer.

“I’m glad I made it before you had to leave for class, kid,” he said, tugging on his sister’s ponytail as he walked past. Ellie was in nursing school and living with her parents until she graduated and secured a job.

“You’ve been quite a stranger,” Ellie said, smiling when he sat next to her. “We’ve missed you, big brother.”

“I’ve missed you guys too.” Dylan’s eyes met his father’s, and Senior’s usually gruff exterior softened as he gave his son a rare smile. “Sorry it’s been so long.”

“That’s okay. We know how busy you are. Would you like a cup?” his mother said, holding up a carafe of fresh coffee.

“I’d love it, thanks.” He waited for his mother to fill his cup and set a plate in front of him before he said, “I have a reason for stopping by today. There’s somethin’ I want to share with y’all.”

Ellie exchanged a look with her mother as she passed a platter of bacon and eggs to Dylan. “Really? What’s up?”

He could have danced around it, but he decided being direct was the best approach. “I’m going to be a father.” His announcement was met with complete silence, not the gasps he’d been expecting.

“Then you are the father of Sabrina’s baby?” his mother asked. “When we heard she was pregnant, we weren’t sure what to think.”

Ellie covered Dylan’s hand with hers. “I tried to call you when I heard what happened to her. Bell is such an asshole. I hope he gets what’s coming to him.”

“Language, Ellie,” their mother warned. “But your sister is right. They should lock that monster up and throw away the key.”

Dylan appreciated that his family seemed to be on Sabrina’s side, but he was anxious to hear how they felt about his baby news. “I’m pretty sure he’ll get what’s coming to him. About the baby—”

“You must be thrilled.” His mother sat across from him and reached for his hand. “We all know how much you want to be a daddy, and you’ve made no secret of the fact that Sabrina is the only one for you.”

He’d expected some opposition. His parents were traditional—they believed marriage came before babies and stay-at-home moms were the ideal. His mother heaped his plate with food as she used to when he was a kid. He knew she was trying to distract herself so she wouldn’t react too strongly to whatever he said.

“She is. I love her. I want her to be my wife.”

Ellie grasped his forearm. “That’s awesome, Dyl. Congratulations. When’s the wedding?”

“I didn’t say there was going to be a wedding.” At the sight of their frowns, he said, “I said I want to marry her, not that she feels the same way.”

“Let me get this straight,” his father said in a gruff voice, raising his hand. “She wants to have a baby with you, but she doesn’t want to marry you?”

“The baby was a surprise.” He didn’t dare tell his parents they may be expecting more than one baby. He suspected one surprise at a time was enough. “We didn’t plan it, but now that it’s happened, we’re both excited about becoming parents.” He was relieved he could honestly say that Sabrina seemed as excited as he was. He’d feared she would never come around, and he was grateful for the progress they’d made.

“Does she love you?” his mother asked. “I mean, enough to commit to spending the rest of her life with you?”

“She loves me, I have no doubt about that.”

“Then why won’t she marry you?” Ellie asked. “That doesn’t make any sense. If you love a guy enough to have his baby, you’re already connected to him for life.”

His sister was eight years younger than Sabrina, and she hadn’t even started her career yet. He couldn’t expect her to understand how much Sabrina’s business meant to her. “Things are happening pretty quickly. I’m being patient, giving her time to adjust.” Dylan picked a piece of bacon off his plate and munched on it while his parents exchanged a look that told him they didn’t approve of his strategy.

Ellie wrinkled her nose. “Y’all have known each other for eight years. You told me you’ve been crazy about her since the first day you laid eyes on her. Did it ever occur to you that you’re taking it too slow?”

Dylan spread his mother’s homemade jam on a piece of toast. “What do you mean?”

Between sips of coffee, Ellie said, “If I looked at a guy the way she looks at you and he was too dense to propose, especially if I were carrying his baby, I’d seriously consider cutting him loose permanently.”

“She knows how I feel about her,” he said defensively. “I’ve made no secret of the fact I want to get married and have kids.”

“You may have made it known in the general sense, but have you ever actually proposed?” Ellie asked. “Have you told her in no uncertain terms that you want her to be your wife? That you love her more than anything and can’t imagine your life without her? ‘Cause I’m telling you, those are the kind of things a girl needs to hear before she can take a guy seriously.”

“Of course she knows that.” Dylan racked his brain, thinking of all the conversations they’d had over the years. She had to know how much he wanted to marry her, didn’t she?

“So you’ve gotten down on one knee with a big-ass rock in your hand and told her she’s your soul mate?” Ellie reached for the jar of jam. “And she said…?”

“Well, no but—”

“Why not?” Ellie asked, her knife poised over the jar.

