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Chapter 1
Home should have been a place of sweet
serenity, the one safe place left when the rest of
the world turned against you.
It should have been, but it wasn’t.
Sweet serenity was the last thing Amanda
Rath felt as she punched in the code to open the
heavy front door. She slipped inside, sore and
tired. She’d spent the entire day at a specialist’s
office. It seemed like there wasn’t a part of her
body that hadn’t been poked and prodded.
Her fiance, Phil Wist, rounded the corner
as soon as the door shut. He leaned against the
wall, arms crossed, his presence large and
daunting even in the spacious front entrance.
He’d clearly just arrived home from work, as
his crisply pressed suit indicated.
Amanda watched him approach, wary as

she slipped out of her knee high designer boots.
She stacked them neatly on the rack in the
closet, just the way Phil liked them. He liked
everything to be spotless, pristine. In control.
He didn’t like it one bit when he didn’t get his
way. He could be childish and petulant.
“What did the doctor say?” Phil’s
presence only seemed to grow. He wasn’t a
large man. But being tall and streamlined,
naturally athletic, certainly wasn’t a
disadvantage when he wanted to command
attention. He was used to that. He grew up with
all the privilege in the world. To him, the world
was his to command.
Amanda wished she could slip into the
closet and hide. Phil had already been to see a
doctor two days before. They found nothing
wrong. Which meant the problem must be her.
She knew he would see it that way, even if it
wasn’t true. If there was one thing in the world
Phil wasn’t great at, it was accepting blame.
“Why don’t we sit down,” Amanda

whispered. She hated the way she reacted to
Phil when he was like this. When he wanted
answers. He knew how to get them too. He’d
been trained as a stockbroker to seek out and
find the truth that lay below the unexpected. It
was how he and his family had created a virtual
empire.
“Sit down?” Phil frowned. He took
another step forward, menacingly. Amanda
resisted the urge to shrink back. “Why? What
did the doctor say? Spit it out Amanda. I want
to know.”
She’d been warned about this. Her
family, her friends, they all told her that Phil
Wist, that any Wist, had a set of expectations.
They liked what they liked and they hated what
they didn’t. The world wasn’t a series of gray
shades for the Wists. It was pretty darn black
and white. Phil could be controlling, tending
towards jealousy. If he didn’t like Amanda’s
friends, she was required to drop them. Her
mother warned her, warned her that men like

Phil expected a wife that was little more than a
trophy. Thank god she wasn’t that yet, a wife or
a trophy. She’d left home when she was twenty
and moved in with Phil. She hadn’t spoken to
her mother since. Four years. Four years of
silence.
“She said there wasn’t a problem.
Nothing. They couldn’t find a single reason that
I haven’t conceived.”
Phil’s shoulders sagged. He looked a
little deflated. It wasn’t something she was used
to seeing. They had been fine before his
grandfather got sick. Ever since John Wist had
been diagnosed with cancer, the pressure had
been on.
At first, Amanda didn’t understand the
need for her to get pregnant. She couldn’t see
what Phil’s grandfather had to do with
anything. Then she’d found out the truth. Phil’s
grandfather controlled all the money. He owned
the company Phil and his father both worked at.
He had started it and grown it, trained his own

son as well as his grandson to be part of a
ruthless world where you sank or swam.
Family money was tied up with the old
man. He made all the decisions that directly
affected Phil’s future. The old man didn’t like
Amanda. He didn’t like that she came from a
modest house, raised by a single mother. He
didn’t like that she wasn’t over six feet with the
killer angles and blonde hair of a model. That
she’d gone to college and had an Art Degree
instead of majoring in business. Most of all, the
old man hated that Amanda, who had tied up
his grandson for four years, had failed to
produce a child.
Not that they’d actively tried the entire
time they were together. She’d been adamant
that she finish school before they conceived a
child. She loved Phil, but she valued the
education she’d worked so hard to attain.
That left two years. Over the past year,
after John Wist had been diagnosed with
cancer, Phil had become overly preoccupied

with having a child. It was pretty cut and dry to
Amanda. No child. No inheritance. He risked
being cut off if the old man died and she wasn’t
pregnant.
The helpless expression left Phil’s face.
Amanda’s stomach sank as it was replaced with
a twisted scowl. It turned features that should
have been handsome, smooth, the classic made
from money face, into something that was hard
and a little frightening.
Dark eyes burned into hers. Phil’s lips,
lips that were a little too thin on a good day,
turned back to reveal a set of perfect, white
teeth. His nostrils flared with anger. There was
a tick at his angular jaw as he fought back
anger.
Amanda braced herself for the storm that
was coming. She’d dreaded this, that black
look, the entire drive home from the doctor’s
office. Phil only got that black look of rage
when something went terribly wrong. She’d
never seen it aimed at her before. She had seen

it once, when he’d made a wrong trade and the
company lost half a million dollars because of
his mistake.
“Liar,” Phil roared. Spittle sprayed out in
the air in front of him. He stalked forward and
gripped Amanda’s arm. His fingers wrapped
around her bicep like a vice, cutting in
painfully. “You’re useless! Infertile!”
“No,” she yelped, nearly shocked into
silence. “The doctor said…”
“I don’t care what some doctor said. She
clearly had no idea what she was talking about.
We haven’t conceived a child and we’ve been
trying for two years! Two! There is something
wrong with you! You’re barren. Infertile. I
don’t fucking care what the word is for it,
you’re useless to me!”
Phil could be an asshole at times, but he
could also be tender and funny in terms. She
knew he was under a lot of pressure, both at
work and in his personal life. She had to

forgive him for this. Had to. She couldn’t live
with him otherwise, if she kept those bitter
words in her mind.
“Phil, please. We’ll keep trying. I’m sure
it will happen… maybe we just need to see a
few more specialists-” Amanda’s words were
cut off as Phil turned and jerked her hard. She
stifled a gasp of pain as he pulled her after him,
down the hall, towards her studio. He shoved
her in through the door.
“You think that I work all day so you can
sit home and do this? Fucking paint? You’re
useless! Your art is garbage. Nothing but a
fantasy. You’ll never amount to anything, never
sell one piece. I kept you with me because you
were what I needed. I don’t have time to find
someone else. I don’t have time, Amanda! I’m
out of it. My grandfather took a turn for the
worse and it’s fucking obvious he’s going to cut
me out of the will unless you get pregnant. And
I can’t fool the old prick. He wants medical
evidence of the fact.”

“Phil! Please, you’re hurting me!”
Amanda tried to pull her arm away, out of
Phil’s iron like grasp. His fingers dug in harder,
bruising her tender skin.
“Enough! You had to do one thing. One
thing and one thing alone. God, I’m glad I
didn’t marry you. My family never liked you,
Amanda. They were right. You’re trash. I don’t
know why I couldn’t see it sooner. I guess I’m
seeing it now. A pretty face and a nice pair of
tits will only get you so far in life, sweetheart.”
He let go of her arm with a hard thrust. He
brushed by her so abruptly she nearly fell over.
“Phil!” She spun around. “Where are you
going?”
“Out,” he thundered. “Out of this fucking
house. And you, you will be gone when I get
back in an hour. Take whatever you think you
want. Whatever trash in this studio that you
think has some value, but get out. You are of
absolutely no use to me now.”

“But… what about the car? The… my…”
it was impossible to form words. How could
four years with a man she thought she knew
and loved just evaporate into smoke? This was
so unlike the Phil she’d been with for so long.
This man, standing at the end of the hallway,
his face twisted with hate and rage, this wasn’t
Phil. Or was it? Was it ever possible to truly
know and understand another person?
“Take your car. It will only get you
further away from me,” Phil said, his hard tone
like a blast of winter air. “It’s in your name
anyway. Think of it as a parting gift. The only
thing you’ll get from me. If you come after me
for anything else, anything else at all, or if you
try and go public with this and ruin my family’s
name, I’ll come after you. Don’t forget that
money buys the best lawyers possible. I’ll
crush you. I’ll make you wish that you never
knew my name. So don’t even think of it,
Amanda.”
“But… where will I go?” Her mind

whirled. She could hardly process what was
happening. That as of a few minutes ago, she
was homeless for something that wasn’t even
her fault. Whether Phil believed her or not, that
doctor had sat face-to-face while she explained,
from the battery of tests Amanda had been
through, that there was nothing medically
wrong with her. She couldn’t really have been
wrong, could she? Maybe certain kinds of
infertility don’t show up on a test…
Phil stomped down the hallway. He
gripped Amanda’s shoulders so hard she nearly
fell over. His fingers dug unmercifully into
tender muscles. “That is no longer my
problem,” he hissed into her ear. He shoved her
into the open door of her studio. “Now start
fucking packing. One hour, Amanda. One hour.
Don’t push me or test me or you will be sorry.
I’ll throw you out with nothing but the clothes
on your back if I find you here when I return.”
A hard shove sent her sprawling through
the open door. She stumbled and righted herself

before she crashed into one of her paintings. It
was a large piece. She’d been working on it for
months. She whirled around, but Phil was
already gone. His angry, harsh footfalls echoed
down the long hallway then the front door
slammed.
Amanda collapsed. Her legs just gave
way and she found herself, a heap on the floor.
Everyone had warned her. Warned her
about the Wists. She hadn’t listened. That’s
what love did to you. It made you a fool. A
damn fool.
The one thing she’d done for herself,
after losing her friends and her mother, no…
after giving them up for Phil, was to open her
own bank account. She’d kept it a secret and
had socked money away when she could. It
wasn’t easy, given that she didn’t actually have
a job. Phil wouldn’t let her work. She did
volunteer work because it made him look good.
She hosted dinners, went to dinners, entertained
his friends. And she painted. That had become

her life. A life she thought was so full of
purpose.
A life that meant nothing at all.
She had a couple thousand dollars in her
account. Hardly enough to even get an
apartment once she paid the down payment.
She didn’t have anywhere to go. She couldn’t
go back home. Not to the small town an hour
outside of Boulder, where her mother lived.
That wasn’t home anymore. Her mother had
been pretty clear. Dump Phil Wist or move out
and not come back. She’d chosen the latter.
And she was paying for it now.
Amanda took a deep, shaky breath. She
realized she was crying. Hot, salty tears
streamed down her cheeks, completely
unheeded. She didn’t even feel it. A slow,
horrible numbness spread over her chest. She
forced herself to her feet and stared around the
room.
She had one hour. She wasn’t going to

leave her paintings behind. She forced herself
into action, to move towards a future that was
completely and utterly uncertain.

Chapter 2
Amanda opened one red, puffy eye. She
blinked hard into the darkness of the room,
wondering where on earth the sunshine was
that normally streamed through her bedroom
window.
Within a second it all came crashing
back. The horrible, unexpected, shocking fight
with Phil. He’d kicked her out and she was
here, in a dumpy motel room because it was
cheap, the thick curtains drawn over the
window, still in her clothes from the day
before.
She hadn’t brushed her teeth the night
before and they felt fuzzy, her mouth thick. Her
flaxen hair was matted and tangled around her
shoulders. She groaned as she pushed back the
covers. The bed was lumpy and hard in turns.
Her back ached and her neck had a horrible

cramp in it. When she turned to the right, the
pain hit and she nearly saw stars.
Her backpack sat on the wood chair in
front of the beat up desk. She forced herself to
go to it and retrieve her laptop. It powered up in
a few seconds. She stared at the too bright
screen, which cast shadows over the darkened
room. She should just open up the curtains and
let the sunlight in, but she didn’t want to.
Sunlight symbolized hope and right now she
had none.
There was a job site that she had found
her waitressing job on back in college, before
Phil had forced her to quit and started giving
her an allowance. She’d moved in with him
shortly after. He hadn’t even wanted her to
finish college, but she’d been adamant.
Not that an arts degree was worth
anything. She knew the kind of jobs she would
like to have were few and far between.
Regardless, Amanda searched for the job

site. It was still there. It looked completely
different, but there were numerous postings.
She flicked through the first page
dispassionately, passing title after title. Nothing
seemed right. She knew she would just have to
suck it up and take something eventually, but
she wanted it to be something she was at least
half decently happy at. If that was still possible.
Finally, on the fourth page, something
caught her eye. A live in housekeeper for a
rustic location. It was an odd title. She clicked
on the ad and read through the description. The
job was located an hour or so outside Boulder.
Set off grid, whatever that meant. What really
gave her some hope was the fact the job
included room and board. The salary wasn’t
much, but it was all profit since she didn’t have
to find a place and pay rent.
At the moment it seemed like a very, very
good option.
Amanda spent the better part of the next
couple hours making a resume. It was lean. Far

too lean, since she hadn’t actually worked in
forever. She finally decided to list all her jobs
before college, her college experience and her
volunteer experience. That fleshed it out a little.
In her cover letter she stated that she’d grown
up on a farm. It was a stretch considering they
hadn’t had animals or farmed the few acres that
were theirs. She’d basically just lived on the
perimeter of a small town. Because she bused
to school, she thought it counted.
She took a minute to look everything
over before she sent it to the email address
listed on the ad. It was corny, she admitted. She
probably didn’t have a chance in hell of getting
the job. She still couldn’t even truly believe she
was considering this. How had it all boiled
down to this so very quickly?
Since she couldn’t just sit in bed and
mope all day, Amanda decided to get up and
get in the shower. A nice warm bath or standing
under the hot spray normally made her feel
better, but when she emerged from the shower

ten minutes later, nothing had changed. She
was still basically homeless, jobless and
friendless.
Her hand itched to dial her mother’s
number, but she didn’t dare. How could she go
running back to her mother at the first sign of
trouble? Her mom hadn’t exactly minced words
when she’d told Amanda she had no home to
come back to if she moved in with Phil.
No, if she was going to work at repairing
the relationship with her mother, after a four
year gap of not speaking, it would have to be
done slowly, with tact.
The shrill ring of her phone cut into her
thoughts, startling her. Amanda rushed across
the room, still wearing the white, thin bath
towel around her torso, hair dripping all over
the place. She retrieved her phone from the
bed, hoping like hell it was Phil calling to
apologize. To tell her that this was all some big
mistake.

Her heart sunk as she stared at the strange
number she didn’t recognize. She finally
answered.
“Hello?”
“I’m looking for Amanda Rath, please.”
For some reason, Amanda shivered. The
masculine voice, deep with just the hint of a
raw edge, appealed to something primal and
raw deep inside of her that she didn’t even
know existed.
“Yes,” she whispered, far too quietly. She
forced her voice to be firm. “This is.”
“You applied for a housekeeper position.
I’d like to give you an interview if you’re still
interested.”
“Oh.” Crazy! She’d just fired off her
resume twenty minutes before. She hadn’t
really expected a call back, let alone one so
soon. “Yes. Sorry, I’m still interested.”
“Can you make it here tomorrow

morning? For an interview?”
Only because I have nothing else to do.
“Yes. Sure. What time?”
“Does ten work?”
“Ten sounds fine.”
The deep voice paused but she could still
hear him breathing. It was oddly unnerving,
that deep, gentle cadence. It created a strange
pressure in the bottom of her stomach as she
imagined what he’d look like. Older. Maybe
forty. He lived alone in some rustic setting so
he must either hate humanity or have a story
that he didn’t want the world to know. Since he
could afford to hire someone it must mean that
he wasn’t broke and therefore not living away
from the city for financial reasons. She
imagined he’d be tall. Broad shouldered.
Wounded dark eyes, chestnut hair cropped
short. Clean shaven, because even though he
was in the bush he liked to be well groomed.
She shook herself. So not an appropriate

train of thought.
“If I give you the land location, you’ll be
able to find it?”
“Yes.” She had no idea what that even
meant, but the internet was a marvelous thing.
Satellite images and mapping were pretty
advanced now. She figured if she plugged in
whatever he gave her, she’d be fine. At least
she hoped so. She didn’t want to be lost on
some back road.
“Good.” He listed off a series of numbers
she wrote down on the hotel notepad. After that
he said a quick, stunted goodbye and hung up.
She was left standing by a beat up desk,
her hair dripping beads of water over the
surface when she leaned over to inspect the
coordinates again.
It was strange, what life threw at you. In
less than twenty-four hours her whole world
had changed and changed again. Maybe this
was the new beginning she needed. A fresh

start, away from the city, away from the life
she’d known for so long.
Now that she had a spark of hope to
count on, it was a little easier to look back on
her life with Phil and be honest. She hadn’t
been completely happy. There had been
something missing for her and it wasn’t just the
baby they’d tried to conceive for so many
years.

