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Prologue 
T  
he son Dare Westmoreland didn’t know he had, needed him.

Shelly Brockman knew that admission was long overdue as she stood in the living room of the house that had been her childhood home. The last box had been carried in and now the task of unpacking awaited her. Even with everything she faced, she felt good about being back in a place that filled her with many fond memories. Her thoughts were cut short with the slamming of the front door. She turned and met her son’s angry expression.
“I’m going to hate it here!” He all but screamed at the top of his lungs. “I want to go back to Los Angeles! No matter what you say, this will never be my home!”
Shelly winced at his words and watched as he threw down the last bag filled with his belongings before racing up the stairs. Instead of calling after him, she closed her eyes, remembering why she had made the move from California to Georgia, and knew that no matter how AJ felt, the move was the best thing for him. For the past year he had been failing in school and hanging out with the wrong crowd. Because of his height, he looked older than a ten-year-old and had begun associating with an older group of boys at school, those known to be troublemakers.
Her parents, who had retired and moved to Florida years ago, had offered her the use of her childhood home rent-free. As a result, she had made three of the hardest decisions of her life. First, deciding to move back to College Park, Georgia, second switching from being a nurse who worked inside the hospital to a home healthcare nurse, and finally letting Dare Westmoreland know he had a son.
More than anything she hoped Dare would understand that she had loved him too much to stand between him and his dream of becoming an FBI agent all those years ago. Her decision, unselfish as it had been, had cost AJ the chance to know his father and Dare the chance to know his son.
Crossing the room she picked up AJ’s bag. He was upset about leaving his friends and moving to a place he considered Hicksville, USA. However, his attitude was the least of her worries.
She sighed deeply and rubbed her forehead, knowing she couldn’t put off telling Dare much longer since chances were he would hear she’d return to town. Besides, if he took a good hard look at AJ, he would know the truth, and the secret she had harbored for ten years would finally be out.
Deep within her heart she knew that it was time.







One 
Two weeks later—early September

S heriff Dare Westmoreland leaned forward in the chair behind his desk. From the defiant look on the face of the boy standing in front of him he could tell it would be one of those days. “Look, kid, I’m only going to ask you one more time. What is your name?”
The boy crossed his arms over his chest and had the nerve to glare at him and say, “And I’ve told you that I don’t like cops and have no intention of giving you my name or anything else. And if you don’t like it, arrest me.”
Dare stood to his full height of six-feet-four, feeling every bit of his thirty-six years as he came from behind his desk to stare at the boy. He estimated the kid, who he’d caught throwing rocks at passing cars on the highway, to be around twelve or thirteen. It had been a long time since any kid living in his jurisdiction had outright sassed him. None of them would have dared, so it stood to reason that the kid was probably new in town.
“You will get your wish. Since you won’t cooperate and tell me who you are, I’m officially holding you in police custody until someone comes to claim you. And while you’re waiting you may as well make yourself useful. You’ll start by mopping out the bathroom on the first floor, so follow me.”
Dare shook his head, thinking he didn’t envy this kid’s parents one bit.

Shelly had barely brought her car to a complete stop in front of the sheriff’s office before she was out of it. It had taken her a good two hours in Atlanta’s heavy traffic to make it home after receiving word that AJ had not shown up at school, only to discover he wasn’t at home. When it had started getting late she had gotten worried and called the police. After giving the dispatcher a description of AJ, the woman assured her that he was safe in their custody and that the reason she had not been contacted was because AJ had refused to give anyone his name. Without asking for any further details Shelly had jumped into her car and headed for the police station.
She let out a deep sigh. If AJ hadn’t given anyone his name that meant the sheriff was not aware she was AJ’s mother and for the moment that was a comforting thought. As she pushed open the door, she knew all her excuses for not yet meeting with Dare and telling him the truth had run out, and fate had decided to force her hand.
She was about to come face to face with Sheriff Dare Westmoreland.

“Sheriff, the parent of John Doe has arrived.”
Dare looked up from the papers he was reading and met his secretary’s gaze. “Only one parent showed up, Holly?”
“Yes, just the mother. She’s not wearing a wedding ring so I can only assume there isn’t a father. At least not one that’s around.”
Dare nodded. “What’s the kid doing now?” he asked, pushing the papers he’d been reading aside.