“No guy wants to risk rejection. When you get down on one knee, you want to be damn sure she’s gonna say yes. I guess with Sabrina, I could never be sure, so I never asked.”

“I get it,” she said, nodding. “Your pride is more important to you than being a full-time daddy.”

“What the hell are you talkin’ about?” he demanded, fisting his hand on the table. “Nothing is more important to me than our baby.”

Ellie smiled. “Prove it. Man up and ask your baby’s mama to marry you.”

He swallowed, feeling tension creep into his shoulders. “What if she says no?”

“What if she doesn’t?” Ellie put her hand on his shoulder, her eyes softening. “I’ve never been pregnant, but I can imagine it’s scary and something no woman wants to go through alone, especially if she can have the support of the baby’s father.”

“Sabrina has my full support, whether we’re married or not,” Dylan said defensively. “She knows that.”

“But being co-parents is different than being life partners. You want a life partner, don’t you?”

“Sure, I do.” But if he couldn’t have Sabrina, he didn’t want anyone.

“Then tell Sabrina that. I’m willing to bet she feels the same way.”

“You really think so?” Dylan’s gaze traveled around the people at the table. “She’s been so opposed to the idea of getting married before.”

“That was before she got pregnant,” his mother said. “Realizing you’re responsible for another human being has a way of changing your perspective about a lot of things. The things you used to live and breathe for don’t seem to matter as much as they once did.”

“Your mama’s right,” his father said. “I remember when she was expectin’ you. I used to love racin’ cars on the weekend. I lived for it from the time I was eighteen ‘til I was twenty-six. As soon as I found out I was gonna be somebody’s daddy, that all changed. I didn’t wanna get into a wreck and never get to see my boy bein’ born.”

Dylan shared a smile with his father. He’d seen plenty of pictures of his father behind the wheel of a stock race car, but he had no idea why his father had given up a hobby he was obviously so passionate about. “I hear what you’re all saying, and I’ll think about it. I will.”

“Just don’t wait too long,” Ellie said, grinning. “No woman wants to wear a tent as a wedding dress.”

 

***

 

They were sitting in a small hospital room, waiting for the doctor. The technician had already been in to do the ultrasound, and Dylan was still in awe of what he’d seen on the screen: two babies.

“You’ve been kind of quiet,” Sabrina said, reaching for his hand. “Are you okay?”

He grinned. “I’m good. Better than good, actually. You?”

“I’m still in shock.” She looked at her feet, tapping them together. “I knew twins were a possibility after what the doctor said yesterday, but hearing it and seeing it confirmed are two different things, you know? It makes it real.”

“I know what you mean.” He kissed her hands. He saw the uncertainty in her eyes and wanted to do anything he could to put her mind at ease. “But people raise twins all the time, baby. Hell, people have three or more babies at a time, and they manage.”

“Yeah, but I can’t help but feel they’re better equipped than I am.” She closed her eyes. “This still seems so surreal.” She bent her knees, resting the photo the technician gave them against her legs. “I can’t believe I have two babies growing inside me, D. I’m responsible for protecting them, taking care of them, and making sure they make it into the world safely. That’s a huge responsibility.”

“I know it is, sweetheart,” he said, stroking her hair. “But I’ll be there to help you.”

“Thank God.” A smile tugged at her lips as she ran a fingertip over the glossy black-and-white image. “I have to admit, they just look like two little blobs to me. Is that terrible? Shouldn’t I be able to see my babies?” She gasped, her eyes widening. “My babies. I’ve never said that before.” Her eyes filled with tears as she looked at him. “We’re going to have two babies. How crazy is that?”

“Pretty crazy.” He kissed her forehead. “Pretty awesome too. Look at it this way—you may only have to go through the whole pregnancy thing once.”

“You only want two kids?”

His chest expanded with hope and joy. Her question implied she’d be willing to give him more babies, didn’t it? “I don’t know. I’d be happy with two, but three or four would be great. How about you?”

“I don’t know.” She raised her hands. “I didn’t even want to have one baby, yet here I am getting excited about two. Who’s to say I won’t be ready to do it all over again in a few years?”

He loved that she was open to the possibility of a large family, something he wouldn’t have thought possible a few months earlier.

The doctor walked in, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “It seems my hunch was right. Twins, huh? Congratulations.” His eyes paused on Dylan before his jaw slackened. “You’re Dylan Clark, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.” Dylan stood to shake the doctor’s hand.

“Oh wow, this is a real pleasure,” he said, grinning. “I was a huge fan. So sorry to see your career cut short like that. I thought we had a good shot at a Super Bowl with you.”