Chapter 3
After an hour journey down the highway,
one long gravel road and several dirt roads,
most of them leading uphills, Amanda was
relieved and utterly amazed to have found the
place she was supposed to end up at. She was
on time too, five minutes before ten.
As she stepped out of the car, Amanda
took a deep breath of the fresh, crisp air. Air so
different from the air in the city. She hadn’t
even realized how choked she was there.
Although, perhaps that had everything to do
with her lifestyle and nothing at all to do with
the environment itself.
She’d worn her one pair of runners. The
crushed gravel of the driveway crunched
underfoot until she hit the springier, softer,
green grass. Her steps were whisper quiet then.
Though her whole body trembled with sudden

nerves and her knees threatened to give out, she
forced herself up the three wood steps and onto
the front porch. She expected a creek or a groan
under her weight, but there was no sound at all
except the dull thud of her footsteps.
The door was some primitive looking
construction, four large slats down with one
across the top and bottom. It was weathered,
the wood almost worn gray. It was smoother
than she expected, when she raised her fist to
knock. The sound echoed around the still, quiet
clearing, interrupting the silence.
A shrill wine went off followed by an
incessant chatter. Amanda stepped back and
glanced at the trees. She smiled when she
finally saw who she’d interrupted; a little red,
bushy tailed squirrel. The animal stared back at
her with its little black eyes, scolding her for
being there in the first place.
She turned and was about to knock again
when the door swung open. Amanda sucked in
a harsh rasp of air. She faltered backwards a

step as the stranger stepped out. She had to.
He was so large he filled up the entire
doorway. He nearly had to duck to get out.
She’d peg him well over six feet. He wore a
faded, red plaid shirt, the epitome of outdoor,
bush living, and he wore it well. Broad
shoulders and a powerful, barrel like chest
filled that shirt out. All that power on top
tapered away to a narrow waist which Amanda
was willing to bet was all chiseled muscle. His
legs were clad in a pair of faded, stained jeans.
They fit him like they were some kind of
designer brand made to look that way right
from the store, worn and frayed and hugging all
the right places. His feet were shod in heavy
black boots, the kind that probably had steel
toes.
Amanda realized she was staring and she
blushed. She extended a hand quickly and
cleared her throat so she could force words past
a closed, flustered throat. “I- uh- I’m Amanda.
We spoke on the phone yesterday about the

housekeeper position.”
“Yes.” The stranger, almost reluctantly it
seemed, produced a hand from his side.
Amanda’s lips parted involuntarily. The
guy’s shirt sleeve was rolled up, almost to his
elbow and his forearm was covered in black
ink. She’d missed it during her first, quick
perusal. She quickly shook the guy’s hand
before she could get caught ogling him again.
One large, calloused, rough palm closed over
hers. Her hand was completely engulfed by the
much warmer, larger one. The brief shake sent
a buzzing jolt up Amanda’s arm and she
retracted her hand in surprise.
She tucked it back at her side, where it
belonged. Her stomach cramped a little. A
strange heavy sensation flooded her chest and
pooled lower, much lower…
Amanda quickly looked up, forcing her
mind back to the position. This guy must think
I’m a freak. I’m kind of acting like a crazy

person…
She looked into his face, which was a
mistake. She lost herself there again. This
stranger, she sensed it was easy to get caught
up staring at him. He was the kind of man who
should be decorating magazine pages and
billboards, not hiding out alone in the woods,
living rough.
Jet black hair that was perhaps a little too
long, was slicked back away from a broad,
strong forehead. His eyes were set into a deeper
brow. To say they were the color of the sky
would have done them an injustice. They were
the kind of blue that was nearly otherworldly,
the kind that shone with a light from the inside
instead of the outside. Unexpectedly high
cheekbones, bronzed from the sun, gave way to
a well-groomed beard. It was as jet black as his
hair and wiry. Amanda didn’t really like beards
but she liked this one. It suited the guy. She
realized she should look away, say something,
but she couldn’t just yet. Her eyes traced the

shape of lips that were far too full to belong on
a man. Lips that probably tasted as good as
they looked… She quickly glanced up at his
nose. It was straight and strong, the kind of
nose that only looked good if supported by
other stronger, features. And damn, it looked
good on him.
“Did you come all this way to evaluate
me or should I show you around and let you
judge the property as well?”
Damn it. “Sorry,” Amanda mumbled.
“Yes, please. Show me around.” Her face
burned as the guy turned, clearly expecting her
to follow. She went through the door, after him.
The house, or cabin or whatever it should
be termed, was rustic but comfortable. It was
larger on the inside than it looked from the
outside.
One huge room made up the living area.
A battered leather couch was perched atop a
worn woven rug. It could have been red once,

but now it was just a dull orange. The
floorboards were raw, rustic wood, worn down
by constant walking. The walls were the
straight, rough wood of the outside. Some kind
of gray material stood between them, probably
the stuff that held them all together.
Beyond the main room was a hall and a
series of doors. Probably the bathroom and the
bedrooms. Amanda quickly whipped her eyes
back to the stranger who hadn’t yet introduced
himself. He walked off through the open
doorway that led to the kitchen.
Amanda followed and stood in stunned
silence. A huge stove, antique looking with
silver trim and a black top, took up most of the
space. A huge black chimney pipe protruded
from the back of the stove and went all the way
to the high ceiling. It disappeared to the outside
world, unseen.
A beat up, obviously homemade wood
table and chairs took up the rest of the space.
The kitchen wasn’t traditional in that it had

cupboards and a sink. It did have a hand pump,
the kind of thing that was popular for drawing
water back before the invention of modern
plumbing and a few non fixed cupboards. They
looked old and ornate. Amanda didn’t know
what kind of wood they were, but they were
impressive. A few wood shelves lined the wall
and dishes, mugs and pots were stacked up on
them. The only appliance was a small bar sized
black fridge, tucked away, almost unnoticeable.
A huge window took up the far wall and let in
lots of light.
“Does it suit?” The stranger stalked over
to the table. He pulled out a chair, scraping it
across the wood floor, before he sat down
heavily.
Amanda stood awkwardly, wondering if
she should sit or not. She finally opted for
sitting, so they could have a conversation
without her hovering over him.
The stranger’s blue eyes appraised
Amanda coldly. “You don’t look like you grew

up on a farm.”
“I… I’ve spent some time in the city,”
Amanda stammered. “I went to college there
and then I stayed.”
“Doing what?”
The guy’s tone was nosy and rude and
she didn’t like it at all. “Art,” she finally
answered and left it at that.
“I see. So you’re an artist?”
“I mentioned that in my cover letter.”
“I suppose you did.” The man moved his
hands to the table top. He folded his massive
fingers into each other and cracked the
knuckles mercilessly. Amanda nearly winced at
the sound. “So you think you could handle this?
Cleaning this place up? There’s a garden that
would be part of the job. It’s out back. It would
have to be weeded and watered. “There are
chickens, eggs, that kind of thing. There isn’t
any power, at least not in the traditional sense. I

have a couple solar panels on the roof, but
that’s to run the fridge. I would expect meals to
be cooked. You of course would help yourself
to whatever you cook. I would supply
groceries. You wouldn’t stay here. There is
another cabin, smaller, further off. No one has
lived there since I bought the place so you
would have to clean it first. It has no power or
indoor plumbing.”
“No plumbing?”
“There’s an outhouse further down the
way. A tin tub for bathing, or, if you want,
there’s a creek in back. It’s cold though. All
year round.”
“A… a creek?” Amanda sputtered. She
forced a hard swallow down her throat. She
didn’t truly realize what she was signing on for
when she applied for the job and this guy knew
it. A tell-tale smirk turned up those handsome
lips. His smug look ignited a sudden fury in
Amanda’s chest. “That’s fine. I’ll get used to it.
I’ll just need to be shown how everything

works, but I’m a fast learner.” She couldn’t say
that she needed this job. That she had no other
place to go. That all she had left in the world
was currently packed the backseat and the trunk
of her car.
“Are you?” One dark brow raised in
question. She had the impression the guy was
making fun of her.
“Yes,” Amanda said firmly.
“And the salary suits?” His eyes swept
over her, taking in her blouse and dark, tight
fitting jeans. She hadn’t been sure what to wear.
The only clothing she had was expensive,
designer stuff. He’d obviously got a good look
at her car too, when he’d come out onto the
porch.
“Yes. It suits.”
“Give me your hand.” The stranger
extended a large palm, face up on the table. The
callouses, blisters, cuts and scrapes were
obvious.

“What?” Amanda’s palms began to sweat
where she held them in her lap, under the table.
The thought of touching the guy, anywhere,
made her blood boil in a way it shouldn’t. God,
she had no business thinking about him in any
sort of way other than professional. Does he
have to be so damn… virile? Rugged? Sensual?
“Your hand.” His eyes sparked with a
sudden glint of humor and Amanda finally
raised her palm. She didn’t touch him, just set
her hand on the table next to his.
He didn’t move. His eyes swiveled down
to her pristine, white, smooth palm with the
long, tapered fingers and manicured nails.
“You haven’t done any sort of work in a
long time, doll, have you? I bet you had some
fancy maid to do all your cleaning where you
came from. And now you’ve applied to be a
housekeeper.”
“Yes,” Amanda choked down a hard burst
of humiliation. It triggered a feeling of

unnatural rage that burned brighter and deeper
and completely unexpected. “I might have had
a maid for the last couple years. I might have
had everything I could ever ask for.” She
lowered her eyes. “Everything and nothing at
all. It’s funny, how it doesn’t really make you
happy. I thought this might. I didn’t grow up
with someone to take care of me. I worked
hard. I can do it again.” She finally raised her
eyes, the challenge clear.
The stranger’s eyes locked on hers. After
a few long minutes of silence he gave a brief
nod. “Alright. I’ll give you a try. One week
though. If I don’t think it’s going to work then
you have to leave.”
“That’s fair.”
“If you even last a week.”
Oh come on! Amanda choked back a
stinging retort and forced a smile. “Alright
then. What would you like me to do first?”
“I’m going out. Have some chores I

didn’t get done yet. See if you can manage to
make coffee and some breakfast. You’ll have to
get the eggs from the henhouse. Don’t let the
chickens out either. Lose too many birds that
way. Bacon’s in the fridge and there is bread in
the cabinet over there. Although, I expect that
you’d be able to bake it from now on. Open the
front door and call for me when it’s ready.”
He stood and didn’t so much stomp out
of the room as just strode, his heavy footfalls
dragging on the wood floor, giving the
impression that he wasn’t happy about
something although it was likely just his
normal, heavy gait.
Amanda stood in the middle of the
kitchen, the sudden silence of the house and the
magnitude of what she’d just taken on nearly
crushing her. She realized, as she fumbled
around, trying to find whatever contraption
made coffee without electricity, that she didn’t
even know her new boss’ name.

Chapter 4
Amanda.
If that name reverberated through Jason’s
mind, bounced around the walls of his skull any
longer, he felt he might actually go insane.
His new employee had been in his cabin
a grand total of twenty minutes and already he
regretted his decision. What had he been
thinking when he put out that ad? That he was
tired of being lonely? That if he didn’t hear
another voice and soon, he was going to get
cabin fever or bush fever or whatever the hell
they called it?
He’d wanted a housekeeper because the
truth was, he hated cleaning. Couldn’t stand it.
He could do without the cooking and chores he
didn’t truly have time for. He thought some
older lady would apply. The granny style.
Someone to look after, someone to bake him

pies and cakes and whatever else grannies did.
He never had one so he wasn’t sure.
He didn’t bank on some pretty young
woman, clearly so out of her depth, applying
for the job. He’d known she was young from
her resume, but he’d called her for an interview
since she was the only applicant. He didn’t
even think she’d show. Not only did she show
up on his doorstep like an apparition from some
other universe, possibly heaven itself, she was
beautiful. Incredibly, annoyingly, distractingly
gorgeous.
I need something physical to take my
mind off of her.
He headed straight for the wood pile,
ready to split logs that had been seasoning for a
while. Jason retrieved his ax out of the small
tool shed a few yard away from his cabin. The
handle was worn smooth with use. He hefted it
in his hand, the familiar weight grounding him.
He stomped off to the pile of logs he’d left for
cutting. He chose one, mounted it on the

chopping block which was no more than an old,
solid stump, and took aim.
The log split with a satisfying crack. He
picked up one of the split halves and made
short work of it, cutting it into smaller pieces.
Each swing of the ax, each grunt of effort, the
sweat that beaded on his forehead and stung his
eyes, that dampened his shirt, the screaming
protest of burning muscles… it was all good
because at least it took his mind off a certain
flaxen haired, green eyed beauty with the
petite, heart shaped face of an angel. She had
the sensual body of a goddess, delicious curves
that begged to be touched and explored.
Damn it!
On his next swing, the ax glanced off the
log and bounced off to the side, nearly hitting
Jason’s shin in the process. He stopped, his
chest heaving with effort.
What the hell am I doing out here, nearly
cutting off my leg? Anyone would think he had

never seen a beautiful woman before. His body,
which was stiff and achy in exactly the wrong
spots, his cock included in that number, reacted
like he hadn’t. It’s been too long. I’ve been out
here far too long.
Jason threw the ax aside with a grunt of
disgust. He made his way through the wood,
traversing a well-worn path through the trees
and underbrush, shrubs and moss, down to the
creek. He broke through the clearing, which
gave way suddenly, without warning, to steep
mossy banks, sharp rocky ledges and a swiftly
flowing creek. The crystal clear creek wasn’t
more than ten feet wide, but it was deceptively
deep and the current was fast flowing,
especially in the spring.
Now that summer was in its height, the
water was less swollen. It meandered now,
rather than roaring its way through the land.
He stooped at the side of the creek and
dipped his hands in. Though it was mid-July,
the water was still ice cold. His fingers quickly

grew numb. He cupped his hands and splashed
the water onto his heated face. The ice cold
shock re-balanced his mind.
Why am I worried? She’ll be gone soon
enough. She’ll pack her bags. She’s not cut out
for this. For any of it. I don’t have to drive her
away with sullen silences or too many chores.
She belongs in the city. Soon enough she’ll see
she’s made a mistake and leave.
It shouldn’t have, but it felt like a
monumental loss.
His groan of annoyance echoed through
the clearing. Jason cut back through the woods,
back in the direction of the cabin. He’d been
gone long enough. Hopefully she hadn’t
managed to burn the place down.
As he walked through the front door, the
smell of burning coffee did indeed assault him,
but so too did the heavenly scent of frying
bacon and fresh cooked eggs.
He sauntered into the kitchen, aware that

his boots left muddy tracks after his wet trek
down to the creek and back. He pulled out a
kitchen chair and sat, silently.
His new employee rushed around the
kitchen, a moving blur of sensuality, tempting
him with every single movement she made. A
dip at the waist showed off her curvy ass, fitted
in jeans so tight they could have been painted
on. She attended to the frying pan, flipping the
bacon and her body swayed melodically, like
she was dancing. Her breasts, full, lush breasts,
strained at her blouse as she bent over to grab
something out of the fridge.
She finally whirled and caught him
staring at her. “The coffee’s burned,” he
announced, like an asshole.
“Yes,” she said, obviously flustered. Her
green eyes, eyes the color of the grass right by
the creek, lush and ripe and new, sparked with
annoyance. “I’m sorry, I’ll get it right next
time. I’m just not used to using something that
brews over the stove. I think the fire was too

hot…” Pink lips pursed, waiting for him to
berate her further.
He just shrugged. He was privately
impressed that she’d been able to accomplish
half of what she had in the hour he’d been
gone. The stove had already been lit though. If
he was a betting man he would wager against
her getting it going in the morning.
“So…” Amanda set a chipped plate down
in front of him. The china wasn’t fancy. The
plates, cups, saucers, bowls, pots and pans and
utensils had all been there when he bought the
place. He hadn’t brought anything of his own.
Not even his clothes. Those he’d purchased
after, in Dinane, a small town half an hour
down the road, in the exact opposite direction
of Boulder.
Jason glanced down at the plate then back
up at her face. Apparently that was the wrong
thing to do. Her eyes flitted away quickly and
twin spots of bright pink blossomed on
delicate, alabaster cheeks. She wasn’t even

tanned. Which meant she spent absolutely no
time at all out in the sun.
“I was wondering what your name is.
You never told me.”
“Jason,” he finally said, after a long
pause which he noticed made her
uncomfortable.
“Oh.”
She said nothing else, just placed a mug,
the sugar bowl and the carton of cream on the
table in front of him. She served up the bacon
and eggs shortly after. He stared down at his
plate. The burnt coffee she filled his mug with
was thick and dark. Probably palatable with
enough sugar and cream.
He caught her, ready to leave the kitchen
a minute later. “What are you doing? Aren’t
you going to eat breakfast?”
Amanda turned, slowly, blushing again.
She didn’t meet his gaze. Instead she focused

over his shoulder, out the window. “I already
ate before I came. Thanks though.”
“You don’t need to thank me.” He picked
up a forkful of eggs and rammed them into his
mouth. God, he was starving. He hadn’t tasted
anything so delicious in a long time. He pointed
out that she had burned the coffee because he
was in a surly state and needed to focus on her
flaws rather than her more beautiful assets. He
himself couldn’t count how many times he’d
burned coffee, or anything else. The fact was
that he was a shit cook. “This is part of your
job, remember? Room and board?” He chewed
with his mouth half full.
“Yeah,” she responded quietly. She stood
in the entrance to the kitchen, looking like she
wasn’t quite sure what he wanted her to do.
Didn’t that make two of them? He had no
idea either. “There are sheets in the linen closet
down the hall. You can use some to make up
your bed. You probably want to spend the
better part of today in your own cabin. It hasn’t

been used in quite a while. I imagine the mice
and the spiders will just about have taken over
by now.”
She gulped audibly and he had to grin.
God, she was a city girl through and through.
“If you want to wash anything, I’ll have to
show you how to use the portable washer. That
is, unless you want to use the creek and the
line. That works just as good. There’s a well
right beside the cabin. You can either use the
hand pump or you can take the cover off and
there’s a bucket you can put down. If you
choose that option, you might be there for a
good long while. It’s a deep well.”
“Uh… alright.”
Jason nodded. He waited for her to beat a
hard path out of there, but she didn’t move. He
glanced up, right into those mossy green eyes.
They cut straight through him, straight through
to the quick of him, to the sensitive, tender part
that still felt something. His cock, which so far
had obeyed since the cold dousing he’d given

his face by the creek, jumped to life. It ground
hard against the fly of his jeans and he barely
stifled a groan.
“So you paint?” He asked gruffly, his
voice a hell of a lot harsher than he intended.
“Yes,” she answered softly. She looked
away again, turning her gaze back out the
window.
“Are you good?”
“I… I don’t know. I wouldn’t necessarily
say so, compared to others.”
“What good is it then? If you’re not that
good? Or are you just being modest?”
Amanda’s hands, those delicate, pale,
flawless hands that hadn’t seen a day’s hard
work in years, if ever, twisted in front of her
waist. “I don’t know.” She still didn’t look at
him. “I guess beauty is in the eye of the
beholder. You may like it, you may not. I
suppose that would determine, for you, whether

I was good or not.”
“You know, not everything has to be
politically correct.” He jammed a forkful of
eggs into his mouth before reaching down and
picking up a strip of bacon. God, he hadn’t said
so many words in a very, very long time. It was
like they had built up inside of him, ready to
explode at any given second.
“Politically correct?” One blonde brow
arched in question.
“You can just say yes, I’m good. Or go
fuck yourself, Jason. Or you don’t look like the
kind of guy who could tell the difference
anyway. Any of that would suit me just fine.”
She made a choking noise, a little
strangled whimper in the back of her throat. It
sounded very much like what would have been
pulled from the depths of her soul in the heat of
passion. The hair rose on the back of Jason’s
arms. Fuck. I have to get out of here.
“Alright. Any of those then. Thanks for

the instruction.”
“Just manage not to burn anything down
while I’m gone.”
“Gone?”
“Yeah. I’m going into town.”
“Now? To Boulder?”
“Now. There are other places on earth.
There’s a small town not far. I want to get some
supplies…”
“Alright.”
“I won’t be back before dark.”
She glanced towards the window and he
could see her, calculating the long hours
without him to help her if she was in trouble.
Dark meant late. Nine or ten. What the hell was
he going to do until then?
“Okay.”
“Don’t

drown

yourself.