“He’s out back watching Deputy McKade clean up his police motorcycle”
Dare nodded. “Send the woman in, Holly. I need to have a long talk with her. Her son needs a lot more discipline than he’s evidently getting at home.”
Dare moved away from his desk to stand at the window where he could observe the boy as he watched McKade polish his motorcycle. He inhaled deeply. There was something about the boy that he found oddly familiar. Maybe he reminded him of himself and his four brothers when they’d been younger. Although they had been quite a handful for their parents, headstrong and in some ways stubborn, they had known just how far to take it and just how much they could get away with. And they’d been smart enough to know when to keep their mouths closed. This kid had a lot to learn.
“Sheriff Westmoreland, this is Ms. Rochelle Brockman.”
Dare swung his head around and his gaze collided with the woman he’d once loved to distraction. Suddenly his breath caught, his mouth went dry and every muscle in his body froze as memories rushed through his spiraling mind.
He could vividly recall the first time they’d met, their first kiss and the first time they had made love. The last time stood out in his mind now. He dragged his gaze from her face to do a total sweep of her body before returning to her face again. A shiver of desire tore through him, and he was glad that his position, standing behind his desk, blocked a view of his body from the waist down. Otherwise both women would have seen the arousal pressing against the zipper of his pants.
His gaze moved to her dark-brown hair, and he noted that it was shorter and cut in one of those trendy styles that accented the creamy chocolate coloring of her face as well as the warm brandy shade of her eyes.
The casual outfit she wore, a printed skirt and a matching blouse, made her look stylish, comfortable and ultrafeminine. Then there were the legs he still considered the most gorgeous pair he’d ever seen. Legs he knew could wrap around his waist while their bodies meshed in pleasure.
A deep sigh escaped his closed lips as he concluded that at thirty-three she was even more beautiful than he remembered and still epitomized everything feminine. They’d first met when she was sixteen and a sophomore in high school. He’d been nineteen, a few weeks shy of twenty and a sophomore in college, and had come home for a visit to find her working on a school project with his brother Stone. He had walked into the house at the exact moment she’d been leaning over Stone, explaining some scientific formula and wearing the sexiest pair of shorts he had ever seen on a female. He had thought she had a pair of legs that were simply a complete turn-on. When she had glanced up, noticed him staring and smiled, he’d been a goner. Never before had he been so aware of a woman. An immediate attraction had flared between them, holding him hostage to desires he’d never felt before.
After making sure Stone didn’t have designs on her himself, he had made his move. And it was a move he’d never regretted making. They began seriously dating a few months later and had continued to do so for six long years, until he had made the mistake of ending things between them. Now it seemed the day of reckoning had arrived.
“Shelly.”
“Dare.”
It was as if the years had not passed between them, Dare suddenly thought. That same electrical charge the two of them always generated ignited full force, sending a high voltage searing through the room.
He cleared his throat. “Holly, you can leave me and Ms. Brockman alone now, “he thought it best to say.
His secretary looked at Shelly then back at him. “Sure, Sheriff,” she murmured, and walked out of the office, pulling the door shut behind her.
Once the door closed, Dare turned his full attention back to Shelly. His gaze went immediately to her lips; lips he used to enjoy tasting time and time again; lips that were hot, sweet and ultra-responsive. One night he had thrust her into an orgasm just from gnawing on her lips and caressing them with the tip of his tongue.
He swallowed to get his bearings when he felt his body began responding to just being in the same room with her. He then admitted what he’d known for years. Shelly Brockman would always be the beginning and the end of his most blatant desires and a part of him could not believe she was back in College Park after being gone for so long.
Shelly felt the intensity of Dare’s gaze and struggled to keep her emotions in check, but he was so disturbingly gorgeous that she found it hard to do so. Wearing his blue uniform, he still had that look that left a woman’s mind whirling and her body overheated.
He had changed a lot from the young man she had fallen in love with years ago. He was taller, bigger and more muscular. The few lines he had developed in the corners of his eyes, and the firmness of his jaw made his face more angular, his coffee-colored features stark and disturbingly handsome and still a pleasure to look at.
She noted there were certain things about him that had remained the same. The shape of his mouth was still a total turn-on, and he still had those sexy dimples he used to flash at her so often. Then there were those dark eyes—deep, penetrating—that at one time had had the ability to read her mind by just looking at her. How else had he known when she’d wanted him to make love to her without her having to utter a single word?