“It would’ve been nice to try,” Dylan said, reclaiming his seat. He couldn’t even think about football, not when he was so concerned about Sabrina’s test results. Reaching for her hand, he asked, “The blood test and urinalysis you did earlier, what did you find?”

Dr. Cavanagh’s eyes landed on Sabrina.

“It’s okay, Dylan’s the father.” Sabrina said, squeezing Dylan’s hand. “The tests, Doctor, what were the results? Do I have preeclampsia?”

“As I mentioned earlier, your blood pressure was much better today. The previous readings could have been influenced by coming into the office in the middle of a workday when you were a bit stressed,” the doctor explained.

Dylan was willing to take good news wherever he could get it. He’d barely slept a wink last night, worrying about what the tests and ultrasound would reveal.

“Some protein in the urine is normal in pregnancy, as I explained yesterday, and preeclampsia in the first trimester is very rare. You do have some early indicators and it is more common with a multiple birth, so we’ll want to do more frequent ultrasounds and blood and urine tests, but all looks well for right now.”

“Thank God,” Sabrina said, flattening her hand against her chest.

“I will ask you to follow the outlines I gave you to reduce your risk of developing preeclampsia in the second trimester.”

“Of course,” Sabrina said, nodding. “Anything else?”

“Limit your stress.” He smiled, raising an eyebrow. “Do you think you can do that?”

“I’ll make sure she does,” Dylan cut in. He’d wait on her hand and foot if he had to.

“Good.” The doctor asked Sabrina, “You’re taking your prenatal vitamins every day and eating well?”

“Yes, sir.”

“That’s especially important with twins. We’ll closely monitor your weight gain. I advise you to stay active as well.”

“Um, about that…” Dylan didn’t want to embarrass Sabrina, but he had to know. “Will sexual activity be a problem?”

“No problem at all, at least at this stage.” The doctor winked. “Of course, all bets are off when she reaches about eight months. She’ll probably be pretty uncomfortable by then.”

Sabrina asked the doctor, “Is it still safe for me to fly today?”

“Pressurized cabins can increase your blood pressure and heart rate, as can the stress often associated with flying,” the doctor said.

“I’ve arranged to have my company’s private jet take us,” Dylan said. “Hopefully that will help?”

“You did?” Sabrina looked surprised.

“Yeah.” Dylan squeezed her hand before turning toward the doctor. “You mentioned the effect it could have on Sabrina’s blood pressure and heart rate…?”

“Did you purchase the blood pressure monitor I suggested, Sabrina?” the doctor asked.

“Yes.”

“Good, take it with you. Take your blood pressure once you land, just to be on the safe side, and if there are any problems, get to an ER as soon as possible. Otherwise, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“That’s great, thank you, Doctor.” Sabrina swung her legs over the side of the bed.

“I’d like you to call my office to schedule a follow-up in a couple weeks.”

“I will,” Sabrina said.

The doctor shook Sabrina’s hand before telling Dylan, “It really was a pleasure to meet you.” He cleared his throat. “My ten-year-old grandson is a huge football fan. Could I trouble you for an autograph?”

Dylan laughed as he reached for the doctor’s pen. “Doc, you’ve just made my day. Now’s the time to ask for just about anything.”


 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

It was Sabrina’s turn to take the stage and accept her award. Her stomach was tied up in knots—not because she was apprehensive about speaking to a large crowd, but because she was nervous about how her speech would be received by the person who mattered most: Dylan. She’d agonized over every word, writing and rewriting her speech after she found out he would be there to hear it. It was her chance to tell him, publicly, how much he meant to her.

She took the podium after a glowing introduction and glanced over the large crowd. Hundreds of women were in attendance, many with their significant others, so they would surely understand why she’d opted to skip her typical speech about drive, self-discipline, and focus. They knew how hard she’d had to work to succeed in a male-dominated industry. What they didn’t know was how much she had almost sacrificed to get where she was, and that was the message she wanted to impart.

“Thank you,” she said, smiling when the applause died down. Her eyes met Dylan’s, and she felt as if she was about to speak directly to him, saying things she should have said years ago. “I often hear people talk about the woman behind the man. Tonight I’d like to talk about the man behind this woman and how he made this journey possible for me.”

Sabrina felt Dylan’s eyes on her, but she forced her gaze to sweep the crowd. “He’s been my friend for the past eight years. He’s been my cheerleader when I felt down, the first person to pop a champagne cork when I had cause to celebrate, and the one who always had my back, no questions asked.” She felt herself tearing up when she thought of all the incredible moments they’d shared, but she forced herself to continue. “I don’t have to tell you that men like that give women like us the strength to do what we do. Without him, my life would undoubtedly be all about my work, but he’s taught me there has to be more to life than that.”