Don’t

hurt

yourself. Don’t burn anything down. You have
a cell?”
“Everyone has a phone.”
“Use it if you need to. I’d prefer you
didn’t, but that’s just me. I hate the things. Only
turn mine on for emergencies and reception is
spotty here anyway.” He scraped his plate
clean, pushed it away and shoved back his
chair.
Amanda stepped back to let him pass,
silently by. He had a pretty good notion that his
cabin would be spotless when he got back.
What else would she do with the entire
afternoon and evening? Paint? Maybe. Maybe
she’d be useless as a housekeeper and he could
always fire her. That is, if she was still there
when he got back.
He slammed his way outside and into his
old, beat up pick up. Luckily she’d parked her
sleek, black sedan out of the way so he could
still get down the drive without telling her to

move her car.
He glanced back in the rear view mirror
just once as he sped away. He didn’t see her.
She hadn’t come out to stand on the porch and
watch him go.
Jason didn’t feel an ounce of relief until
he was off the dirt road that led to his property,
out of the woods, down the gravel road and
onto the highway. He just needed to get away,
cool his head, give himself a chance to think
rationally. He didn’t know what the hell was
going on. His body shamed him. Like he
couldn’t control himself. He was thirty-five
fucking years old and he was acting like a
thirteen year old boy who had just discovered
his cock was for more than just taking a piss.
He reached over and cranked down the
window. The warm summer air rushed into the
truck and ruffled his hair. It provided no
cooling relief, but it did refresh his lungs when
he breathed in the mountain scented, pine crisp
fragrance.

Yes, maybe Amanda would be gone when
he got back. One could always hope. He just
hated how, after so much time alone, that hope
felt far hollower than it should have.

Chapter 5
The first rays of dawn, gray and
indistinct, filtered through the small window
above the twin sized bed. The light gradually
grew stronger, until reds and pinks reflected on
the brass headboard. Dust motes danced in the
beams of sun.
Amanda shifted and stretched. The small
bed wasn’t new or comfortable. The mattress
was harder than a stone slab. Her pillow was
lumpy and smelled of mold or mildew. Maybe
both.
She’d done her best to clean up the tiny
cabin the day before. One hard lesson she’d
learned- it took a heck of a long time to build a
fire just to heat a pot of water. Jason was also
woefully low on cleaning supplies. She hoped,
on what seemed like his impromptu trip into
town the day before, that he had procured

some.
Her gaze traveled up to the ceiling. The
open beams had been covered in cobwebs.
She’d done away with them first, but she
realized she’d missed a couple. She shivered,
hoping that no nocturnal, eight legged creatures
had visited her bed in the night.
Amanda threw back the quilt. It was far
too early to get up but sleep was elusive. There
was a small dresser, ancient looking, the kind
from the turn of the century, in the room. The
mirror was faded and dappled with age spots
but it was sturdy enough. She’d unpacked her
clothes into it the previous afternoon.
She dressed in silence, slipping on a long
black maxi skirt, a tight fitting black tank top
and a huge knit sweater. It was cool in the cabin
at the start of the day, with no fire going.
The rest of the cabin was just one room.
A small kitchen area with a portable cabinet
like what Jason had, was set up off to the side.

There was a wood burning stove, but it was
nothing like the one in the larger cabin. It was
just the actual stove part for wood and it had a
couple burners on top. No ovens. A tiny table
with two handmade chairs was neatly placed in
one corner and an older style sofa, the kind
from the seventies, that burned yellow color,
covered with a patchwork quilt, stood off to the
other side of the room. A huge window let in
lots of light. It made the place feel homey.
Red and gold hues streamed into the
cabin. It was utterly beautiful, to look out the
window and see nothing but trees and forest.
The gentle sway of the wind blowing around
the tiny cabin was the only source of noise
other than the sweet calls of morning birds.
It was a big change from being in the
city. Amanda loved the quiet and the stillness.
She’d set up her easel in one corner of the
cabin, the only free corner left, closest to the
window. Her paints were placed underneath, in
a box. A stack of canvases rested against the

gray slab walls.
She thought about trying to paint, but
dismissed the idea in favor of a bath. The small
tin tub for bathing was currently tucked under
the kitchen table. It truly was small. She wasn’t
a large human and she’d still have to fold all
her limbs up just to fit in it.
The real turn off was the hand pump
outside. Amanda’s arm still ached from using it
the day before. To heat the water she’d have to
start a fire which meant gathering wood. She
didn’t have hours to waste before she’d have to
get over to the other cabin to start breakfast.
She wasn’t sure when Jason wanted it.
He hadn’t said. He hadn’t given her much
instruction at all other than where to find
things.
Just the thought of seeing him made her
blood run hot. Her dreams the night before
were punctuated with his face, and even worse,
his body. His hands on her skin. It hadn’t even

been overtly sexual. He’d been clothed from
the waist down and she’d had on a sun dress.
He’d ran his hand over her arm, caressing her
skin with those rough palms.
She shivered violently and tried to ignore
the heady, raw sensation that spooled in her
belly and the dampness that gathered between
her legs. She had no right to think of him that
way. Not after she was fresh out of a breakup
that she hadn’t even seen coming.
Phil’s final accusations ripped through
her head. Infertile. Barren. Liar. Maybe the
doctor was wrong. Maybe there was a problem
with her. Just because they couldn’t find a
reason she couldn’t conceive didn’t mean there
wasn’t one. Maybe Phil was justified in kicking
her out.
The thoughts stung and she didn’t want to
think about it. Instead, Amanda made a
decision to find the creek. It couldn’t be that
hard. She could hear it in the distance, or at
least, she thought she could the day before.

Maybe she’d take a swim there instead of
spending a ridiculous amount of time filling the
tub to bathe. At the moment it seemed like the
more rational option. At least the cold would
make her forget all about Phil and all about the
unsettling dreams that plagued her throughout
the night.
The walk through the woods was exactly
what Amanda needed. She’d never really
understood the allure of camping, but she got it
now. The soft scent of pines, the crisp Colorado
morning air, the crunchy, dewy forest floor, it
was all like a dream, a world she didn’t know
she wanted to be a part of until that moment.
She found the creek. Or rather, it found
her. She’d found a path right off to the side of
the cabin and followed it. Eventually the woods
gave way to a clearing. The creek glistened in
the early morning sunlight, pristine and
inviting.
Amanda was about to step out of the
woods when a ripple appeared at the top of the

creek. She was shocked and stumbled back
when a dark object burst through the surface.
She whirled, thinking it was some kind of
wild animal, maybe even a bear. She took cover
behind the thickest, tallest tree and eventually
peaked around.
She let out a small sigh of relief when she
realized it was only Jason swimming, not a bear
at all. That relief quickly turned to something
else, something far more dangerous than any
bear. A tight heat built in her chest and closed
up her throat as she watched, covertly, hidden
behind the tree.
Jason’s strong arms stroked the surface.
He cut through the water deftly, beautifully, as
though he was some sea creature born to it. If
he was cold, he didn’t show it. He swam the
length of the creek, almost out of sight, then
turned and she watched him make his way
back.
I should leave. This isn’t right.

She was about to turn and go, she truly
was, when Jason stopped. He turned towards
the woods. She pressed her back against the
tree trunk for a second, but then he glanced
away. She watched in utter rapt fascination as
his feet found the bottom and he waded
towards the shore.
Water sluiced off his hair and beaded in
silvery trails over powerful muscles. His
shoulders rippled with power, his pecs and his
chest… god, he might have been carved from
one of those mountains in the distance. He
looked as stately and ancient as any of the old
trees in his woods. The sun or the water’s cold
turned his bronzed skin a shade of pink. Water
clung to the smattering of dark hair that
covered his pecs. It trailed off and resumed
lower, under his chiseled abs, just below his
navel.
It wasn’t even the defined muscles, the
godlike physique or the immediate, intense,
hard wave of lust that washed over her that

drew and held her stare.
It was the tattoos. They were everywhere.
Scrolling black ink covered both arms, the
designs impossible to make out from the
distance, but they looked to be skillfully done
sleeves. There was something written across his
chest, but he turned then, and she couldn’t read
it.
He kept on walking towards the shore
and Amanda whipped her head around. She
flattened herself against the tree, hoping like
hell he wouldn’t see her standing there ogling
him. She didn’t want to see anything else either.
Okay, that’s a damn lie. She did want to see it
all, every single part of his beautiful, masculine
strength, but it wasn’t right. She had definitely
crossed the line as it was.
“If you’re going to have a swim, you
might as well come do it. I’m finished now.”
Shit. The hot heat of embarrassment
stung Amanda’s cheeks. Had he known she was

there the entire time and said nothing? She felt
like a creep, worse since he’d caught her.
She slowly emerged from behind the tree,
taking care not to look in his direction in case
he was still naked. “I wasn’t planning on
swimming.”
“What’s the towel in your hand for then?”
Her eyes whipped towards his voice and
she sighed with relief when she noted the gray
towel wrapped around his waist. It covered
only the most vital parts. The rest, his
incredible chest, was no less destructive for her
to stare at. Destructive in the way her chest
imploded, the way tight heat coiled in her
stomach and spread lower, so much lower, to
gather heavily between her thighs.
“I… alright, maybe I was going to try it,”
Amanda admitted sheepishly. She felt like a
four year old caught sneaking treats when her
mother had specifically told her no. It was
worse because those ice blue eyes were trained

on her face and she could literally feel herself
grow redder by the second.
“You got a little more than you bargained
for, obviously.”
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I… I really
wasn’t trying to stare.”
He shrugged, like there wasn’t anything
to see at all. “If you want to swim, I’d hurry.
It’s pretty damn cold. I’ll give you a break this
morning, considering it’s your first morning,
and start the fire. You’ll be back in an hour to
cook breakfast?”
“Yes,” Amanda stammered, vastly
relieved that he was just letting her off the hook
like that. This was not at all how she wanted to
start out her first day.
Jason nodded. He grabbed up clothing
she hadn’t even noticed and walked off past
her, up the path. Barefoot. Through the woods.
She carefully did not stare after him. Her

body burned, heating her from the inside out
until she could barely stand it. She stared
longingly towards the pristine waters of the
creek. No matter how cold it was, it couldn’t be
cold enough to wash away the fires of shame
and the worse, the hard sting of desire that she
had no right at all to feel.

Chapter 6
A week into the working agreement that
never should have happened, Amanda was
actually settling in quite well. Unfortunately,
Jason was not. He spent more and more time
alone in the woods. Went for long swims in the
creek in the middle of the night to cool his
restless, heated blood.
He didn’t know what was wrong with
himself. It was like he had contracted some
kind of sickness that ate at him from the inside
out. He felt… haunted. It was the only word he
could use. Nothing helped the fire in his blood.
The white hot heat seared him, day and night.
He couldn’t get a bead on Amanda. That
day at the creek, he knew she was watching
him swim. When he came out of the water, she
wasn’t just embarrassed. She was turned on.
She wanted him. It was written all over her

face. And what the hell was he supposed to do
about that?
Since going away didn’t help him, he
thought maybe it would be better if she was at
the cabin less. Which meant he had to find her
something else to do. He came up with berry
picking, since they were in season. He
broached the idea to her and she was all for it.
Except the morning that he was supposed
to take her out in his truck and show her where
the berry patches were, she showed up at the
cabin wearing a bright yellow sundress and a
pair of flip flops. Her outfit, while cheery and
oddly sexy as hell on her, was completely
inappropriate for berry picking.
Jason thought about cluing her in, but he
decided she should figure it out for herself. All
he cared about at the moment was getting some
peace of mind, even if it only lasted for a few
minutes.
“Is there something wrong?” Amanda

spun around from the dish tub where she’d
been washing up breakfast dishes. She arched
one flaxen brow in confusion.
“Nope.” Jason shoved back his chair.
“Time to get going. I’ll show you where the
patch is and how to get there. Take a couple
pails.” He indicated the shelf where there were
a couple tin buckets stacked up. “Fill those and
call me and I’ll come for you.”
“You said you never have your phone
on.”
“I can make an exception.”
“How long do you think I’ll be? An hour
maybe?”
He very neatly choked back his scoff.
More like a couple hours. Five or six? Those
pails are huge. “Just call me when you’re
ready.” He made a quick exit out of the kitchen.
While she was gone, he’d walk around the
place and find her some chores to keep her
busy, out of his way and out of his sight.

Maybe if he didn’t have her lush curves and
sensual body providing constant temptation,
he’d be able to act like a grown man and deal.
Amanda followed, close on his heel,
buckets swinging happily at her sides. Her face
was beautiful and carefree in the morning light.
He tried to ignore just how gorgeous she
looked. How her skin, even without makeup,
was absolutely flawless. How her lips were just
the perfect shade of pink or how the swell of
her breasts and the curve of her hips and ass
filled out that damn sundress a little too well.
Flinging open the truck door, Jason
nearly groaned in agitation. His skin had never
felt so tight or uncomfortable. His cock ached.
Having been in a constant state of arousal for
days, he needed to do something to find relief.
He couldn’t pass any more days like this or he
was going to crawl out of his skin.
“Are we going far?” Amanda climbed
into the other side of the truck. She thrust the

tin buckets onto the bench seat and Jason was
glad for the barrier between them. She shut the
door and it echoed through the clearing with a
loud metallic thud.
Not nearly far enough. “A couple miles.
There are some good patches down the road.”
“Patches? I thought I was picking off
trees?”
“Nope. Off the ground.”
“Blueberries don’t grow on trees?”
How the hell did you grow up on a farm?
“No. They grow on small little bushes close to
the ground.”
“Oh.” She considered that for a second.
Her eyes drifted down to her flip flops.
“Alright.” She said nothing. Jason started the
truck and pulled out of the yard.
He knew she was going to get all
scratched up and eaten alive. Good thing there
was a can of bug spray in his toolbox at the

back of his truck. He’d leave that with her. She
was going to need it.
Amanda lapsed into silence. It wasn’t a
comfortable silence though. The air in the truck
felt charged, with what, exactly, Jason couldn’t
say. If he was honest, and he couldn’t be honest
because if he was, he wouldn’t be able to
control himself, he would say that it was
charged with sexual tension.
He knew Amanda wanted him. That day
at the creek hadn’t been the only time she’d
watched him. He sometimes caught her staring
at him from lowered lashes when she thought
he wasn’t looking. When she was outside
dealing with the chickens, she’d pause, stand
up and watch him split wood. He’d given her a
lantern that used a candle inside for light and
there were nights when that dancing flame
burned into the early hours of the morning. He
could tell because whatever she was doing in
that little cabin, the orange glow threw shadows
out the window that extended halfway to his

own cabin.
Did she have as many restless nights as
he did? Did she ache the same way? Was her
body on the verge of implosion? Had she
imagined fucking him…
Damn it. Jason cut that train of thought
off before it even started. His hands tightened
on the wheel, his knuckles turning white from
the death grip.
“How will I find the berries?”
His head snapped in Amanda’s direction.
She wasn’t looking at him. She stared out the
window, eagerly watching the passing scenery.
“Oh you’ll see them. They’re all over the
ground. You can’t miss them.”
“What do they look like?”
“You’ve seen a blueberry before, surely.”
Jason sighed in agitation.
Amanda turned slowly. “Well yes, but do
they look different than the ones in the store?”

“I guess so. Smaller maybe.”
“How do I know if they’re ripe?”
“They’re blue. Dark blue.” Obviously. It
took him a long minute to realize Amanda was
just prattling off questions. She was as agitated
as he was. He caught sight of her face and he
realized the gleam in her eyes, that same hard,
raw need that he felt in the very depths of his
being.
He turned off one dirt road, onto another.
He followed that a long ways, his knuckles still
white on the wheel. Any minute now. Any
minute and he would find that damn patch and
he could be rid of Amanda and the torture that
never ceased, at least for a few hours.
It was nothing short of utter relief when
he spotted a good patch and pulled the truck
over. “There,” he pointed. “You can see them
from the truck.”
Amanda unrolled her window and leaned
out. She let out a little cry of surprise. “Oh! You

can see them!”
One would think, from the excited
sparkle in her eye, that he’d just pointed out a
field of gold. She scrambled out of the truck
and leaned back in for her buckets. The top of
her dress dipped low, giving Jason a full on
view of the creamy swell of her breasts.
He managed to close his throat so that his
sudden groan didn’t escape. “You need
repellent,” he choked out. “Or the mosquitoes
and flies are going to eat you alive.”
She paused, her hand still on the bucket
which was pulled over to the passenger side of
the truck. Her brow creased and a delicate line
appeared between her eyes just above her nose.
“Oh. I guess I should have worn jeans and a
jacket or something.”
“It might have been wiser.”
“You could have told me that earlier
while we were still at the cabin.”