Suddenly Shelly felt nervous, panicky when she remembered the reason she had moved back to town. But there was no way she could tell Dare that he was AJ’s father—at least not today. She needed time to pull herself together. Seeing him again had derailed her senses, making it impossible for her to think straight. The only thing she wanted was to get AJ and leave.
“I came for my son, Dare,” she finally found her voice to say, and even to her own ears it sounded wispy.
Dare let out a deep breath. It seemed she wanted to get right down to business and not dwell on the past. He had no intention of letting her do that, mainly because of what they had once meant to each other. “It’s been a long time, Shelly. How have you been?” he asked raspily, failing to keep his own voice casual. He found the scent of her perfume just as sexy and enticing as the rest of her.
“I’ve been fine, Dare. How about you?”
“Same here.”
She nodded. “Now may I see my son?”
Her insistence on keeping things non-personal was beginning to annoy the hell out of him. His eyes narrowed and his gaze zeroed in on her mouth; bad timing on his part. She nervously swiped her bottom lip with her tongue, causing his body to react immediately. He remembered that tongue and some of the things he had taught her to do with it. He dragged air into his lungs when he felt his muscles tense. “Aren’t you going to ask why he’s here?” he asked, his voice sounding tight, just as tight as his entire body felt.
She shrugged. “I assumed that since the school called and said he didn’t show up today, one of your officers had picked him up for playing hooky.”
“No, that’s not it,” he said, thinking that was a reasonable assumption to make. “I’m the one who picked him up, but he was doing something a bit more serious than playing hooky.”
Shelly’s eyes widened in alarm. “What?”
“I caught him throwing rocks at passing motorists on Old National Highway. Do you know what could have happened had a driver swerved to avoid getting hit?”
Shelly swallowed as she nodded. “Yes.” The first thought that came to her mind was that AJ was in need of serious punishment, but she’d tried punishing him in the past and it hadn’t seemed to work.
“I’m sorry about this, Dare,” she apologized, not knowing what else to say. “We moved to town a few weeks ago and it hasn’t been easy for him. He needs time to adjust.”
Dare snorted. “From the way he acted in my office earlier today, I think what he needs is an attitude adjustment as well as a lesson in respect and manners. Whose kid is he anyway?”
Shelly straightened her spine. The mother in her took offense at his words. She admitted she had spoiled AJ somewhat, but still, considering the fact that she was a single parent doing the best she could, she didn’t need Dare of all people being so critical. “He’s my child.”
Dare stared at her wondering if she really expected him to believe that. There was no way the kid could be hers, since in his estimation of the kid’s age, she was a student in college and his steady girl about the same time the boy was born. “I mean who does he really belong to since I know you didn’t have a baby twelve or thirteen years ago, Shelly.”
Her gaze turned glacial. “He is mine, Dare. I gave birth to him ten years ago. He just looks older than he really is because of his height.” Shelly watched Dare’s gaze sharpen and darken, then his brows pulled together in a deep, furious frown.
“What the hell do you mean you gave birth to him?” he asked, a shocked look on his face and a tone of voice that bordered on anger and total disbelief.
She met his glare with one of her own. “I meant just what I said. Now may I see him?” She made a move to leave Dare’s office but he caught her arm.
“Are you saying that he was born after you left here?”
“Yes.”
Dare released her. His features had suddenly turned to stone, and the gaze that focused on hers was filled with hurt and pain. “It didn’t take you long to find someone in California to take my place after we broke up, did it?”
His words were like a sharp, painful slap to Shelly’s face. He thought that she had given birth to someone else’s child! How could he think that when she had loved him so much? She was suddenly filled with extreme anger. “Why does it matter to you what I did after I left here, Dare, when you decided after six long years that you wanted a career with the FBI more than you wanted me?”
Dare closed his eyes, remembering that night and what he had said to her, words he had later come to regret. He slowly reopened his eyes and looked at her. She appeared just as stricken now as she had then. He doubted he would ever forget the deep look of hurt on her face that night he had told her that he wanted to break up with her to pursue a career with the FBI.
“Shelly, I…”
“No, Dare. I think we’ve said enough, too much in fact. Just let me get my son and go home.”