As much as she wanted to keep the focus on Dylan, she couldn’t leave the stage without thanking the other people in her life who supported her. “Nights like this remind me to be grateful… for my incredible team, who make it fun to go into work every day; for my family, who believed that I could not only take over this business but take it to the next level; my clients, who put their faith and trust in me; but most importantly, for the man who made me believe that I am capable of more than I ever gave myself credit for.” Like being a mom!

Her eyes landed on Dylan. “He convinced me I’m strong enough to fight back when someone knocks me down. When life throws me a curveball, he taught me how to catch it. Though football is really his thing.” She smiled as the crowd chuckled, and a few people, including those seated at their table, glanced at Dylan.

“My point is, we all need someone to believe in us. No matter how successful we are, we need people who make the journey worthwhile, people who will love us and support us and keep the faith when we lose hope. Because, ladies, I’m here to tell you, you will lose hope. The road to success is filled with potholes. Some will leave you immobile, and some will merely feel like a bump in the road, but it’s the people in your life who will remind you that life goes on even when you don’t close the big deal or sign the high-profile client. The sun will still rise and set tomorrow. There will always be another big deal, another big client.”

It was time to wrap it up, but Sabrina was nervous about what Dylan would say when she got back to their table. Would he be annoyed that she’d said to a roomful of people what she should have been able to say to him in private?

“Dylan, I want to thank you for always being by my side when I needed you most, even before I realized how very much I needed you.” She raised the crystal award she’d been given. “Every success I have is yours to share, because without your love and support, I wouldn’t have the foundation to succeed. I love you… more than you know.”

 

***

 

Dylan was speechless, but a quick glance at his watch told him he didn’t have a moment to spare. He hadn’t expected Sabrina’s speech to last quite as long as it had. Not that he was complaining. He could have listened to her all night.

He stood when Sabrina reached their table and handed her the wrap she’d draped over the back of her chair. “Do you mind if we step outside for a minute? I need a breath of fresh air.”

She looked uncertain. “Um, sure.”

He knew she expected him to say something about her speech, but he was at a loss for words. He’d never expected her to thank or even acknowledge him, much less pour out her heart on a stage, in a ballroom filled to capacity with her peers. It was the most romantic thing she’d ever done for him, and he only hoped his grand gesture could measure up. As he guided her onto the elevator, she glanced at him over her shoulder.

“I’m sorry if that made you uncomfortable,” she said. “That wasn’t my intent. I just wanted you to know—”

“It didn’t make me uncomfortable.” He was being abrupt, but he didn’t want to break down and spoil the surprise he had waiting for her on the roof of the exclusive downtown hotel. “It was… nice.” God, that sounded lame. “Really nice.” As if that made it better.

Her spine stiffened. She pulled the cashmere wrap tighter around her shoulders, concealing her cocktail-length strapless dress. “I’m glad you thought so.”

When the elevator stopped at the top floor, he said, “We’ll have to take the stairs from here.” One look at her four-inch heels told him that may not be the best idea. “Do you think you can manage in those things?”

Lifting her chin, she said, “I could walk miles in these. Let’s go.”

She walked ahead of him toward the exit sign at the end of the hall. The curve of her neck disappeared below the soft fabric wrapped around her, and his only thought was if the night ended the way he hoped it would, they could use the suite he’d reserved for the night to make up for all the time they’d lost.

When she made it to the top of the stairs, Sabrina stopped in her tracks, her gasp carried away by the soft breeze. The compact area was decorated in white, with outdoor furniture where hotel patrons could enjoy drinks, and he’d asked them to finish the area with lit trees and a truckload of white roses.

“Oh my God, this is incredible.” She faced him. “Did you do all this?”

He smiled at her enthusiasm. “I arranged it, but the hotel staff set it up.”

“It’s so beautiful.” She walked to the edge of the enclosed space and looked out over the bright lights of the city before glancing at the stars.

Dylan took advantage of her preoccupation with the stars to check the time. Ten minutes to show time. “Baby, come here for a minute.” He led her to the two-seater sofa across from two chairs. “Sit down.”

She followed him onto the sofa and held his hand as they sat next to each other.

“Those things you said about me tonight…” He cleared his throat when his eyes met hers. “They blew me away.”

“I meant every word.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know why it took me so long to realize it, D. You’ve been by my side the whole time. You were my very first client, and you’ve been there to celebrate every client I’ve signed since.”

He kissed her hand, trying to collect himself.