A rush of heat surged to his face at her
cross accusation. Jason actually found himself
blushing. Blushing, damn it. He fumbled
around with the door handle and turned,
releasing himself out of the truck. He carefully
didn’t meet Amanda’s eyes as he leaned over
the side of the truck and popped the latch on
the tool box. Luckily the spray was right at the
edge.
He grabbed it, stalked around the truck
and all but thrust it into Amanda’s arms, since
her hands were full with the tin pails.
“Here. I trust that you know how to use
it.”
She glanced down and made a face.
“Yuck. That stuff is completely toxic. I guess I
don’t have a choice. Will you spray me down? I
know I won’t be able to reach my back.”
Oh lord, help me. He grunted a sound that
he hoped passed for a yes. Amanda slowly set
down her pails. She stood, arms outstretched at

her sides. What breeze there was came up and
ruffled the skirt of her dress. It swirled around
her creamy, perfect, shapely legs before it
flattened, providing full definition of that ass
that was so round and hips that were utterly
sensual.
The can of bug spray fell from Jason’s
hand. It hit the dirt road, a muffled metallic
clang and rolled a few feet before it stopped in
the long grass of the ditch.
“What are you- oh…” Amanda let out a
little shocked gasp as Jason’s hands closed over
her hips. He couldn’t stop himself. He had no
control left. None at all.
He spun her around violently. He stared
into her eyes for a second, eyes that were
suddenly filled with understanding and as hot
and needy as his own. Her plump pink lips
parted in shock right before he bent his head
and claimed with all the pent up emotion he’d
struggled with for so many days and even
longer nights.

Chapter 7
Out in the middle of a back road, the
breeze whispering over her skin, the birds
singing and rustling in the trees that lined the
roadway, out under the caress of the sun that
burned bright in the cloudless blue sky, it was
hard to feel that a kiss, especially one such as
Jason’s, was wrong.
He pulled away and Amanda took an
unsteady step backwards. His gaze burned into
her, crystalline blue and liquid, dark, feral.
Oh god, this should be wrong, but it feels
so right. That kiss, a kiss like she’d never
experienced in her life, rocked her to her very
foundation. It was so much more than just lips
meeting lips, flesh tasting flesh, tongues
tangling and breaths exchanged. It was so
much… deeper and more intimate than it
should have been. It was shocking for the fact

that it was the first time in Amanda’s life she
could say she was good and truly aroused.
Of course she thought she’d felt that way
with her high school boyfriend and then with
Phil, but it wasn’t anything compared to this.
No, this, this was going to be different.
“Do you want me to stop?” Jason’s voice,
low and husky, cut straight through to the
center of her.
Amanda hesitated, just for a second.
“No,” she whispered. “No, I don’t want you
to.”
He closed the distance between them, put
a hand on her shoulder and hauled her roughly
against him. Her hand hit the wall of his chest,
so very firm and unyielding beneath her
fingertips. The heat of his chest burned right
through his shirt, into her hand, up her arm and
flooded her chest, her stomach, her limbs with
awareness.
Her heart beat so hard she thought it

might explode. He lowered his mouth to hers
again, claiming her lips in a bruising, forceful
kiss that shook her entire universe. Her hand
moved, searching for something, anything to
hold onto in case her legs, which had started to
shake, suddenly gave way. Her hand landed on
the spot right over his heart. It beat wildly, as
hard as her own.
Jason broke away, his breath as hard and
raspy as her own, drawn from lungs that were
far too small and inadequate for the moment.
“I have to taste you,” he said huskily.
It wasn’t what she expected. They were
out there on the middle of the road, deserted as
it might seem. Anyone could come along and
find them.
“Here?” She forced out the word.
“Yes. Here.” His hands gripped her
around the waist and lifted her easily. He
carried her the couple steps back to the truck
and mounted her on the tailgate. One strong,

rough hand spread open her legs. She didn’t
fight him. She wanted him too badly to resist or
protest.
One palm, rough, callouses, traveled up
the bare skin of her thigh. Amanda shuddered
violently. His index finger traced a pattern,
made a trail over her flesh that detonated a
bomb of hard, hot passion.
“I want to find out if you taste as good as
I’ve imagined.”
“You… you thought about this?”
His eyes met hers, all dark and searing
and wild with need. “Haven’t you?”
Her face flushed hot. She didn’t answer
because right then his hand traced a hot pattern
up her thigh, right to her pussy.
“So wet.” His husky words did
something to her, or perhaps it was his hand,
which was starting to explore her through the
thin cotton fabric of her underwear.

She couldn’t help it. She fell back against
the cold, hard, dirty, rusty metal of the truck
bed. She gave herself up to Jason’s incredible
hands. He moved her panties aside and brushed
over her slick, wet folds. She knew he was
right. She was soaking with the force of her
own desire. God, she’d been like that for a
week. There hadn’t been a single moment of
the day when his face hadn’t been with her,
haunting her.
He shifted and then his breath was warm
on her thigh. His hand pulled her panties away,
down her legs and then off. She didn’t care
where they went or what he’d done with them.
The rasp of his beard touched her sensitive,
overheated skin first. The rasp was delicious, a
hard friction both numbing and firing the ache
deep inside of her. An ache that only he could
sate.
One hand guided her legs up and she bent
her knee. He placed her foot on the tailgate and
she followed suit with her other leg.

“That’s it,” Jason coached her, every
word tickling her erotically. “Lay back. Lay
back and just let me…”
I can do that. Oh god, I can do that for
him.
The rasp of his beard was more forceful
this time, followed by the tender warmth of his
tongue. His mouth slid over her, loving her
from top to bottom. He explored her folds for a
few long moments before he parted her,
opening her with his finger. His tongue flicked
over her entrance before circling back, lapping
up her juices and flicking her clit with one
hard, erotic movement.
Amanda’s world closed in around her.
She’d never felt such deep, wild pleasure in her
entire life. Her stomach clenched hard, and
other muscles, leg muscles, the muscles in her
arms, hell, her whole body tensed, waiting,
waiting for more.
She lay back and floated away on the

currents of pleasure. Jason’s hot mouth
pleasured her. He knew just where to apply
pressure, knew when to take his mouth or his
hand away, leaving her bereft, bringing her
back from the edge of the climax that hovered,
waiting to claim her.
She wanted more, so much more, but she
was too proud to beg and too shy to tell him
what she wanted. She figured he knew. He
knew from the way her hips bucked up, her
pelvis rocked forward, into his mouth. The little
moans pulled from the recess of her throat.
A hard breath slammed into her lungs as
Jason slipped a finger inside of her. She
mewled in response, her body clutching hard
around him. His tongue skimmed over her
again, found her clit and gave it one sharp, little
flick after another. He repeated the pattern,
licking and nipping, lapping and tasting,
circling in a maddening series of motions that
she was sure were meant to torture her.
“Jason, please,” she panted. Her back and

shoulders thrust off the tailgate.
“Please, what, Amanda?”
“Please let me come.” She opened her
eyes and lifted her head, enough to stare into
his passion filled gaze. Those blue eyes of his
had darkened a hundred shades, the pupils so
wide they nearly took up the entire iris. It was
strange and erotic as hell to note the animalistic
gleam in his eyes. To want him to take her, here
and now, in the outdoors, on the back of his
truck.
“How do you want me to let you come,
Amanda?”
She swallowed hard. She’d never been
one for dirty talk. She didn’t even know how to
begin. She didn’t even know what she fully
wanted besides everything all at once.
“I want your cock,” she whispered
huskily.
He actually grinned. Like he enjoyed the

way those words rolled off her tongue. Her
eyes traveled to his jeans. A distinct bulge stood
out and her throat closed up. The horrible,
aching, pounding sensation between her legs
got a thousand times worse.
“Where do you want it? Your mouth?
Your ass or your cunt?”
She nearly gasped and managed to hold it
back at the last second. Dear lord, she finally
understood the draw of language like that. It
was sexy as hell, thinking of any of those
options though she’d never really enjoyed
giving or even receiving oral, although, with
him, she’d sure as hell liked what he’d done.
She certainly hadn’t tried anything beyond the
more vanilla shades of pleasure.
“In… in my pussy,” she finally
stammered, when she realized he wasn’t going
to do anything until she actually said the words.
He nodded once then shocked her by
gripping her hips again and hauling her off the

tailgate. He set her feet, now bare since her
sandals had somehow fallen off, probably when
he put her onto the truck the first time, in the
dirt of the road.
Jason turned her swiftly and bent her over
the tailgate. Her elbows hit the metal with a
hard thud that caused a sweet sting of pain. He
actually dared to hike up the skirt of her dress,
rucked it around her hips.
She paused, hardly daring to breathe. She
wanted this too badly to stop. She was too
afraid of it not happening to tell him to wait for
a private setting. The thought of him changing
her mind and not ending this torture for her
nearly made her mad with panic.
The swift little zing of the zipper of his
fly opening sent stars flashing over her eyes.
This was really going to happen. Right here,
right now.
A second passed them she felt him, hard
and thick and pulsing against her thigh.

“You have one last chance to say no,
Amanda. After that I’m not going to be able to
control myself. Tell me if you really want this.”
“I really want it,” Amanda said hoarsely.
She waited, tense until she felt him move.
His hips surged forward and the head of
his cock slid through her slick folds, right to
her entrance. She knew he was big, probably
far too big to even fit inside of her. She
imagined herself being completely humiliated
when it didn’t fit. When he changed his mind
because she wasn’t what he wanted after all.
He pulsed against her for a second and
then he thrust hard, taking her in one swift
motion. Just like that he sheathed himself
inside of her. A hard scream was torn from her
throat, but it was one of raw, primitive pleasure,
not of pain. He didn’t wait, didn’t give her a
chance to adjust to the tight, thick length of his
cock. He couldn’t. She understood. He was
obviously as out of control as she was.

His deep, rapid breaths, the hard way he
thrust before pulling almost all the way and
pounding back home, filing her, stretching her
past anything she thought she could take,
seating
himself
deeper
and
deeper,
overwhelmed her senses.
She swiveled her hips in a hard grind
against him, opened herself up, took him even
further. His thrusts increased in tempo,
reaching a hot, fevered pitch. She ground
against him harder yet, her own desperation
finding a new intensity. His fingers dug into the
tender skin of her hips. She should be
embarrassed that she was exposed to him from
the waist down, the skirt of her dress thrown
over her hips, her ass in the air and his cock
pumping into her, but she wasn’t. She wasn’t
shy at all, for the first time in her life. She
needed him too badly to be shy.
One hand, surprisingly, tangled in her
hair. Her head was yanked back painfully. She
saw stars at the edges of her vision and her eyes

teared. As quick as the pain reared up, it faded,
replaced with the most delicious lick of
pleasure.
Amanda opened her eyes when Jason’s
hand at her waist, guided her back a step. She
finally realized what the hard tug had been
about. He’d created a gap between her elbows
on the tailgate and her chest. She was no longer
jammed up against it.
She glanced down, a little shocked to see
how it looked as he slid out of her body. His
cock was shiny and wet with her juices. He was
so thick, so impossibly large, it was a little
surprising, even though she’d grown used to
the feel of him inside of her.
She watched, fascinated as he slid nearly
all the way out. Just the tip remained inside,
teasing her, tempting her. She moaned and
swiveled her hips and he complied with what
she wanted, slowly sliding back inside of her.
Fuck. She’d never seen anything so sexy

in her life. The feel of him, pulsing inside of
her nearly sent her over the edge. She wanted
this. She wanted this and so much more, but the
fear of discovery and the raw ache, nearly a
blinding crescendo inside of her, drove her
forward. She swiveled her hips in a slow, dirty
grind that drew a groan from Jason’s throat.
His hands latched back onto her hips and
he thrust hard. The new, frantic rhythm was so
sweet and delicious, white hot and searing that
Amanda would have liked to hold out longer.
She tried hard to stop the climax from taking
her, but her muscles clamped down, gripping
his cock hard. The telltale shivers ripped up her
thighs and then the full force of the orgasm hit.
She cried out violently, shrilly. Her
fingers scrabbled over the tailgate, digging in.
She braced herself as wave after wave of hot
passion, waves so white hot that they were
actually painful as well as erotic, ripped
through her body. Her eyes slammed shut and
the blackness closed in.

Jason thrust harder, uncontrolled. He let
his body go. His hips rammed against hers,
their flesh slapping together loudly. He
pistoned into her, harder, slamming her with
every thrust, reaching a frenzied pitch until at
last, at the last second, he pulled out. Hot jets
pumped over her ass and spurted onto her
thighs.
Amanda froze. The feel of those hot
bursts sobered her a little. What they’d just
done was real. It wasn’t just her hand and her
fevered imagination bringing herself to
pleasure in the middle of the night. No, this had
been raw and utterly, truly amazing. Like
nothing she’d ever experienced before.
“I… uh…” Amanda stammered a few
minutes later. She didn’t dare move. The
wetness slowly cooled and trickled down her
leg.
“Here.” Jason fumbled with his jeans,
tucking them back into place then he whipped
off his t-shirt and handed it to her. “Use this.”

That too should have been embarrassing
but the strange act, wiping his seed off of her
skin, in the middle of nowhere with only the
woods as their witness, he virtually a complete
stranger and she, having just given herself to
him in the most brazen way possible, was
almost as an erotic an ending as how they’d
begun.
She didn’t know what to do with the shirt
after. She slowly pulled her dress down,
retrieved the tin pails from where she’d let
them fall and tucked the t-shirt into one of
them.
“We need to talk,” Jason said. He turned
on his heel and got into the truck. He fired it up
but just sat, waiting for her.
Amanda swallowed hard. She couldn’t
regret what they’d just done. She certainly
couldn’t bring herself to feel any sort of
remorse. Not when she still felt the tremors
from the power of that pleasure pulsing deep
inside of her.

She moved slowly, found her flip flops
by the tailgate, slipped into them and walked
around to the passenger side. She had no choice
but to get in and let Jason drive them both
home.

Chapter 8
Back in the safety of his cabin, where
everything seemed more rational, Jason
wondered how the hell he could have done it.
He’d asked himself that question all the way
home. He didn’t know which was worse, the
fact the tortured agony he felt before he’d had
Amanda or the regret he felt after.
“Sit down.” Jason indicated the couch in
his living room. His voice wasn’t commanding.
It was strangely hollow even to his own ears.
Amanda, luckily enough, sat. They hadn’t
exchanged one single word on the way home
and she could only guess what he was thinking.
He didn’t sit. He couldn’t be anywhere near
her. Already, only fifteen minutes after he’d
taken her by the side of the road like an animal,
a stag in rutting season, he already wanted her
again. The need for her crept up in his blood,

spiking hot and hard, defeating his defenses
once again.
“I… I’ll drive you somewhere. You can
have a bath and clean up and then I’ll take you
into the clinic in Dinane. The doctor can give
you something, unless you’re already on the
pill?
“No, I’m not on the pill.” She carefully
avoided looking at him. Instead her deep green
eyes studied her pale hands, which were folded
on top of pale knees. He imagined those legs
wrapped around his head, his waist, anywhere
and his pulse raced. “I don’t need to go to the
clinic though. You pulled out.”
“That’s never a sure bet. I can’t
promise… uh… that it was perfectly on time.”
She shrugged, which was maddening. “I
don’t think you have anything to worry about.
In fact, I’m pretty sure it’s the exact opposite.
She paused and her eyes flicked to his face for
an instant before settling back on her hands. A

flush rose on her pretty cheeks, visible even
though her face was turned down. “I don’t like
to talk about things like this- things from the
past, but in this case I have to. I was with
someone for a long time. We tried to get
pregnant. For years. It didn’t happen. He said it
was me, and since we both went to the doctor
to- um- well check, I guess it is me. So- you
don’t have anything to worry about there. I’m
infertile.”
Amanda raised her head and Jason wasn’t
exactly surprised to see a sheen of tears in her
beautiful eyes. That was a big blow to a
woman. He could never know how that felt.
He’d never wanted children. He knew he’d be a
shit dad just like his dad before him. He
couldn’t imagine being responsible for and
raising a life, but he knew some women needed
that. To some women, having a womb that
didn’t exactly work was heartbreaking or even
shameful.
“Oh… uh- I’m sorry. I guess you’re

right- uh- sorry.” Damn it! He had no words for
a situation like this.
Jason didn’t think about what he was
going to do. He just did it. He knelt in front of
Amanda and took her hands in his. She looked
up at him and a few tears spilled down her
cheeks. He wanted to kill whoever hurt her,
because it was clear that someone had. Over
her not being able to bear a child, he was sure
of it. What asshole would let her go? Lead her
to believe that she was anything less than
perfect?
“It’s not your fault.” She tried to laugh
off her pain. She tugged a hand free and swiped
at her cheeks.
“What happened back there on the road,
that was my fault. It was my fault because I
couldn’t control myself. I… I’ve never been
like this before. I think it’s best if you go. Go
back to the city or wherever you want, just go.
Go far away from here.”

Amanda’s lips slowly pursed. A frown
deepened her brow. “Why would I ever want to
do that?”
“To keep yourself safe from me. I can’t
promise that it won’t happen again.”
She leaned forward and her gentle touch,
a caress on his whiskered cheek, nearly
knocked him back on his heels. “Why would I
ever want to do that?”
He shook his head slowly. “You mean,
you feel it too then?”
“Yes. Of course. Couldn’t you tell that I
enjoyed it?”
“Enjoying something in the moment and
regrets later are two very different things.”
“You didn’t force me. You asked me
twice, if I wanted you to stop and I didn’t.” Her
hand never left his cheek. Her skin was warm,
warm and so very soft and smooth, dainty,
feminine. “I still don’t want you to stop.”