Dare inhaled deeply. It was too late for whatever he wanted to say to her. Whatever had once been between them was over and done with. Turning, he slowly walked back over to his desk. “There’s some paperwork that needs to be completed before you can take him with you. Since he refused to provide us with any information, we couldn’t do it earlier.”
He read the question that suddenly flashed in her gaze and said. “And no, this will not be a part of any permanent record, although I think it won’t be such a bad idea for him to come back every day this week after school for an hour to do additional chores, especially since he mentioned he’s not into any after-school activity. The light tasks I’ll be assigning to him will work off some of that rebellious energy he has.”
He met her gaze. “However, if this happens again, Shelly, he’ll be faced with having to perform hours of community service as well as getting slapped with a juvenile delinquent record. Is that understood?”
She nodded, feeling much appreciative. Had he wanted to, Dare could have handled things a lot more severely. What AJ had done was a serious offense. “Yes, I understand, and I want to thank you.”
She sighed deeply. It seemed fate would not be forcing her hand today after all. She had a little more time before having to tell Dare the truth.
Dare sat down at his desk with a form in front of him and a pen in his hand. “Now then, what’s his name?”
Shelly swallowed deeply. “AJ Brockman.”
“I need his real name.”
She couldn’t open her mouth to get the words out. It seemed fate wouldn’t be as gracious as she’d thought after all.
Dare was looking down at the papers in front of him, however, the pause went on so long he glanced up and looked at her. He had known Shelly long enough to know when she was nervous about something. His eyes narrowed as he wondered what her problem was.
“What’s his real name, Shelly?” he repeated.
He watched as she looked away briefly. Returning her gaze she stared straight into his eyes and without blinking said. “Alisdare Julian Brockman.”







Two 
A ir suddenly washed from Dare’s lung as if someone had cut off the oxygen supply in the room and he couldn’t breathe. Everything started spinning around him and he held on to his desk with a tight grip. However, that didn’t work since his hands were shaking worse than a volcano about to explode. In fact his entire body shook with the force of the one question that immediately torpedoed through his brain. Why would she name her son after him? Unless ..
He met her gaze and saw the look of guilt in her eyes and knew. Yet he had to have it confirmed. He stood on non-steady legs and crossed the room to stand in front of Shelly. He grasped her elbow and brought her closer to him, so close he could see the dark irises of her eyes.
“When is his birth date?” he growled, quickly finding his equilibrium.
Shelly swallowed so deeply she knew for certain Dare could see her throat tighten, but she refused to let his reaction unsettle her any more than it had. She lifted her chin. “November twenty-fifth.”
He flinched, startled. “Two months?” he asked in a pained whisper yet with intense force. “You were two months pregnant when we broke up?”
She snatched her arm from his hold. “Yes.”
Anger darkened the depths of his eyes then flared through his entire body at the thought of what she had kept from him. “I have a son?”
Though clearly upset, he had asked the question so quietly that Shelly could only look at him. For a long moment she didn’t answer, but then she knew that in spite of everything between them, there was never a time she had not been proud that AJ was Dare’s son. That was the reason she had returned to College Park, because she felt it was time he was included in AJ’s life. “Yes, you have a son.”
“But—but I didn’t know about him!”
His words were filled with trembling fury and she knew she had to make him understand. “I found out I was pregnant the day before my graduation party and had planned to tell you that night. But before I got the chance you told me about the phone call you’d received that day, offering you a job with the Bureau and how much you wanted to take it. I loved you too much to stand in your way, Dare. I knew that telling you I was pregnant would have changed everything, and I couldn’t do that to you.”
Dare’s face etched into tight lines as he stared at her. “And you made that decision on your own?”
She nodded. “Yes.”
“How dare you! Who in the hell gave you the right to do that, Shelly?”
She felt her own anger rise. “It’s not who but what. My love for you gave me the right, Dare,” she said and without giving him a chance to say another word, she angrily walked out of his office.

Fury consumed Dare at a degree he had never known before and all he could do was stand there, rooted in place, hell-shocked at what he had just discovered.
He had a son.
He crossed the room and slammed his fist hard on the desk. Ten years! For ten years she had kept it from him. Ten solid years.