“It’s true what they say, you know, what you do isn’t who you are. I thought it was, but you helped me to realize there’s so much more to me than that. Now I’m starting to see myself as someone’s mom.” She giggled. “It’s a whole new chapter, one I wouldn’t have been brave enough to embark on without you, and I have a feeling it’ll be the most exciting so far.”

He reached down next to him for the gold gift bag he’d left there earlier. “I have something for you, to celebrate your accomplishment tonight.”

“Oh, you didn’t have to do that.” She smiled as she reached for the bag. “Just having you here meant so much to me.”

He watched her open the box, revealing the bottle of Dalmore 62 she’d teased him about the first night they met.

“Oh my God,” she said with a slight gasp. “You’re crazy! This must have cost a fortune.”

He put the bottle back in the box and set it on the table beside them. “I know you can’t drink it now.” He inched closer until his knees touched hers. “This gift is symbolic. Sure, I’d like us to share it someday, but I want you to know that anything you ask for, I’ll make it my mission to get it for you. That’s how much I love you. I’m not happy unless you’re happy.”

“I don’t need a ridiculously expensive bottle of scotch to be happy.” She kissed him softly, her eyes holding his captive. “All I need is you. You make me happy.” She gasped when she heard fireworks going off behind them. “Oh my God, what—”

“Come here.” He led her to the railing where they could best see the show he’d arranged for her. He stood behind her and circled her with his arms while she leaned her head against his chest.

“This is incredible, but how…?”

“I remember you telling me how much you used to love fireworks when you were a kid.”

She laughed. “I still do. I can’t believe you did all this for me.”

“My goal is to light up your world every day,” he whispered. “To make you laugh, to make you smile, to make you forget your problems for a while.”

“You do that. You’ve always done that.”

They watched the sky explode in a myriad of colors that rivaled any Fourth of July display Dylan had ever seen. Then finally… it was the moment of truth.

Sabrina’s gaze drifted to the sky before she said, “I guess the show’s over. Thank you for that. It was amazing.”

“It’s not over just yet.” He kissed her cheek. “There’s more.”

She looked up to see a message in the sky. Marry me, Sabrina? She turned in his arms as though she was almost afraid to believe it was real. “How did you do this?”

Dylan laughed, whispering, “Lasers, from the ground.”

He smiled before easing down on one knee. Bowing his head, he kissed her hand and took a moment to collect himself. “I’ve rehearsed this moment in my head a hundred times since the day I met you. The first time I saw you, I told Brett, ‘I’m going to marry that girl someday.’” He looked up to see tears streaking her face as her free hand covered her mouth. “There were moments when I feared that day would never come. I thought we’d never see eye-to-eye or want the same things out of life. But I couldn’t let you go. When I tried, I felt like I was losing the best part of myself, and I wanted it back. I wanted you back.”

She pinched her trembling lips together, nodding.

“When I found out you were having my baby, I’d never been happier. I’ve never wanted anything more.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“And then finding out you didn’t want it…” He blinked back tears. “I was so scared. I couldn’t lose you, but I couldn’t lose our baby either. I didn’t know what to do.”

“I’m sorry,” she mouthed.

“You’ve given me a gift.” He pressed his lips to the subtle swell of her stomach. “Not just these babies you’re carrying, though nothing has ever thrilled me more. You’ve given me hope that I can have the kind of life I’ve always wanted with you. When I heard you say those things about me tonight, I fell in love with you all over again, and I prayed it meant we were finally on the same page about the future.”

“We are.”

He extracted the velvet box from his pocket and opened it with one hand to produce the emerald-cut pink diamond. He smiled at her surprise over the unique ring. “You’re like no one else I’ve known, so I couldn’t very well give you a ring I’d seen a hundred times before. It had to be one of a kind, just like you.”

Dylan extracted the ring and set the box on the ground. “I figure there are about three and a half billion women in the world. And I’ve met my fair share.” He laughed when she frowned. “But not a single one of them has ever made me feel the way you do. Please, make me the happiest man in the world, baby. Be my wife?”

“Yes!” She giggled before slapping a hand over her mouth. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” She jumped up and down, nearly giving him a heart attack.

“Easy now.” He gripped her around the waist after slipping the ring on her finger. “You’re carrying precious cargo now.”

As his hand glided over her stomach and their eyes locked, she whispered, “How could I forget?”
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Going For It

Book Seven in the Texas Titans Series

 

When his professional boxing career ended Blaise Thomas knew he had to re-group and build a new life for himself. Buying a gym where he could train amateur fighters seemed like a perfect fit for him, but when a sexy sports agent walked in looking for a personal trainer, his plans changed.
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But when Blaise’s past comes back to haunt them, will Kiara run for cover or tough it out with her prized fighter?
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