“You came out here because you were
fleeing something,” Jason protested. He hadn’t
meant to voice that thought out loud, but once
he had, it hung in the air between them.
“I- well- I wasn’t exactly fleeing. I left
the city for a change of pace,” Amanda
admitted eventually. “I am fresh out of a
relationship, I’ll tell you that, but the more days
that pass, the more I’m starting to realize
maybe it wasn’t right. I- what happened todayI’ve never felt like that before.” She took a
shaky breath. “But you have a past as well.
You’re out here, hiding out here, all alone. It’s
not really normal, is it?”
A flood of emotion trickled into Jason’s
chest. He didn’t even know what to feel. Of
anything in the world, the one thing he never
discussed was his past. That was off limits. He
was living out in the woods, alone, for a reason.
A reason Amanda never had to know.
“I take your point,” Jason ceded. “You
don’t want me to ask about your past because

I’m not willing to talk about mine.”
“Everyone
has
issues,”
Amanda
whispered. “I think that if we enjoy each other,
maybe we should just go with that.”
“Amanda… are you sure?” Everything
about what she was saying seemed wrong. The
desire he felt for her was wrong. He shouldn’t
feel like that. Not this much. Not this soon.
She finally nodded. “Yeah. I like being
here. It’s peaceful. I can paint every evening. I
like the quiet and the beauty out here.”
“Watching me swim in the creek…”
Her lips quirked up in a small smile.
“Yeah. I like that too. We can do this. Be adults.
Enjoy each other. I think if we eventually
decide not to, we can both be mature about it.
Just give me some notice so I can find
somewhere else to live.”
The mere mention of her ever leaving
hurt Jason’s chest. It was like taking a bullet

straight to his heart. Which made absolutely no
sense. The strange urge he felt, the urge to
protect her, to keep her safe, rose up hard,
nearly choking him.
He did the only thing he could do, since
words weren’t possible in that moment. He
pulled her forward and wrapped her in his
arms. She melted against him, her enticing
curves melding into his hard ridges, joining in
perfect, utter perfection.
He already knew he wasn’t letting her go
anywhere. Not if he had a choice.
It was the most dangerous realization in
the world.

Chapter 9
It was amazing how a couple weeks
could change your mind about everything you
thought you knew. Was it possible to love
someone who you didn’t even truly know? Or
could you love them better because you didn’t
know them?
Jason didn’t know. He couldn’t answer
that question, or any other question. He’d
thought, before Amanda arrived, that he was
starting to get his shit together. The woods
provided a peaceful escape from his past. It was
no longer peaceful, but he was no longer
tortured. At least not physically. He just
couldn’t define where they were going, he and
Amanda.
She spent nights in her cabin. Despite the
connection he felt, the rightness every time
they were together, he couldn’t bring himself to

the level of outright intimacy. What they were
doing worked for them. For them both, for the
time. That was all he knew and it was enough.
He paced the living room of his cabin
restlessly. I want her here, damn it. Here. In my
bed. He didn’t understand the cravings or his
desires. It was like Amanda was a drug and the
more he had her, the more he wanted.
He stared through the window at the
twinkling light of her cabin. She must have lit a
lamp. Maybe she was painting. She said she did
that sometimes, when she couldn’t sleep.
Jason knew he should let her be, but he
just couldn’t. Before he even really knew what
was happening, his boots were scraping his
way out the door, onto the porch and then he
was half way across the yard and closing the
distance to her cabin fast.
Because it was her cabin, he’d never
gone there before. It seemed like an intrusion
into Amanda’s world, like something that was

far too intimate. It was irrational, but he’d
always been almost afraid to cross that
threshold.
Despite his earlier hesitancy, Jason found
himself standing on the little porch of the small
cabin, his hand raised. He rapped gently against
the door, half hoping she wouldn’t hear him
and he could retreat back to his own cabin.
This felt far too needy. To let her know
just how potent his desire was for her. To share
this part of himself with her and hope that she
would in turn, open up herself to him. Not just
their bodies. God, he could be free with his
body. He could give and receive pleasure. It
was his heart that he so carefully guarded.
“Jason.” Amanda pulled open the door
and a beautiful smile illuminated her features.
She’d changed. Earlier she’d worn a t-shirt and
cut off jean shorts that looked like they came
that way right from the store. Now she had on a
black cotton maxi dress. It hugged her curves
and showed off a hell of a lot of her gorgeous,

neatly rounded breasts.
He nearly choked and carefully raised his
eyes back to her face. “I- uh- thought I would
come see if you wanted to go to the creek.”
“For a swim? It’s dark. It would be
absolutely freezing without the sun.”
“Yeah- no, not for a swim.” This is going
to sound corny. It already sounds lame as hell.
“The stars are quite incredible outside the city.
The clearing above the creek- you can see them
well without the trees overhead to get in the
way.”
Amanda considered that for a second.
“Oh. Sure! That sounds amazing. Come in for a
second. I’ll grab a sweater so I don’t get eaten
alive.”
So she was learning. Jason nearly smiled,
but he held it back at the last second. “Sure.”
He stepped into the cabin, across the invisible
boundary that he’d been so irrationally worried
about. Nothing happened. The world didn’t fall

in on him. He didn’t even feel any different.
In fact, the cabin looked exactly the
same. The only difference were the signs of
life. Paints laid out, canvases set against the
wall, an easel in the corner and a lamp burning
on an end table beside the window.
“I can’t believe you paint when it’s this
dark in here.”
She shrugged. “I don’t mind. I actually
do most of it in the evening before it gets dark.
If I paint right now it’s just laying down the
initial outlines and colors and those can always
be fixed if I make a mistake.
He walked slowly around the living room
while Amanda disappeared into the small room
off to the right. Her paintings were beautiful.
Jason hadn’t seen them before. She hadn’t
offered to show them to him and he hadn’t
wanted to intrude on her privacy by asking.
He’d wondered though, what her art would be
like.

As his eyes caught on a painting she’d
done, a smaller piece, probably sixteen by
twenty, of his cabin in the woods, he knew she
was good. Even in the dim light he could tell
that the painting looked more like a
photograph. The realistic details, the skill, it
was all there.
He blinked. He wasn’t sure why but he
hadn’t been expecting classic pieces. Abstract,
modern stuff maybe.
“Okay, I’m ready.” Amanda emerged
wearing a light gray sweater. He could already
smell the bug spray.
“You’re supposed to bomb outside if
you’re going to wear that.”
She hesitated for a second. “Oh. I
suppose you’re right.” She flushed prettily and
Jason swallowed hard.
He had to turn and beat a hasty retreat
before he grabbed Amanda and threw her on
the small, beat up couch or picked her up and

carried her off to her bedroom.
She caught up with him outside. She
didn’t ask him why he needed the escape. He
saw, from the glint in her eyes, that she already
knew. She slipped her hand through his and he
led the way through the darkened woods.
He knew the path off by heart and he
carefully guided Amanda down the silver
moonlit dappled trail. He steadied her when he
needed to, steered her away from raised tree
roots and jutting stones.
Finally they came to the clearing. If it
was a beautiful spot in the daytime, by night it
was extraordinary. The moon’s silver glow
played off the water’s inky black, pristine
surface. The grass looked softer in the night,
with the shadows playing over it.
He released Amanda’s hand and sat down
on that lush bed of green. The night was still
warm and there was almost no breeze. He lay
back and sprawled out, staring overhead at the

vast sea of twinkling stars shimmering in their
blanket of purple blackness.
Amanda slowly sat then lay back,
copying his motions. She too looked at the
stars. He turned to watch her face as she stared
at those twinkling beacons so very far away.
Wonderment and rapture flickered over her
features. She looked completely vulnerable in
that moment, her guard down, his to protect
and… love, if it was possible.
Jason shifted onto his side. He reached
out and set his hand gently on her cheek. He
caressed the angle of it, the tender, silky slope.
Her eyes fluttered closed and a whispered
breath escaped her parted lips. He leaned into
her, his hand guiding her face to his.
His mouth slanted over hers, already hot
and wanting and ragged with need. Her lips
were the perfect fit and fullness. They moved,
so alive under his. He nipped at her bottom lip,
catching it gently between his teeth and her
answering mewling whimper sent an erotic jolt

right to his cock. It was already hard but the
sounds Amanda made, her scent, the feel of her
skin, god, just the sight of her, never failed to
take him to new heights of primitive need.
Amanda ground against him, her hands
sliding over his shirt, fumbling with buttons
while his own hands roved over her dress. He
cupped her breast through the thin cotton,
found the nipple and squeezed gently before he
lowered his head and took the hard bud into his
mouth. He suckled her right through her
clothing, his animal need taking over.
She whimpered again, her fingers digging
into his shoulders. Her pelvis swiveled as her
hips ground into him on raw instinct. He
somehow managed to reach down and grab the
hem of her dress, which had ridden up anyway.
He pulled it up higher, shifting it around her
waist. He was going to rake it up high, to touch
and explore her like that, but the need to see
her, to truly look at her outlined in the silvery
glow of the moonlight, was so much greater.

“Stand up,” he commanded breathlessly.
“Take your clothing off.”
Her eyes glistened, half hazy with
passion, but there was a spark of amusement
there too. “Only if you take yours off as well.”
“Of course. Nice as it would be, I’m not
planning on just looking at you.”
Her
face
flushed
pink
with
embarrassment and awareness. She stood
slowly on the grassy bank and glanced towards
the creek. Like some sensual goddess she shed
her thin sweater. Jason watched, every single
movement she made echoed in his aching
groin. He’d never seen a woman so effortlessly
sexy.
Amanda’s hands skimmed over her
shoulders. She slowly slid down the straps of
her dress and stood a little self-consciously, as
it pooled at her waist. She recovered a second
later, her shyness fleeing. Her hands, those
glorious, shapely hands, slid the dress over her

hips, taking her panties with it. She stepped
from the pile of fabric at her ankles.
It wasn’t just the stars overhead that were
awe inspiring. Amanda stood, like a vision,
before him. Her eyes were wide with
anticipation and the thrill of his enraptured
gaze.
He wished he had the control to drag this
out. To just stare up at her glorious curves. He
wanted that moment to last for the rest of his
life. To remember Amanda, always like this, the
moonlight in her flaxen hair, spilling over her
shoulders and over her breasts. The hard, little
pink buds of her nipples, hardened with
arousal, not chill. The round globes of her
generous breasts, her narrow waist and flat
stomach, the gentle curve of her hips and those
long, shapely legs. God, she was so beautiful it
actually hurt to breathe.
He stood slowly, hardly aware of what he
was doing. Though his fingers felt wooden,
Jason slowly worked at the buttons Amanda

hadn’t already undone. He shed his shirt and
her eyes widened as the moonlight licked over
his bare chest. He liked the way she looked at
him. With all the awe and desire in the world,
but there was something else there besides
purely physical need. She looked at him like
she cherished him. Like no other man in the
world existed.
His jeans went next. They ended up in a
heap in the grass next to Amanda’s dress and
sweater. They faced each other, the cadence of
their breathing hard and rugged.
“Come here,” Jason demanded thickly.
Amanda obeyed. She closed the distance
and stood before him, unafraid, every inch the
sensual goddess she was born to be.
He nearly groaned as he reached out,
wrapped his hand around her shoulder and
pulled her into him. She melted against him. He
bent his head and claimed her warm, exotic
mouth in a hard kiss while his other hand came

between them. She stole his breath as her
tongue slipped into his mouth, finding his.
Their teeth clashed once, with the force of their
passion.
She moaned low in her throat and he
captured the sound, tasted her pleasure as he
slipped his finger through her already slick
pussy. He caressed her eagerly, drowning in her
wetness. Her hips swiveled against his hand,
grinding into the pressure he created as he
circled gently over her clit, her lips, her
entrance.
“Do it,” she groaned, breaking the kiss.
Jason nearly died. Did she know how
sexy she was, asking him for pleasure?
Commanding him in her husky, erotic voice?
He circled her clit again, applying just the
sweetest amount of pressure. Amanda
whimpered and her eyes closed. Her lips parted
in rapture. He skimmed back over to her
entrance and she bit down hard on her bottom

lip. Her pelvis ground hard into his hand as he
slipped his finger inside her tight, wet heat.
Her muscles clenched around him as he
thrust gently. He reached up with his thumb and
slowly caressed her clit at the same time and
she gasped, her hips straining into his touch.
“Come for me Amanda,” Jason said
huskily. She was already so close. He could
feel her muscles tightening around him. He
thrust again, a little harder, filling her up to his
knuckle while he caressed the tight bud of her
clit.
Her mouth parted. There were little white
crescents on her bottom lip where her teeth had
sunk in. She threw back her head and shattered
around him. Her little cries of pleasure filled
the night, echoed through the dark woods
behind them and across the creek.
Jason watched it all. He felt it all. The
tight spasms that gripped his finger as he
moved inside of her, the waves of pleasure that

washed over her face, the moans that were torn
from her throat as she found ecstasy, while
overhead, the stars watched.
He’d always been so afraid of this. Of
intimacy. Of truly connecting with another
person. Of sex being more than just a physical
joining. In truth, he was still afraid. Deathly
afraid of the feelings Amanda stirred inside of
him, of having her and ever losing her, of there
ever being a time when the perfection he felt in
that moment no longer existed.

Chapter 10
He was pulling away. Amanda opened
her eyes and she could tell that Jason was going
somewhere else, somewhere inside of himself.
“No,” she whispered. She reached up and
caressed his face. “Stay here with me. Right
here, right now. We have everything.”
Surprisingly her whispered words, her
voice husky with spent passion and renewed
desire, brought him back. His eyes found her
face and he allowed a small smile.
“That’s better. Stay here with me because
I want you to take me. On the ground. From
behind.”
Jason’s face changed, a wash of hot
desire parting his lips. “I have a better idea.”
He kissed her briefly before he pulled back. “I
want you on top. In control. I want to watch

you as you come again. It’s the most beautiful
sight in the world.”
A hot rush of heat flooded her cheeks and
lower, a hard wave of molten desire spread up
her thighs, making her legs weak. She knew
how ready she was, how creamy and wet.
Droplets of moisture pooled and slid down her
thighs. She wanted Jason all over her. Covering
her, using her, fucking her, harder and harder
until they both saw stars. She wanted him in
her mouth, his mouth on hers, taking her
nipples, suckling her and nipping at her body.
His hunger for her was obvious in his
stance. The moonlight reflected off his carved
muscles. The black ink of his tattoos almost
glowed. A chanced gaze into his blue eyes. Yes,
he wanted her. The raw need there was plain to
see. His hands curled around her waist, guiding
her down to the ground on top of him.
Her pulse hammered hard. His masculine
scent rose up around her, tickling her nose as
she leaned against him and tucked her face into

his neck. His skin was so very warm and soft
there, the one part of him that wasn’t all carved
granite or ridged from hard work. She loved the
fresh scent of trees and earth, of male sweat
and heady desire.
The length of his erection pressed into
her belly. She could feel the pulsing of it
already, so hard and full, waiting to be buried
inside of her. Though she’d just had him she
felt completely famished. Her hand brushed
over his touch, caressing the soft smattering of
hair.
Jason groaned and the sound was a
straight aphrodisiac. “Take my cock in your
hand and guide me inside of you. Slowly. I
want you to fill yourself slowly and fill every
single inch.”
Though his heady words swam through
her brain, Amanda laughed softly. “I thought I
was supposed to be the one in control.”
His fingers closed around the sleek,

round globe of her breast in response. He
squeezed gently before his fingers caressed the
hardened peak of her nipple. A thousand shards
of pleasure rippled through her body and she
whimpered wantonly.
“You are in control. Even if I’m telling
you what I want.”
She nearly shivered at the thought of
being the one to dominate this huge man, to be
the one to take Jason fully out of control, to the
point of no return and bring him back.
Jason’s cock throbbed against her belly.
Amanda felt a burgeoning rush of power sweep
over her as she circled her hand around the
thick shaft. He was warm, the skin like satin
over the rigid steel underneath.
She did as he said and guided him
between her legs. She rose up on her knees, his
massive legs tucked between her spread hips.
She held him there, not that he needed any
help, and slowly, as he’d instructed, sunk down

an inch. The thick head penetrated her pussy,
sliding in easily as she was soaking wet. She
closed her eyes, threw back her head and
moaned at the exotic pressure he created in her
stomach, her thighs, the rest of her body.
She sunk down another inch. She could
feel the tremors in Jason’s legs as he fought
hard to remain in control. Her eyes flickered
open and she watched the warring emotions
play over his face. Nothing, nothing in her life
made her feel more powerful than the fact that
she was the one giving this man pleasure. All
his incredible strength was underneath her,
bowing to her. She finally understood what it
meant when people said that women had a
secret power all of their own.
Jason’s hands closed around her hips. His
eyes didn’t open, but he guided her, pulled her
down slowly as his fingers bit into her flesh in
the sweetest bruising way.
“God, Jason,” she panted as he sank the
rest of the way into her. She took him deeper

than she ever had before, opening for him,
taking the entire length of his massive cock
right to the hilt.
She didn’t need him to tell her to move.
She swiveled her hips in a slow, burning grind
that brought stars dancing before her vision.
Jason’s hips bucked under hers. The heat of
him inside of her increased, burning in a
dazzling pattern of lightning and friction, of
delicious tight pressure and white hot heat.
His hands slipped lower, going from her
hips to her ass. He cupped the rounded swell of
her flesh, helping her grind herself against balls
as his own pelvis reared up and slammed into
hers. He withdrew, lifting her off as easily,
before guiding her back down to fill herself up
yet again.
He continued the onslaught, pistoning
hard below her, guiding her with his hands,
grinding her, filling her, pumping wildly and
rhythmically in turns.

Amanda lifted her hand to her hair. She
wrapped her fingers in the silken mass as she
rode Jason. She didn’t need to tell her body
what to do. Her natural instincts took over. Her
thighs trembled and her sensitive breasts jarred
hard with every single movement. Her entire
body came alive until she was floating, floating
up into those stars that they’d come out to
watch.
Her climax burst over her sharp and hot,
harder than she’d ever remembered feeling it.
She cried out her pleasure to the stars, to the
inky black sky above, to the tree tops and the
whispering wind, the softly sloughing grass and
the meandering creek.
She was still riding high, tumbling on
waves of hard, hot pleasure when Jason gripped
her hips and lifted her away. She nearly cried
out in protest, at the feel of him being taken so
cruelly from her body when she still trembled
for him and craved him, but he shifted her,
guided her down.

Her eyes flew open and she watched his
large hand curl over his cock. He caressed it
once, twice, smearing his juices and her own
before he guided her mouth to him. She took
him eagerly, savoring the sharp tang of her own
musk and the more masculine, overriding taste
that overrode it all.
She took his thickness to the back of her
throat, suckling him eagerly, until he pulled
back a fraction. His body clenched hard right
before he started to shake. The host bursts of
his climax poured over her tongue, salty and
earthy. Amanda’s heart pounded rapidly as she
drank him down. She’d never done this for him
before. Never once had she taken him like this.
She loved it. Loved the taste of him, the
intimacy of the act, the way he trembled
underneath of her and in her mouth.
He eventually pulled away, the
aftershocks of what they’d just done still
coursing through them both. Her body
convulsed against his, sweetly, a little painfully.