Ignoring the pain he felt in his hand, he breathed in deeply when it hit him that he was the father of John Doe. No, she’d called him AJ but she had named him Alisdare Julian. He took a deep, calming breath. For some reason she had at least done that. His son did have his name—at least part of it anyway. Had he known, his son would also be wearing the name Westmoreland, which was rightfully his.
Dare slowly walked over to the window and looked out, suddenly seeing the kid through different eyes—a father’s eyes, and his heart and soul yearned for a place in his son’s life; a place he rightly deserved. And from the way the kid had behaved earlier it was a place Dare felt he needed to be. It seemed that Alisdare Julian Brockman was a typical Westmoreland male—headstrong and stubborn as hell. As Dare studied him through the windowpane, he could see Westmoreland written all over him and was surprised he hadn’t seen it earlier.
He turned when the buzzer sounded on his desk. He took the few steps to answer it. “Yes, Holly?”
“Ms. Brockman is ready to leave, sir. Have you completed the paperwork?”
Dare frowned as he glanced down at the half-completed form on his desk. “No, I haven’t.”
“What do you want me to tell her, Sheriff?”
Dare sighed. If Shelly for one minute thought she could just walk out of here and take their son, she had another thought coming. There was definitely unfinished business between them. “Tell Ms. Brockman there’re a few things I need to take care of. After which, I’ll speak with her again in my office. In the meantime, she’s not to see her son.”
There was a slight pause before Holly replied. “Yes, sir.”
After hanging up the phone Dare picked up the form that contained all the standard questions, however, he didn’t know any answers about his son. He wondered if he could ever forgive Shelly for doing that to him. No matter what she said, she had no right to have kept him in the dark about his son for ten years.
After the elder Brockmans had retired and moved away, there had been no way to stay in touch except for Ms. Kate, the owner of Kate’s Diner who’d been close friends with Shelly’s mother. But no matter how many times he had asked Kate about the Brockmans, specifically Shelly, she had kept a stiff lip and a closed mouth.
A number of the older residents in town who had kept an eye on his and Shelly’s budding romance during those six years had been pretty damn disappointed with the way he had ended things between them. Even his family, who’d thought the world of Shelly, had decided he’d had a few screws loose for breaking up with her.
He sighed deeply. As sheriff, he of all people should have known she had returned to College Park; he made it his business to keep up with all the happenings around town. She must have come back during the time he had been busy apprehending those two fugitives who’d been hiding out in the area.
With the form in one hand he picked up the phone with the other. His cousin, Jared Westmoreland, was the attorney in the family and Dare felt the need for legal advice.

“The sheriff needs to take care of few things and would like to see you again in his office when he’s finished.”
Shelly nodded but none to happily. “Is there anyway I can see my son?”
The older woman shook her head. “I’m sorry but you can’t see or talk to him until the sheriff completes the paperwork.”
When the woman walked off Shelly shook her head. What had taken place in Dare’s office had certainly not been the way she’d envisioned telling him about AJ. She walked over to a chair and sat down, wondering how long would it be before she could get AJ and leave. Dare was calling the shots and there wasn’t anything she could do about it but wait. She knew him well enough to know that anger was driving him to strike back at her for what she’d done, what she’d kept from him. A part of her wondered if he would ever forgive her for doing what she’d done, although at the time she’d thought it was for the best.
“Ms. Brockman?”
Shelly shifted her gaze to look into the face of a uniformed man who appeared to be in his late twenties. “Yes?”
“I’m Deputy Rick McKade, and the sheriff wants to see you now.”
Shelly stood. She wasn’t ready for another encounter with Dare, but evidently he was ready for another one with her.
“All right.”

This time when she entered Dare’s office he was sitting behind his desk with his head lowered while writing something. She hoped it was the paperwork she needed to get AJ and go home, but a part of her knew the moment Dare lifted his head and looked up at her, that he would not make things easy on her. He was still angry and very much upset.
“Shelly?”
She blinked when she realized Dare had been talking. She also realized Deputy McKade had left and closed the door behind him. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”
He gazed at her for a long moment. “I said you could have a seat.”
She shook her head. “I don’t want to sit down, Dare. All I want is to get AJ and take him home.”
“Not until we talk.”
She took a deep breath and felt a tightness in her throat. She also felt tired and emotionally drained. “Can we make arrangements to talk some other time, Dare?”
Shelly regretted making the request as soon as the words had left her mouth. They had pushed him, not over the edge but just about. He stood and covered the distance separating them. The degree of anger on his face actually had her taking a step back. She didn’t ever recall seeing him so furious.
“Talk some other time? You have some nerve even to suggest something like that. I just found out that I have a son, a ten-year-old son, and you think you can just waltz back into town with my child and expect me to turn my head and look away and not claim what’s mine?”
Shelly released the breath she’d been holding, hearing the sound of hurt and pain in Dare’s voice. “No, I never thought any of those things, Dare,” she said softly. “In fact, I thought just the opposite, which is why I moved back. I knew once I told you about AJ that you would claim him as yours. And I also knew you would help me save him.”
Eyes narrowed and jaw tight, Dare stared at her. She watched as immediate concern—a father’s concern—appear in his gaze. “Save him from what?”
“Himself.”
She paused, then answered the question she saw flaring in his eyes. “You’ve met him, and I’m sure you saw how angry he is. I can only imagine what sort of an impression he made on you today, but deep down he’s really a good kid, Dare. I began putting in extra hours at the hospital, which resulted in him spending more time with sitters and finding ways to get into trouble, especially at school when he got mixed up with the wrong crowd. That’s the reason I moved back here, to give him a fresh start—with your help.”
Anger, blatant and intense, flashed in Dare’s eyes. “Are you saying that the only reason you decided to tell me about him and seek my help was because he’d started giving you trouble? What about those years when he was a good kid? Did you not think I had a right to know about his existence then?”
Shelly held his gaze. “I thought I was doing the right thing by not telling you about him, Dare.”
A muscle worked in his jaw. “Well, you were wrong. You didn’t do the right thing. Nothing would have been more important to me than being a father to my son, Shelly.”
A twinge of regret, a fleeting moment of sadness for the ten years of fatherhood she had taken away from him touched Shelly. She had to make him understand why she had made the decision she had that night. “That night you stood before me and said that becoming a FBI agent was all you had ever wanted, Dare, all you had ever dreamed about, and that the reason we couldn’t be together any longer was because of the nature of the work. You felt it was best that as an agent, you shouldn’t have a wife or family.” She blinked back tears when she added. “You even said you were glad I hadn’t gotten pregnant any of those times we had made love.”
She wiped at her eyes. “How do you think I felt hearing you say that, two months pregnant and knowing that our baby and I stood in the way of you having what you desired most?”
When AJ’s laughter floated in from the outside, Shelly slowly walked over to the window and looked into the yard below. The boy was watching a uniformed officer give a police dog a bath. This was the first time she had heard AJ laugh in months, and the sheer look of enjoyment on his face at that moment was priceless. She turned back around to face Dare, knowing she had to let him know how she felt.
“When I found out I was pregnant there was no question in my mind that I wouldn’t tell you, Dare. In fact, I had been anxiously waiting all that night for the perfect time to do so. And then as soon as we were alone, you dropped the bomb on me.”
She inhaled deeply before continuing. “For six long years I assumed that I had a definite place in your heart. I had actually thought that I was the most important thing to you, but in less than five minutes you proved I was wrong. Five minutes was all it took for you to wash six years down the drain when you told me you wanted your freedom.”
She stared down at the hardwood floor for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “Although you didn’t love me anymore, I still wanted our child. I knew that telling you about my pregnancy would cause you to forfeit your dream and do what you felt was the honorable thing—spend the rest of your life in a marriage you didn’t want.”
She quickly averted her face so he wouldn’t see her tears. She didn’t want him to know how much he had hurt her ten years ago. She didn’t want him to see that the scars hadn’t healed; she doubted they ever would.
“Shelly?”
The tone that called her name was soft, gentle and tender. So tender that she glanced up at him, finding it difficult to meet his dark, piercing gaze, though she met it anyway. She fought the tremble in her voice when she said, “What?”
“That night, I never said I didn’t love you,” he said, his voice low, a near-whisper. “How could you have possibly thought that?”
She shook her head sadly and turned more fully toward him, not believing he had asked the question. “How could I not think it, Dare?”
Her response made him raise a thick eyebrow. Yes, how could she not think it? He had broken off with her that night, never thinking she would assume that he had never loved her or that she hadn’t meant everything to him. Now he could see how she could have felt that way.