It was a soreness she’d never get tired of.
Jason shifted, wrapping her up in his
strong embrace. His arms closed around her,
fitted her against him so her bottom pressed
into his pelvis.
“I thought we were supposed to be
watching the stars,” she whispered, staring
across the clearing to the woods beyond.
“I would rather watch you.”
His words were honest without any of the
humor she expected. Amanda closed her eyes.
They hardly knew each other, but this felt so
right. All of it. Even if she knew nothing else
for sure, she knew, with certainty, that this was
the only place she wanted to be in the entire
world.

Chapter 11
Lost.
That’s what he was. Lost in a sea of
blackness, contentedness, the stars overhead,
the creek off into the distance, the wind rustling
the trees. Heaven. He was in heaven with
Amanda in his arms, the warmth of her curves
pressed into the solid ridges of his body.
“Tell me something, Jason. Something I
don’t know about you.” Her softly whispered
words cut right through the languid stillness in
his head.
He breathed out a rush of warmth air into
the crook of her neck. What could he possibly
tell her about a past that he wanted to protect
her from? A past that would poison the beauty
and stillness of the moment? Nothing. There
was nothing he wanted her to know.

Instead he chose to deflect the question.
“Tell me something about you first. I want to
know how you grew up.”
“Oh.” Her voice sounded a little sad and
he tensed, immediately regretting the question.
“I grew up in a small town. A couple hours
from here. My mom was a single parent. I
didn’t have any brothers or sisters. We kind of
had some land, but only because it was cheap.
We didn’t do anything with it. Farm it or have
animals or anything. My mom was, well is, I
guess, an amazing artist. I guess that’s where I
get any of my talent from, if you can call it
that.”
“I would definitely call it that.” He felt
her embarrassment and waited for her to
continue. It was hard, talking like this without
seeing her face, but perhaps learning to listen to
another’s emotions was a skill he should
cultivate.
“She encouraged me to go into arts at
college when everyone else said it was a waste

of time. She always believed in me. I moved
out when I was eighteen, into a dorm at college.
I started my first year and that’s… uh, when I
met Phil. It all happened so fast. He was rich,
smooth, sophisticated I guess. I’m only telling
you this because my mom found out who his
family was. They’re not the nicest of people.
She warned me against getting involved with
them. She told me that if I decided to move in
with Phil that I wasn’t welcome at home. I had
to make my choice. Of course, being young and
naive, I chose Phil. I got engaged a year later
and moved in with him. He gave me an
allowance so I could quit working. I don’t think
he even really wanted me to finish college, but
he paid for that too and I was adamant that I
wanted to finish. I haven’t spoken to or seen
my mom in almost four years.”
It was impossible not to hear the pain in
Amanda’s voice. Jason’s arms closed around
her tighter, as though his very touch could
protect her from the pain in the world.

“Are- are you planning on staying the
winter?” Jason mumbled. It was the question
burning on his mind. The question that haunted
him by day and by night. He wanted her to stay,
and that fact scared the hell out of him. He was
just too afraid to ask, too afraid that this was
just a temporary thing for her. “I mean, I just
need to know how much firewood to cut.”
“Is that all?” She laughed gently.
“Honestly, I don’t really know. I want to, if you
want me to.”
She left it open, left the ball in his court.
Jason’s whole body flooded with a hot
discomfort. “I’ll cut extra then,” he mumbled.
“I mean, if you want to keep employing
me and all. Although it’s a little bit strange,
now that we’re doing this.”
“Is it?”
“I guess so.”
“I don’t think so. I pay you for the work

you do, which is considerable, not for this.”
“I know that,” she laughed again, softly.
Her laugh filled the night and rose up to the
stars.
Jason shifted them both onto their backs
so they could look up at the twinkling sky
overhead. It was utterly breathtaking. They had
started out, meaning to come out here and
watch it. He wanted to finish the night off with
beauty, with silence and with stillness.
Amanda seemed to understand that as
well. She didn’t move to cover herself. She just
let them be, naked, under the stars. Just them,
oddly enough, at a time in his life when he least
expected it, just them against the force of their
mistakes, forging an odd future, a day at a time.

Chapter 12
Something was off. At first, Amanda
couldn’t really explain it. She just felt tired. Her
body was sore. She’d thought she was coming
down with something, but she never did. Then
she realized what it was.
She was late. By over two weeks.
The realization had prompted a frantic
trip into Boulder. She’d told Jason she was
getting art supplies. Paints and what not. In
reality, she drove straight to a pharmacy and
bought a pregnancy test.
She hadn’t wanted to take the test in
some gas station bathroom so instead she’d
opted for a restaurant bathroom. Like that was
so much better.
Her hand shook as she tucked herself into
the stall. It was a nice bathroom. Modern, the

stone tiles extending from the floor to half way
up the walls. She’d noticed the sleek black
vanity on her way in and the modern, square
lighting overhead.
None of it mattered. It didn’t truly
register with her. Nothing did. Nothing but the
test she took out of her purse. She opened the
top flap of the box with a shaking hand.
How many of these had she taken over
the years with Phil? This might be nothing. Her
cycle wasn’t always regular. She could be late
because she was on a leaner diet, working
harder… or for any other reason in the world.
She might not be pregnant.
Oh god, please don’t let me be pregnant.
The test looked like all the other she’d
used in the past, when a pregnancy would have
been the most welcome news in the world. She
uncapped the white stick. She held it in one
hand while she undid her jeans and slipped
them down her thighs. She sat. Her whole body

trembled as she held the stick, waiting.
Of course she couldn’t pee. Not even one
drop. She was so wound up, a thousand knots
squeezing her stomach and chest, it was nearly
impossible to even draw a breath.
Finally it happened. A couple drops of
urine squeezed out, enough to wet the test stick.
Amanda recapped it and set it aside. She
stood, adjusted her clothing, and leaned against
the stall. She rested her forehead against the
cool metal of the door, uncaring that she was in
a public bathroom and it probably wasn’t
sanitary.
A few deep breaths in and out calmed her.
She counted to a hundred then she counted
again. Finally she whirled and picked the test
off the back of the toilet tank.
Two pink lines stared back at her.
Oh no. Oh god no. Not this.
It wasn’t fair, but nothing in life ever

really was. A few months ago, with Phil, she
would have welcomed this news. Or at least,
she thought she would have. Now she wasn’t
sure. Maybe it would have been more of a
relief than actual joy on her part, but at least
she would have accepted the pregnancy and
welcomed the life that grew inside of her.
And now? How could she be anything
but horrified? She’d told Jason she was
infertile! She hadn’t lied to him. She truly
thought she was. She knew what the doctor had
said, that they couldn’t find a reason on their
tests that she wasn’t getting pregnant, but she
also knew the reality of her situation. That she
and Phil had tried for two years and it hadn’t
happened. That he’d been cleared by the
specialist he saw. That really left her as the
problem. He’d hurled those accusations at her
and she’d thought, after some reflection, that he
must have been right.
She almost didn’t believe it was real.
Maybe the test was wrong, but that was

impossible. Tests gave false negatives, not false
positives.
Amanda slowly opened the lid of the
garbage can in the corner of the stall. The test
fell from her hand without a sound. She let the
lid fall shut. She felt sick to her stomach. Bile
rose in her throat and she stared at the toilet,
willing herself not to be sick in a public
washroom.
She had to go home. Home. Where is that
exactly? Jason’s place? After he found out she
was pregnant, she was sure that it wasn’t going
to be her home for much longer. She was
supposed to be working for him, damn it. No
matter how much they enjoyed each other,
they’d known each other for a month. Not
more. Certainly not enough time to have
created a life together. Well, obviously it was,
but not really. Physically yes, emotional,
mentally, no. Neither of them were ready for it.
She would have to tell him. Discuss it
with him and see what he wanted to do before

she made any decisions about her future and
what exactly that was going to look like.
If Jason kicked her out, she could always
go to her mother’s. It was really the only place
left to her. Or she could get a long term stay
motel room until she found an apartment.
Maybe move to a city where rent was cheaper.
Find a job… and then what? Raise a child? On
her own?
Amanda shook her head. The pressure
pounding at her temples was so painful it was
nearly blinding. She couldn’t think about it or
she was going to go insane. She had to force
herself to remain focused. She still had an hour
drive ahead of her.
Hopefully it was enough time for her to
come up with words she never thought she’d
get the chance to say.

Chapter 13
The swing of the ax, heavy and
methodical as it split logs, was the only sound
that disturbed the quiet of the woods. There
was no breeze. The sun shone done, filtered
through the trees, hot overhead in a cloudless,
crystal clear blue sky.
Beads of sweat rolled off Jason’s
forehead. They slid down his nose and dripped
into his eyes in little stinging bursts. He
reached up and mopped his brow with the back
of sleeve of his cotton plaid shirt.
The afternoon was sticky despite the
shelter of the trees overhead. They cast a
shadow over him but their cooling boughs
weren’t enough. Not when there was no wind
and he was slaving away, cutting and stacking
logs. It was funny, when it was so warm out it
was hard for him to imagine a time when

winter ever settled in, cold fingers choking the
life from the land. A time when he’d need all
the firewood he cut. He and Amanda.
It felt strange, to include her name after
his. Like normal people did, but he was
beginning to think of her being a fixture in his
life. She’d said she wanted to stay the winter,
so that meant more wood, if nothing else.
Eventually, after an hour more of hard
work, he straightened. His back ached and his
shirt was drenched in sweat. He thought about a
quick dip in the cold creek, but his stomach
rumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten
anything since breakfast.
He wondered if Amanda would be back
from Boulder yet. She’d left early, right after
she’d made him eggs and bacon.
An odd stirring sensation gripped Jason’s
chest. His heart beat a little faster whenever he
thought of Amanda, but he was used to that.
He’d made his peace with his body’s physical

to her. The hard want, the burning need that
never quite went away, no matter how many
times they’d had each other. What he hadn’t
banked on was the feeling that flooded his
chest. He couldn’t really describe it. It was
somewhere between a fierce protectiveness and
a desire to make Amanda happy. He basically
lived to see her smile, to watch her eyes light
up. How pathetic was that?
Jason stomped over to the woodshed. He
pulled open the door and the rusty hinges
protested madly. Their shrill squeak rent the
quiet of the woods. He placed the ax back in
the holder on the wall. he stared at it for just a
minute before he turned, closed up the shed and
started up the path towards his cabin.
Amanda’s car, the black, sleek sedan that
her ex had bought her, was parked in the drive.
Ever since she’d told him about that car, he’d
wanted to sell it. Or rather, urge her to get rid of
it and get something cheaper and more
practical. Of course he hadn’t voiced his

opinion. One didn’t just say things like that. It
wasn’t just a car. To him it symbolized another
man in Amanda’s life and, even though it was
irrational since he accepted everyone had a
past, it made him jealous as hell.
A flash of movement appeared in the
front window of his cabin and his heart leapt
hard. Amanda. She was there, probably
preparing dinner. Even that made Jason feel
funny. Not quite in a good way, either. He liked
having her there in his cabin, far more than he
should. This was how it started. Love. And love
made you a fool. It made you vulnerable and
irrational.
Jason gave himself a shake as he stalked
up the stairs onto the porch. He pushed open
the door and stepped inside. The smell of bread,
probably still baking and some kind of roast,
filled up the cabin.
Not only was she back, she’d been back
for a while.

The minute Jason walked through the
kitchen door, Amanda spotted him. She whirled
around, a fleeting look of guilt on her face, like
he’d caught her red handed at something she
shouldn’t be doing. She was peeling potatoes,
standing over the counter, collecting the
peelings in one of those tin pails.
Jason walked up behind her. Her eyes
dropped away to the peeler in her hands and
she stiffened unnaturally when he wrapped his
arms around her waist. He pulled her in against
his chest, but she didn’t melt against him like
she normally did.
The hairs on the back of his neck stood
on end. Something was wrong, or at least,
something wasn’t right.
“Amanda?”
“Jason,” she whispered. The peeler fell
from her hands and clattered noisily onto the
counter. She turned slowly and his hands fell
away from her waist. When she looked up at

him, her eyes were filled with pain and
uncertainty.
His heart stopped mid-beat. It was
obvious that she was afraid. Something, maybe
everything, had changed between them. For a
second he was afraid she had found out about
him. His past. The real Jason Strathmore. He
rejected that idea after a moment’s
contemplation. There was no way she would
know. If she knew, she probably would have
come back, packed her stuff and disappeared
without so much as a goodbye.
“I need to talk to you,” Amanda
whispered, her voice breathy and broken by
uncertainty.
“Alright.” Jason swallowed hard, forcing
his own tone to be strong and sure though he
felt neither of those things. His chest ached. He
could barely coordinate his limbs enough to
stumble over to the table and pull out a chair.
Amanda pulled out the chair beside him.

The smell of bread filled up the kitchen, so
homey and at odds with the hard stab of fear
that filled his chest. Was she leaving him? Is
that what she was going to tell him?
“I… I went into the city this morning,”
Amanda mumbled. She studied her hands,
folded tightly in her lap.
“I know. To get art supplies.”
“It wasn’t to get art supplies.” She finally
looked up and her green eyes burned with guilt.
Jason’s gut tightened. “What did you do
then?”
“I… I took a test. I’m pregnant, Jason.”
The world narrowed and spun violently
when her words finally sunk in. The whole
cabin tilted and black spots hit his vision hard.
“I’m sorry… what?” Jason finally forced out.
“I’m pregnant,” Amanda whispered. She
didn’t need to tell him again. He’d heard her
the first time.

“How is that possible? You said… is it
mine?”
“Yes. It’s yours. I… I don’t know how
it’s possible. It didn’t happen before. We tried
for two years… Phil and I. He said it was my
fault. We both saw specialists and he was
cleared. They couldn’t find a reason I couldn’t
get pregnant but Phil said it was my fault and I
accepted that. I know sometimes these things
don’t show up on a test, but now… I don’t
know what to think.”
“No- no fucking way.” Her eyes flew to
his face and he saw the light of alarm in the
mossy green depths. Guilt stabbed at his chest,
but he pushed it away, the anger rising enough
to close his throat and force words that he
didn’t know if truly meant or not. “You said
you couldn’t get pregnant when you knew full
well there was nothing wrong with you. You
tricked me into this. You think that if you get
pregnant that I’ll look after you? Give you a
place to stay? Take care of you?”

“No, of course not!” Indignation twisted
Amanda’s features.
Jason wanted to stop. He knew he should
stop, but he couldn’t. “You’re a liar, Amanda. A
liar and a con artist. God, you’re one of the best
aren’t you? You went from one relationship to
another. When he dumped you, you needed
someone else to latch onto. It’s easier than
facing the real world, having someone else take
care of you, isn’t it, darling? I should have
known better, when I looked at those white,
smooth hands of yours, to trust you. To give
you a job and let you into my life. You played
me. You played me like a real fool and I fell for
it.” He shook his head at the same time he
shoved his chair back roughly. It scraped loudly
across the floor. “No more. You can pack your
shit and get out.”
“You don’t mean that,” Amanda
whispered. Her eyes were round and wide with
fright. All the color had drained out of her face.
“I do mean it.” He didn’t mean it at all.

He didn’t truly want her to leave, he just knew
he couldn’t voice those thoughts. He couldn’t
open himself up any further. Weakness was his
greatest enemy and at the moment he was as
weak as he had ever been. He’d let her into his
heart, allowed her to crack through the armored
wall into a part that was fleshy and had feeling.
It had been a mistake.
He couldn’t sit there and speak to her
rationally. His anger was so great his throat
closed completely. His head and chest both felt
like they were going to explode. He needed to
go out. To drive and not look back. To find a
place where he could vent his rage silently,
without her there to watch. Then he’d come
back. Then they would talk. He’d probably tell
her he didn’t want her to leave at all. That they
would figure it out together, their next step. The
life inside of her, they would figure that out
too. Dear god, the life inside of her.
Jason stomped through the kitchen and
out of the cabin. He nearly fell going down the

steps, his feet so heavy they were like lead
weights. He managed to throw himself into his
truck, start the old thing up and tear out of the
driveway.
He didn’t know where he was going or
how long it was going to take before he could
be rational again. He just knew he had to get
out of there.
A few miles away from the house, the
gravel dust filtering in through the cracks and
crevices in the truck, choking him as it always
did, the realization set in.
Amanda was a part of him now. She was
in his heart. Even though he was a stranger to
love, he knew she would be with him until the
day he died. He saw it all. Her face, those wide
eyes filled with hurt, her ashen complexion,
and himself, walking out on her. Hoping like
hell he could change the past, powerless to
change the future, walking out on it all, because
that’s what he’d always done best. Run.

Chapter 14
What did you do when your entire world
imploded? When nothing felt like it was real?
Amanda stumbled through the front door
of her cabin. She closed it hard, leaned against
it, and took raspy, deep breaths. That sick
feeling was back, bile flooding the back of her
throat. She swallowed hard, forcing it back
down. Her stomach clenched so hard it was
impossible to feel anything but pain.
Here she was, alone again. Right back at
the starting point, in the same spot she was in
when Phil kicked her out. Except now there
was a baby growing inside of her.
Jason wanted her to leave. He hadn’t
given her an hour to get out, like Phil had, but
he’d been pretty damn clear on what he wanted.
The cabin was cool even though the day

had been swelteringly hot. She felt nothing. Not
the hot, not the cold. She figured she was in
shock. Soon it would wear off and she’d be left
with the lonely grief she’d experienced before.
She had nowhere to turn. She thought
again of her mother. She could always call.
Always reach out and try…
Her phone was in the top drawer of the
dresser in the bedroom. She hadn’t turned it on
for weeks. She finally understood what Jason
had once said about not using his. She never
needed to.
Amanda stumbled over to the bed. She
sank down and switched the phone on, stared
blankly at the screen as it changed from black
to bright white. She was shocked as her
messages downloaded. Thirty-three missed
calls. Fourteen texts. She didn’t even check her
emails. She noted that most of the missed calls
were from Phil. At least twenty odd calls,
dating back as far as two weeks ago.