He inhaled deeply and rubbed a hand over his face, wondering how he could explain things to her when he really didn’t understand himself. He knew he had to try anyway. “It seems I handled things very poorly that night,” he said.
Shelly chuckled softly and shrugged her shoulders. “It depends on what you mean by poorly. I think that you accomplished what you set out to do, Dare. You got rid of a girlfriend who stood between you and your career plans.”
“That wasn’t it, Shelly.”
“Then tell me what was it,” she said, trying to hold on to the anger she was beginning to feel all over again.
For a few moments he didn’t say anything, then he spoke. “I loved you, Shelly, and the magnitude of what I felt for you began to frighten me because I knew what you and everyone else expected of me. But a part of me knew that although I loved you, I wasn’t ready to take the big step and settle down with the responsibility of a wife. I also knew there was no way I could ask you to wait for me any longer. We had already dated six years and everyone—my family, your family and this whole damn town—expected us to get married. It was time. We had both finished college and I had served a sufficient amount of time in the marines, and you were about to embark on a career in nursing. There was no way I could ask you to wait around and twiddle your thumbs while I worked as an agent. It wouldn’t have been fair. You deserved more. You deserved better. So I thought the best thing to do was to give you your freedom.”
Shelly dipped her chin, no longer able to look into his eyes. Moments later she lifted her gaze to meet his. “So, I’m not the only one who made a decision about us that night.”
Dare inhaled deeply, realizing she was right. Just as she’d done, he had made a decision about them. A few moments later he said. “I wish I had handled things differently, Shelly. Although I loved you, I wasn’t ready to become the husband I knew you wanted.”
“Yet you want me to believe you would have been ready to become a father?” she asked softly, trying to make him see reason. “All I knew after that night was that the man I loved no longer wanted me, and that his dream wasn’t a future with me but one in law enforcement. And I loved him enough to step aside to let him fulfill that dream. That’s the reason I left without telling you about the baby, Dare. That’s the only reason.”
He nodded. “Had I known you were pregnant, my dreams would not have mattered at that point.”
“Yes, I knew that better than anyone.”
Dare finally understood the point she’d been trying to make and sighed at how things had turned out for them. Ten years ago he’d thought that becoming a FBI agent was the ultimate. It had taken seven years of moving from place to place, getting burnt-out from undercover operations, waking each morning cloaked in danger and not knowing if his next assignment would be his last, to finally make him realize the career that had once been his dream had turned into a living nightmare. Resigning from the Bureau, he had returned home to open up a security firm about the same time Sheriff Dean Whitlow, who’d been in office since Dare was in his early teens, had decided to retire. It was Sheriff Whitlow who had talked him into running for the position he was about to vacate, saying that with Dare’s experience, he was the best man for the job. Now, after three years at it, Dare had forged a special bond with the town he’d always loved and the people he’d known all of his life. And compared to what he had done as an FBI agent, being sheriff was a gravy train.
He glanced out of the window and didn’t say anything for the longest time as he watched AJ. Then he spoke. “I take it that he doesn’t know anything about me.”
Shelly shook her head. “No. Years ago I told him that his father was a guy I had loved and thought I would marry, but that things didn’t work out and we broke up. I told him I moved away before I had a chance to tell him I was pregnant.”
Dare stared at her. “That’s it?”
“Yes, that’s it. He was fairly young at the time, but occasionally as he got older, he would ask if I knew how to reach you if I ever wanted to, and I told him yes and that if he ever wanted me to contact you I would. All he had to do was ask, but he never has.”
Dare nodded. “I want him to know I’m his father, Shelly.”
“I want him to know you’re his father, too, Dare, but we need to approach this lightly with him,” she whispered softly “He’s going through enough changes right now, and I don’t want to get him any more upset than he already is. I have an idea as to how and when we can tell him, and I hope after hearing me out that you’ll agree.”
Dare went back to his desk. “All right, so what do you suggest?”
Shelly nodded and took a seat across from his desk. She held her breath, suddenly feeling uncomfortable telling him what she thought was the best way to handle AJ. She knew her son’s emotional state better than anyone. Right now he was mad at the world in general and her in particular, because she had taken him out of an environment he’d grown comfortable with, although that environment as far as she was concerned, had not been a healthy one for a ten-year-old. His failing grades and the trouble he’d gotten into had proven that.
“What do you suggest, Shelly?” Dare asked again, sitting down and breaking into her thoughts.