She checked her texts, a small shiver of
hope flaring in her chest. Hope that she
wouldn’t be on her own. Hope that maybe, just
maybe Phil would be willing to help her find a
place to stay, for old time’s sake if nothing else.
Amanda leaned back in shock. If her
stomach had felt knotted before, it was a mess
after she read Phil’s messages. He wanted her
to come back. He said he was sorry. He needed
to know where she was, if she was safe. He
wanted her to call.
Her hand trembled so badly she almost
dropped the phone. She didn’t really want to go
back to Phil. She’d realized, over the past
weeks, that their relationship had never truly
been right. She’d seen the uglier side of Phil,
the harsh, erratic side that rose easily to anger.
She didn’t like it, especially not when it was
directed her way. She’d been warned and she’d
plowed ahead, heedlessly.
She thought of Jason’s gentle touch, how
he’d awaked passion inside of her, real, true

passion. He’d touched her in a way Phil never
had. Touched her body, her spirit, her soul. Phil
had never reached that far. He’d never cared to
truly know who she was.
She didn’t truly want to go back, even to
the house, but at least it was a place to stay for
the night. The irrational hope, that perhaps he
could help her, rose inside her chest. Phil
wasn’t a bad person. He could be hasty or even
harsh, but he wasn’t evil by nature. At least she
could try. He had a guest room that she could
stay in, even for the night, until she figured out
what her next move was. She had a little money
left, but she needed to save it for what lay
ahead, not squander it paying for hotel rooms
for nights on end.
In the end, Amanda dialed Phil’s number.
Her hand was back to shaking again by the time
she hit the call send button. She raised the
phone to her ear and waited. The phone rang,
once, twice. Her heart thundered in her chest.
This is a mistake. She was about to hang up and

call her mother instead, but Phil’s voice, so
familiar, came over the other end.
“Amanda! Thank god! I was so worried
about you.”
“I’m sorry,” she sighed. “I didn’t have
my phone on.”
“For weeks?”
“For weeks.”
“Where are you?”
There was no way she was going to tell
Phil where she was. It wasn’t any of his
business. The last thing she wanted was for him
to get some idea about Jason in his head. Phil
could be merciless, ruthless, even, towards
those he viewed as an enemy.
“It doesn’t matter. I… I read your
messages.” She didn’t want to give him hope
that they could be a couple again. That was
never going to happen. She couldn’t go back to
him again. Not after Jason, the way he’d

touched her, the way he made her feel, the way
he’d changed her entire world.
“I- I made a mistake,” Phil stammered,
more humility in his voice than she’d ever
heard before. “I was hasty, irrational… I- you
know it’s not easy for me to apologize, but I
love you, Amanda. I want you to come home.”
Home. She knew there was no such place
in the world for her. Not at the moment. Maybe
though, just maybe Phil could help her. He did
sound sorry. Sorrier and more genuine than
she’d ever known him to be.
“I- Phil… I can’t come back. I’m sorry.”
He let out a long, hard breath into the
phone. “I understand. I never treated you like
you deserved to be treated, Amanda. Even
before what I did. It wasn’t right, for me to say
what I said about your art. I’ve always believed
in you. I made some calls to a few people I
know in New York. They have contacts and I
got you a gallery show. Your very own if you

want it!”
An irrational seed of hope planted itself
in Amanda’s belly. She didn’t want it there,
didn’t want it taking root and sprouting. She
knew better than to trust and to hope. She knew
how quickly everything could come crashing
down.
“I- even if we weren’t together, would
you help me get it?”
“Yes, of course. I would do anything to
prove to you that I’m truly sorry for what I did
and how I acted. I had no right to tell you to
pack your things and leave. This house is as
much yours as it is mine. You have every right
to hate me.”
“I don’t hate you, Phil.”
“Even after what I said to you?”
“Yes.” She hesitated. She didn’t want to
trust Phil. Didn’t want to take him up on the
offer of a gallery opening. She couldn’t really

believe it, because it was the break she’d
thought would never come. How could she not
take the chance though? It was an offer, a very
good offer, when she needed one most. It
wasn’t just her now. Much sooner than she
thought, she was going to have a newborn to
look after and that took money. What would
she do when she couldn’t work? She had to
take a chance on this. “Phil… I need a place to
stay. For a couple nights. I’ll be gone after thatI just- you know I don’t have a lot of money.
I’m not asking for a hand out and I don’t want
you to think this would be anything more than
doing me a favor when I need it most…”
“Of course.” He answered too quickly,
too willingly. It raised a thousand red flags in
Amanda’s brain, but she had to trust one more
time. Just once more. At the very least, if the
gallery thing turned out to be fake, she would
have a couple more days to work up the
courage to phone her mother. Maybe even
convince her mom to let her come home.

“Really? Do you really mean that?”
“Yes. Of course. Come home, Amanda
and we can talk.”
She winced. She didn’t want to talk. Not
about them, which was what she sensed Phil
really wanted to do. He probably thought he
could convince her to come back, but how
could he? And how could they ever work when
she had another man’s child in her belly?
“Alright,” she finally relented. “I’ll be
there in a couple hours.”
Phil said something in response before he
hung up, but Amanda didn’t even hear it. She
felt lost. Entirely and utterly lost. More lost and
afraid than she ever had in her life.
She threw her phone down on the bed
and glanced around the tiny bedroom. This had
become hers. She’d started to think of this
place as home, even though it was far too soon.
It was all too much, too soon. She never should
have got involved with Jason, yet she couldn’t

quite bring herself to regret it.
No, what he’d given her, she’d remember
for the rest of her life. He was that person that
came along and wrecked you, made sure you
weren’t ever the same after, just by being who
he was. By loving her, just that little bit. She
was sure there was no one else in the world like
Jason, at least not for her. What she felt with
him… that couldn’t be duplicated or fabricated
with another person.
It made Amanda infinitely sad to pack her
suitcase and gather up her art supplies. She
made her way out to her car and very carefully
began to stack her art back into the trunk and
back seat. She took everything except the one
painting that she’d made of a cabin in the
woods. Jason’s cabin. In these woods. She’d
been planning on showing him in a few days,
but that was before everything changed. It
wasn’t quite finished, just like them, but she
wanted him to have it.
She wrote a quick note, just an address,

on the back of an old envelope and left it in the
middle of the table, because she couldn’t bring
herself to give up altogether. There was still a
tiny, irrational part of her that hoped if she let
Jason know where she was, he would come for
her. Afterwards she stood staring down at her
neat writing. A fresh wave of pain in her chest,
followed by the hard numbness she needed to
dull it out. She turned and her feet, heavy, so
very heavy, carried her out onto the cabin’s tiny
porch.
I’m going to miss this place. Her whole
world had changed here. She’d changed. She
wasn’t the same person who had arrived here
though it had only been a month.
There was nothing more to say or do and
staying any longer just made leaving that much
more painful. With one last long sigh, Amanda
turned and walked to her car.

Chapter 15
Boulder wasn’t the same city. At least, it
seemed that way to Amanda. She’d just been
there that morning and already it was different.
Or maybe it was just her. The only thing she
really knew was that the city that used to feel
like home was now as much of a stranger as
she was to herself.
She was no longer the same person. Her
time away had changed her, altered her
irrevocably.
It was strange to follow the same route
through the city, to trace her way back to the
house she once called home. It had never really
been that, she realized. The house, with its
modern architecture, square corners and huge
glass windows, seemed like little more than a
cold shell. All the money that Phil poured into
it had failed to give it any meaning at all.

Amanda raised a hand to the front door.
She could have punched in the code that
unlocked the door. It was probably still the
same. She still had a house key on her key ring.
She refused to just walk in. She no longer
belonged here.
She was so exhausted her hand no longer
trembled. She’d run the full scale of emotions
during the long drive. Dread, sorrow, grief,
anxiety and fear over the future. She’d been
through it all. She’d cried on and off, until she
had no more tears to spend.
The door creaked open slowly and then
Phil’s face appeared. He stared at her in
surprise, as though he hadn’t honestly expected
her to come back. He pulled the door open
wider. He wore casual clothing, jeans and a
black polo. All designer, but for him that was
casual. No stains, immaculately pressed. He
smelled like manufactured cologne, the scent
sharp and nauseating, not the fresh smell of sun
and wind and pines.

“Amanda.” He whispered her name
almost reverently.
“Phil.” She couldn’t keep the exhaustion
out of her voice. She just wanted to head to the
spare room and sleep. Maybe things would
look better in the morning.
“You’re here.” Phil stepped back, let her
into the front entrance.
She recalled the last time she’d been
there, the accusations he’d hurled at her, the
hurtful words, the way he’d thrown her into her
studio and told her to pack and get out. She
shivered in distaste. Amanda finally removed
her runners. They were muddy and stained and
Phil stared at them disdainfully. She wondered
if he’d throw them out during the night. She
didn’t move to tuck them away into the closet
like she knew he would have liked.
“Come in. Do you want anything?
Coffee? Are you hungry?”
She slowly shook her head. “No. Just

tired.” She didn’t rise to Phil’s niceties. He
never did anything without a reason.
A tiny frown line appeared on Phil’s
brow. His dark eyes flashed with some hidden
emotion, but he blinked quickly and it was
gone. “Yes. Of course. I made up the spare
room for you. I used the lavender scented fabric
softener since I know you like it.”
Amanda carefully didn’t say that she
didn’t give a shit about lavender scented
anything or fresh sheets at the moment. It
actually felt like nothing in the world mattered.
Fresh tears threatened at the corners of her eyes
and she blinked quickly. She turned, eager to be
behind a locked door, in a private space, where
she could turn her face into the pillow and sob
out the grief in her heart.
“Thanks,” she whispered. Phil had never
done laundry in his life, or at least not once in
their time together. She didn’t like that he’d
gone out of his way. It just further proved that
he wanted something from her. The Wists were

never motivated by generosity.
“We can talk in the morning then.” Phil
crossed his arms over his chest. A chest that
was far too thin and streamlined. He seemed
somehow less intimidating, less powerful,
less… everything, now that Amanda no longer
wanted to please him.
“Yes. Thanks,” she said again, lamely.
She knew the way to the guest room and
she wandered off. Phil didn’t follow behind her,
dogging her heels, begging her to talk, trying to
reconcile. Amanda tucked herself safely into
the large room. It was bigger than the entire
cabin she’d stayed in back in the woods, yet
she would have given anything to be back there
now. Back tucked in her tiny, hard twin bed, no
power, no running water.
Amanda shut off the light and forced
herself to walk forward, towards the queen
sized bed with the purple satin sheets and
matching comforter. The abstract, meaningless

art on the walls. Not hers. Never hers. Phil
never let her hang her paintings in the house.
There was other furniture, all new, expensive,
modern. For the most part it was untouched, as
hardly anyone ever stayed over.
She didn’t bother to undress. Instead she
peeled back the sheets and slid between them
fully clothed. She didn’t want to feel the slide
of satin against her bare skin, stain rather than
cotton. She didn’t want to breathe in the scent
of lavender instead of fresh, woodsy air.
All Amanda wanted to do was cry. She
pulled the comforter around herself and waited
for the tears to fall, but nothing came. Not one.
She shut her eyes, the pressure behind them
nearly as unbearable as the sorrow in her heart.
Tomorrow had to be better. She couldn’t
handle the rest of her life, stumbling in a
forward direction yet forever pulled backwards
by the past.

Chapter 16
The fresh, sharp scent of newly brewed
coffee roused Amanda in the morning. She sat
up in bed with a sharp jolt that sent black spots
dancing in front of her eyes. For a second she
was completely disoriented, wondering why
Jason had come into her cabin to make
breakfast. Her eyes fixed on the spare room, the
modern, square dresser and everything came
rushing back.
Hopelessness flooded Amanda’s chest.
She stumbled out of bed, stomach churning, her
throat on fire. She forced herself to move
towards the dresser with the mirror. She took in
her wildly matted hair, her red rimmed, haunted
green eyes. Her clothing was a rumpled mess.
Good. It gave her a perverse sense of
satisfaction to head out of the bedroom like that
knowing full well that Phil hated to see

anything less than perfection.
Phil was in the kitchen. He whirled,
coffee pot in hand, when he heard Amanda
enter.
“Amanda… uh, sit down.” He indicated
one of the high backed bar stools that stood up
against the massive island.
She did so without hesitation, wanting to
get whatever preamble out of the way before
Phil let her know why he’d truly let her stay the
night in the guest room. Her eyes roved the
kitchen taking in the unending rows of white,
high gloss cupboards, the white granite counter
tops, the custom back splash, the gas stove that
was rarely used, the huge, double door stainless
steel fridge. All of it was so redundant and
seemed so unnecessary.
How did I ever live here and call this
place my home?
Phil’s sharp eyes assessed her and
Amanda shrank back. She withdrew within

herself. She carefully studied her hands until
Phil placed a mug of black coffee in front of
her. After four years he didn’t even know she
took it with cream and sugar.
He pulled out a stool and sat beside her.
He was dressed for work, a crisply pressed blue
dress shirt with a blue silk tie cinched around
his neck, crisp black slacks and black dress
socks.
“So, we need to talk.” Phil cut right to the
chase, no preamble, no care or concern. Just
straight to the heart of what he wanted, which
was so like Phil.
“Alright.” Amanda agreed because she
wanted to say what they needed to say and get
out of here. She wanted to be on her way to
New York and a gallery opening or heading
back home to her mother’s or somewhere that
was just anywhere but Colorado.
“Look at me, Amanda.” Phil’s tone was
gentle but she wasn’t fooled. The steel force of

command that always dominated everything he
said was still there.
She slowly swiveled her eyes in his
direction. “Yes. Go ahead.”
“I… I lied to you about my test results.”
Her mouth nearly dropped open in shock.
Now that, she hadn’t expected. “What?”
“I was tested, the same as you were, but
they found an issue. I… well suffice it to say
that I can’t make you pregnant without doing In
Vitro or some other procedure. It was me, not
you.”
Impotent rage crawled up Amanda’s
throat, blocking off all words. What exactly
could she say to such a confession after she was
the one blamed and thrown out with almost
nothing at all but the clothes on her back?
“I’m sorry,” Phil said sharply, sounding
anything but. “I was just so angry and ashamed.
It made me irrational. I didn’t want you to find

out. I didn’t want anyone to find out. I drove
you away, but I missed you. I missed you so
damn much, Amanda.”
Good for you. She let the bitter thought
take root in her heart for an instant before she
dismissed it. What Phil had done- it wasn’t
even worth feeling bitter about.
“I- I’m a different person now, Phil,”
Amanda said carefully. She watched his face
for signs of the usual black rage that fired
behind his eyes, but there was nothing. “I’ve
been out on my own now and I realized, all of
this made me realize that I don’t want this. It’s
never going to work between us. You deserve
someone who can be the kind of wife you want.
I want to make my mark on the world. I want to
work, I want to be more than just someone who
sits around all day and waits for you to get
home.”
“So what I gave you, it was so terrible?
Most people would give anything to be where
you are.”

“I know that. I do appreciate everything
you did for me. You made it possible for me to
finish school. I just… I’m not the same person I
was when we met or even when I left here. It’s
not going to work. I thought I told you that on
the phone.”
Phil sighed hard. “So why did you come
back then?”
“I told you, I needed a place to stay for
the night. I was pretty clear about us not having
a future and you made it sound like you
accepted that or at least, for old time’s sake,
that you were willing to let me stay the night
until I could find somewhere to go.”
His face did darken then. A deep line
carved a groove into Phil’s forehead and his
eyes snapped with the telltale signs of a bad
temper. “And where exactly were you staying?
Why now? Why a room for one night?”
“I… I was working somewhere, but I
decided it wasn’t right,” Amanda stammered.

She felt very small, very alone. She knew
coming here was a mistake. She regretted ever
setting foot inside Phil’s house again. What had
she been thinking?
Phil scoffed. “You see? That just proves
my point. You’re not ready to be out in the real
world. You’re a dreamer, Amanda. You’re an
artist. You’re not made for actual work. You
have this ideal notion that one day you’re going
to make it, but let me tell you, it’s not going to
happen without my help.”
“I- I know that. I was hoping you would
help me.”
“Out of the goodness of my heart. That’s
what you expect?”
“Yes. Would that really be so wrong?”
Amanda raised her voice. She looked up,
refusing to be cowed like she normally was.
That wasn’t her. She wasn’t that person that
Phil could bully and push around any longer.
“Wrong?” Phil stuttered.

“Yes, wrong. We were together for four
years. I know I owe you a lot, but I thought you
would want to do this given how long we were
together. I thought you were willing to help me,
which is why I came back. I see now that I
made a mistake.”
“I was willing to help you because I
thought you’d come back and come to your
senses. I thought if I apologized for- for my
lack of judgment that you would see reason and
realize that we are a good fit. That we’re still a
good fit.”
Phil reached over and caressed her hand
gently. Amanda shuddered. She withdrew and
tucked her hand safely in her lap. “I can’t, Phil.
There can never be a you and I again. We were
over the second you told me to get out.”
“Why? What’s changed in a month?”
Phil’s face twisted with rage.
Amanda knew there was no way to get
him to understand. She knew she was going to

have to tell him. If he helped her get her gallery
showing then he would find out eventually. He
wasn’t going to let this go, wasn’t going to let
them go and leave her alone, unless he finally
understood.
“I’m pregnant,” she whispered. “That’s
why.”
“I’m sorry… what?” Phil’s face actually
purpled. The deep shade rose up his neck,
covered his jawline, flushed his cheeks and
made its way to his forehead.
“Yes. That’s why we can’t be together.”
“And it’s not mine?”
“You know it’s not. You just told me that
wasn’t possible.”
She braced herself for a flood of angry
words, for the storm that was Phil Wist. For the
verbal battery, the barrage of terrible insults.
She was stunned by the silence. It only took her
a minute to realize that silence was far more

deadly than anything she’d experienced so far.
“Whore,” Phil swore under his breath. He
moved so fast Amanda barely had time to
register the movement before his hand closed
over her wrist. He dragged her off the stool so
roughly it tipped under her weight.
Amanda let out a silent wail of protest.
She clawed at Phil’s iron like grip, but it was
useless. He dragged her through the kitchen
roughly, her wrist screaming, bruising her
tender skin. He moved through the living room,
to the front door. She knew he was going to
throw her out. It was just as well. She never
should have come there, never should have
trusted that the unmerciful man she’d known
could have changed at all.
He opened the door and dragged her onto
the porch. “Get out. Into the street where filth
like you belongs.”
Amanda tried to struggle free, to break
away before the steps. He anticipated her

movement and tightened his fingers, biting into
her skin even more painfully than before. Phil
thrust her hard, so her barefoot skimmed over
the top step, scrabbled for a foothold and
missed.
She was aware of everything as though it
happened in slow motion. Phil’s fingers finally
releasing her wrist, the hard shove that sent her
flying, the air, the feeling of nothingness, then
finally the hard concrete beneath her wrists,
breaking the tender skin of her palms.
Black spots danced in front of her eyes as
she struggled to raise her head. A horrible pain
jolted through her neck where it had snapped
back and forth with the impact of her landing.
“You fucking whore,” Phil spat from the
top of the porch. He pointed down at her. “Get
off my property. Take your fucking car and get
out of here. That gallery showing is never
going to happen now. Go spread your legs for
whoever it is you choose. You’ll never hear
from me again.”

It was irrational, but Amanda nearly
laughed. Never hear from him again? That was
a small mercy. She struggled to pick herself up
after the hard fall onto the concrete. There was
a buzzing in her ears that grew to a loud hum,
which turned into the roar. It sounded very
much like the roar of an old pick up. A certain
old pick up that she would have recognized
anywhere.
She turned her head and there it was. The
old, brown, rusty pick up that belonged to
Jason. No. It can’t be. She realized she must
have hit her head in the fall. She was
hallucinating now.
Except that the door slamming, and the
hard footfalls coming up the sidewalk, and then
the drive, and the shout that rent the air, seemed
so very, very real.

Chapter 17
Rage had blinded him before. Got the
best of him so many times. He’d moved to the
woods, to serenity, to heal and forget
everything that had happened.
Seeing Amanda, the woman he loved, the
woman who carried his child, sprawled out like
a broken doll on the concrete sidewalk sent a
jolt of pure, unadulterated hatred rocketing
through his veins. The world turned red, closed
in around him. Rage chocked his throat.
“Hey asshole!”
The guy at the top of the steps pointing
down at Amanda like some version of a king in
his pathetic castle, spraying spittle and glaring
hatred, turned to look up.
The last color faded from his face that
was already far too pale. He looked like he

thought he was god’s gift to mankind in his
expensive clothing, standing on the steps of a
million dollar house. The fucker probably had a
five hundred thousand dollar car in that triple
car garage.
Big fucking deal. In Jason’s experience,
all men crumbled the same, rich or poor.
He couldn’t look at Amanda. Couldn’t
pick her up to see if she was alright. He would
lose his shit completely and then he didn’t
know what he’d do. Probably leave the guy half
dead and that would help no one.
“Who are you calling an asshole?”
Phil curled his hand around the banister
post on the porch and pointed an angry finger
in Jason’s direction, thrust his shoulders
forward and shored up his courage.
But the courage faltered fast as Jason
neared. He ate up the sidewalk with his long
strides. He watched Phil’s nostrils flare, a sure
sign of fear.

He reached the steps and mounted them
one by one. His boots scuffed heavily, the dull
thuds pounding through a brain that refused to
focus on any thoughts that didn’t involve
pounding the scumbag in front of him right into
the dirt. He’d knock him down first, probably
with a single punch. Give him a blow or two
after that for good measure. Maybe mop the
porch with him before he sent him sprawling
out onto the concrete like he’d sent Amanda.
Jason had just pulled up and witnessed the
entire exchange from the moment the door
opened right until he threw Amanda down the
stairs.
Phil must have seen the murderous intent
in Jason’s eyes because, like a fool, he swung
first. He could have dodged and run back into
the house. Jason was actually a little shocked
the guy even had the courage to try and hit him.
He easily dodged and Phil left himself
open for a whole lot of punishment. Jason
didn’t deal the blow though. He didn’t want

this to be over so easily. Instead he ducked low
and rammed his shoulder into Phil’s chest. The
gasp of air rushing out was the most satisfying
sound Jason had heard in a long time.
He kept going, using his weight to propel
them backwards until Phil was pinned up
against the front door of his own house. Jason
edged his shoulder away, reached up and
slipped his hand around Phil’s throat. He didn’t
tighten his grip, but Jason got the hint. He went
slack with fear and shut his eyes, waiting for
the blow to land.
Jason drew back his fist. He was halfway
to a bone crunching blow when Amanda’s
scream rent the stillness of the morning.
“No! Jason, no!” She was there suddenly,
beside him, on the porch. His brain cleared
enough to focus on her moss hued eyes.
“Don’t,” she plead. “Please. He’s not worth it.
Don’t do this. Let’s just go.”
He understood what she wasn’t saying.

That the slime ball he currently had in a choke
hold had the money to make him pay. That Phil
would press assault charges if Jason hit him.
Amanda didn’t want that. She was clearly
distressed and after what he’d just seen happen,
he didn’t want to put her through anything
more.
His fingers slowly unraveled, releasing
their choke hold on Phil. “I want you to take a
good look at her.” Jason turned the guy’s head
and his eyes nearly bugged out. “Look at her.
She’s the reason you were spared this morning.
Money or not, cops or not, lawsuit or not, I
would have loved to wipe your face in the dirt.
Don’t think it won’t still happen. Pursue us in
any way and I will come and make sure you
pay. That isn’t a threat. It’s a promise.”
What blood was left in Phil’s face rushed
out. He turned completely white and when
Jason released him, he collapsed against the
door, sliding down like a straw man.
Jason turned silently and strode down the

steps. Amanda didn’t hesitate. She followed
him silently, her bare feet padding on the cool
concrete.
Half way down the driveway, Jason
spotted a set of car keys sticking out of the
pocket of her jeans. He reached down and
extracted them. He raised a brow and she
nodded once, in obvious agreement. He stalked
back up the porch and Phil, coward that he was,
started cowering again. Jason threw the keys at
him. They landed with a dull metallic clink on
the porch.
He turned and stalked back down the
driveway. Amanda was already gathering her
things out of the car. He loaded up the rest for
her, throwing it in the back of his pickup while
Phil watched, open mouthed.
After it was done, Jason helped Amanda
into the passenger side. He hopped into the
driver’s side of the bench seat and started the
truck up. The old beast roared to life and Jason
floored it away from Phil’s house. He felt oddly

satisfied even though he’d been cheated out of
the beating that Phil was due. It wasn’t really
his to hand out anyway. Not if Amanda didn’t
want him to.
He glanced over at her, but she sat quiet,
staring straight ahead. She wouldn’t look at
him. Wouldn’t, or couldn’t, he wasn’t sure
which.
“I wasn’t going back to him,” she finally
said.
“I know.” His hands clenched hard on the
wheel. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he
knew. Amanda couldn’t do it. She couldn’t
betray him like that. Whatever she was doing
back there at her ex’s house, it wasn’t because
she wanted to have a life with him. “We can
talk more at the cabin.”
He started the long drive back to his
home. A home that he might just get to share
with a woman as beautiful and amazing and
genuine as Amanda, if she let him.

Her silence filled up the truck, her only
response, as they took the first turn in a series
of many that would lead them back to the place
she should never have had to leave.

Chapter 18
There was never a more welcome sight
than that winding dirt road, tall pines giving
way to a narrow, winding driveway and two
quaint little cabins nestled in the heart of the
clearing.
Amanda’s heart leapt with hope when
Jason shut off the truck and came around to
open her door for her. He extended a hand and
she took it, her insides knotting painfully at the
feel of his warm, calloused skin against her
own. She never thought she’d see him again, let
alone be able to feel the gentle reassurance of
his touch.
He led her into his cabin and pulled out a
chair at the table. Amanda sat. She watched
while Jason disappeared with the kettle then
came back a minute later with it full of water.
He built up the fire swiftly, with much more

skill than she was ever able to muster.
Soon the kettle was boiling away. Jason
fixed them each a cup of tea. He set one, black,
with cream and sugar in front of her. He’d just
assumed that she liked it the way she took her
coffee and he was right. The fact that he knew
her, that he just somehow understood her,
nearly made her eyes tear up.
As soon as Jason sat, Amanda started
talking. She couldn’t keep the words pent up
inside her any longer.
“I… I’m sorry that I went back to Phil. It
was the strangest thing. After we fought and
you told me to leave, I didn’t have anywhere to
go. I turned on my phone to maybe get in touch
with my mom, even though we haven’t spoken
to each other in years, and there were all these
missed calls from Phil. Texts too. He sounded
so sincere and sorry. I thought maybe he would
be willing to let me stay in the guest room for
one night so I didn’t have to pay for a hotel. I
don’t have a lot of money and I didn’t want to

waste two hundred dollars of money I was
going to need, especially if my mom refused to
let me come home. He said that he had a
potential job opening for me, a gallery show in
New York. I needed a job, to support myself
and be set when this baby comes. I called him
and asked if he’d let me stay the night, but I
was very clear that nothing would ever be
between us again. I asked him if he’d help me
get the gallery show even if we weren’t a thing
and he assured me he would. I should have
known better. He can be very convincing when
he wants to be. Really he just wanted to get me
back in the house. He thought he could fix
everything with an apology.”
“An apology that sure as hell didn’t look
sincere to me.”
Amanda sighed. “I can’t believe he
reacted that way. He was pushing me to get
back together, to stay. I don’t even know if the
New York gallery was real or not. He was
badgering me and I felt that the only way to

make him understand why we couldn’t have a
future, other than the fact that I didn’t want to,
since he wasn’t listening to that, was to tell him
why. I thought if he helped me get to New York
then he’d find out sooner or later anyway, since
those people were his contacts. Or so he said.
Who knows.”
“So you told him you were pregnant.”
“Yes. And he told me that he’d lied about
his test results. Yet he kicked me out of the
house, calling me infertile and barren, knowing
full and well that he was the one to blame.”
Jason’s brow knitted into a tight frown
and his eyes flashed with anger. “Why would
he do that to you?”
“He said he was ashamed. He never
wanted me to find out so he made me leave. He
didn’t count on actually missing me.”
“That man is a fool,” Jason snarled. “But
then again, so was I.”

“You told me to leave, so I did.”
The anger in Jason’s blue depths faded
away and was replaced by something much
softer and deeper. Amanda’s throat closed up
and her hand trembled on the table top. Jason
reached over, took it and wrapped it in his
much stronger palm.
“I never meant for you to leave. I know I
said that. I said those words, but I didn’t truly
mean them. I was angry and irrational and I
blurted the first thing that came to mind. I went
out for a drive to clear my head so that I could
come back and actually have a rational
conversation. I never thought you’d actually
leave in the hour I was gone. I thought I’d
come back and we’d talk it out and figure out
what we were going to do.”
Tears gathered in Amanda’s eyes. She
blinked and they spilled down her cheeks. “I
wish you would have said that then. I truly
thought you wanted me gone. I didn’t want to
stick around to see you one last time. I didn’t

hold out much hope that you would change
your mind.”
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry you had to go
through all of that again. By the time I got back
I was going to tell you that you could stay as
long as you wanted, even if you didn’t want to
raise that baby with me. Even if it didn’t work
out between us, I was going to tell you I’d look
after you, in one way or another, even if that
just meant sending you money every month. I
was going to leave it up to you, what you
wanted to do.”
It was like there was a dam in Amanda’s
chest, blocking off the tide of emotion from
flowing out. A hole burst in that thick wall, just
a tiny hole and water began to trickle through.
She knew it wouldn’t be long before those
walls crumbled altogether and a flood of
emotions hit her hard. She just wasn’t sure
what to feel at the moment. Relief? Joy?
Anger?
“You don’t want to be a part of the kid’s

life?”
Jason’s lips pursed and that line etched
into his brow carved itself a little deeper. “I
don’t know, Amanda. I was going to leave that
up to you, if you wanted to keep it. I’m not the
kind of person a woman would want to spend
the rest of her life with. I’m not the kind of man
who would be a good father. You would have to
take that into account when you decide whether
or not I deserve to know my child. I’d be
alright with just getting a letter or a phone call
once in awhile, a picture maybe, if you don’t
want to stay here.” She had never heard him
this vulnerable before.
Amanda reached out with her free hand.
She wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing,
she just knew she needed to touch him. Their
hands, locked together on the table top, wasn’t
enough. She gently caressed the angle of his
jaw. She closed her eyes and just felt the soft
rasp of beard underneath her fingertips and the
unexpected softness of his cheek as her hand

trailed higher.
She let her hand rest there for a moment.
The sound of their breathing filled up the tiny
kitchen. Finally she opened her eyes.
“I do want to keep the baby. And I do
want to stay. I think, when a child comes into
the world, it changes everything. We, as
parents, have an obligation to try and give it the
best future possible. I don’t want to wait around
and see if this is going to work. I want to make
this work. I don’t just want to try, I want to
really, really try, with the goal in mind that we
are going to raise this baby together, because
it’s going to make us happy-”
“Amanda…”
“No, wait, let me finish.” She kept her
hand on his cheek, which oddly enough,
seemed to comfort them both. “I know it’s only
been a month and that’s crazy. Some people
wait years and years before they get to this
point or before they want to get to this point,

but we don’t have a choice. I actually never
believed I’d get this opportunity. Phil made me
think I was the problem and I gave up hope of
having kids. This was so unexpected… but
there was never a doubt in my mind that I
wanted it. I do want this baby. And I want you.
I want this place, this sweet little cabin and the
woods and the chickens and that stupid hand
pump that kills my arm every single time. I
want to make this work, whatever that means,
until we’re either absolutely sure we can or
we’re absolutely sure we can’t.”
“And until we get to that point?”
“We keep trying to get to that point.
Hopefully to the place where we’re sure it’s
going to work.”
“Is anyone ever sure of that?” His brow
raised in good natured humor.
“Yes. I think so. I think if people try,
every single day to make it to that point, then
they can if they want to.”

Jason sighed. He surprised her by
reaching up and capturing her hand. He moved
it, slid it down his face, down his neck, until it
ended up right overtop his heart.
“I can’t promise I would be a good father.
In fact, I’m sure I would be the exact opposite,
but if this is what you want, then I’ll try. I’ll try
because I never expected to feel anything close
to what I feel about you. When I realized you
were gone, I thought I was going to go crazy. I
thought I’d never see you again. That, out of
everything in my life, would be the one thing
I’d regret the most. And believe me, there is a
lot I should regret. I went through all the
options; hiring someone to find you, searching
for you myself, praying you would contact me
eventually, but then I went into your cabin and
found your note.”
“I had to leave it,” Amanda whispered. “I
had to. In case you ever changed your mind, I
needed you to know where I had gone, at least
as a starting point.”

“When I saw that address, I knew exactly
where you’d gone. I never believed you were
going back to him though. Not to the man who
threw you away. I thought you couldn’t. Not
after what we- uh- what we’d shared.”
“You were right.” She squeezed his hand
hard. “I’m glad you didn’t think the worst and
decided not to come at all. Honestly, if you
hadn’t, I’m not sure where I would have gone. I
would have figured it out though. I don’t just
give up. That’s not an option any longer.”
“You’re right. I’m so sorry for what I
said, about you trying to trick me into having a
baby. I never really thought that. It just came
out and I can’t take it back.”
“We can’t take any of it back,” Amanda
assured him. “But there are far more good
things than there were bad. Far, far more.” Her
body heated to think of all the many good
things. Of all the intimate moments that were
shared between them, one soul melding with
another, moments that had nothing to do with

the physical connection they’d also shared.
“You’re right, now that we created a life,
this isn’t about just trying half way. If this is
what you want, the cabin and- uh- well me,
then I’m honored. I’ll give it everything I have
to succeed, like you said. I don’t truly know
anything at all other than the fact that I want
you in my life and I’m willing to work for that
and do whatever it takes.”
“And the baby?”
“Poor kid, stuck with me as a dad.”
Jason’s gaze faltered. He couldn’t look her in
the eye and she was reminded that they really
knew so little about each other. She wondered
what had happened. What in his past, made him
believe he couldn’t or wouldn’t be a good
father? “But I guess I can try and make that
work too. Hopefully he or she doesn’t wind up
hating me.”
“Don’t all kids eventually wind up hating
their parents?”

Jason actually let a small chuckle escape
his throat. “Probably.”
“Well then. We have nothing to worry
about on that count. We’ll just try as hard as we
possibly can and hope for the best. I think that’s
all anyone can do. Love their kids. Love them
like crazy.”
Jason swallowed hard. “That’s not a word
I ever thought I’d use. I don’t even truly know
what it means.”
“It’s a lucky thing then, that maybe we
can learn what it means together, because I’m
not sure I’ve truly ever loved another person
either. Especially not the way a parent loves
their child.” Amanda swallowed hard. “It
makes me want to call my mom and tell her
that. That I love her. But I don’t think either of
us are ready for that.”
Jason stroked her hand gently. “One day.
Babies change everything. I’ve heard that
somewhere before.”

Amanda smiled. A real, genuine smile
filled with relief and hope and joy. Her heart
was flooded with light. She was still afraid,
afraid of the future and all that it held, but
everyone was. She didn’t know a single person
who had it all figured out.
“Well if you’re willing to stick it out with
me and try and make it work, then I only have
one other thing you need to do.”
One dark brow rose a fraction. “I’m
almost afraid to ask.”
“Kiss me. Right here, right now, kiss me
like you well and truly mean it.”
A slow grin spread over Jason’s face. His
eyes sparkled with warmth, with life, with
laughter. “That should be easy,” he chuckled.
“Because I always, always mean it.”

The End
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