Shelly cleared her throat. “I know how anxious you are to have AJ meet you, but I think it would be best, considering everything, if he were to get to know you as a friend before knowing you as his father.”
Dare frowned, not liking the way her suggestion sounded. “But I am his father, Shelly, not his friend.”
“Yes, and that’s the point. More than anything, AJ needs a friend right now, Dare, someone he can trust and connect with. He has a hard time making friends, which is why he began hanging out with the wrong type of kids at the school he attended in California. They readily accepted him for all the wrong reasons. I’ve talked to a few of his teachers since moving here and he’s having the same problems. He’s just not outgoing.”
Dare nodded. Of the five Westmoreland brothers, he was the least outgoing, if you didn’t count Thorn who was known to be a pain in the butt at times. Growing up, Dare had felt that his brothers were all the playmates he had needed, and because of that, he never worried about making friends or being accepted. His brothers were his friends—his best friends—and as far as he’d been concerned they were enough. It was only after he got older and his brothers began seeking other interests that he began getting out more, playing sports, meeting people and making new friends.
So if AJ wasn’t as outgoing as most ten-year-old kids, he had definitely inherited that characteristic from him. “So how do you think I should handle it?”
“I suggest that we don’t tell him the truth about you just yet, and that you take the initiative to form a bond with him, share his life and get to know him.”
Dare raised a dark brow. “And just how am I supposed to do that? Our first meeting didn’t exactly get off to a great start, Shelly. Technically, I arrested him, for heaven’s sake. My own son! A kid who didn’t bat an eye when he informed me he hated cops—which is what I definitely am. Then there’s this little attitude problem of his that I feel needs adjusting. So come on, let’s be real here. How am I supposed to develop a relationship with my kid when he dislikes everything I stand for?”
Shelly shook her head. “He doesn’t really hate cops, Dare, he just thinks he does because of what happened as we were driving from California to here.”
Dare lifted a brow. “What happened?”
“I got pulled over in some small Texas town and the officer was extremely rude. Needless to say he didn’t make a good impression on AJ.”
She sighed deeply. “But you can change that, Dare. That’s why I think the two of you getting together and developing a relationship as friends first would be the ideal thing. Ms. Kate told me that you work with the youth in the community and about the Little League baseball team that you coach. I want to do whatever it takes to get AJ involved in something like that.”
“And he can become involved as my son.”
“I think we should go the friendship route first, Dare.”
Dare shook his head. “Shelly, you haven’t thought this through. I understand what you’re saying because I know how it was for me as a kid growing up. At least I had my brothers who were my constant companions. But I think you’ve forgotten one very important thing here.”
Shelly raised her brow. “What?”
“Most of the people in College Park know you, and most of them have long memories. Once they hear that you have a ten-year-old son, they’ll start counting months, and once they see him they’ll definitely know the truth. They will see just how much of a Westmoreland he is. He favors my brothers and me. The reason I didn’t see it before was because I wasn’t looking for it. But you better believe the good people of this town will be. Once you’re seen with AJ they’ll be looking for anything to link me to him, and it will be easy for them to put two and two together. And don’t let them find out that he was named after me. That will be the icing on the cake.”
Dare gave her time to think about what he’d said before continuing. “What’s going to happen if AJ learns that I’m his father from someone other than us? He’ll resent us for keeping the truth from him.”
Shelly sighed deeply, knowing Dare was right. It would be hard to keep the truth hidden in a close-knit town like College Park.
“But there is another solution that will accomplish the same purpose, Shelly,” he said softly.
She met his gaze. “What?”
Dare didn’t say anything at first, then he said. “I’m asking that you hear me out before jumping to conclusions and totally dishing the idea.”
She stared at him before nodding her head. “All right.”
Dare continued. “You said you told AJ that you and his father had planned to marry but that we broke up and you moved away before telling him you were pregnant, right?”
Shelly nodded. “Yes.”
“And he knows this is the town you grew up in, right?”
“Yes, although I doubt he’s made the connection.”
“What if you take him into your confidence and let him know that his father lives here in College Park, then go a step further and tell him who I am, but convince him that you haven’t told me yet and get his opinion on what you should do?”
Since Dare and AJ had already butted heads, Shelly had a pretty good idea of what he would want her to do—keep the news about him from Dare. He would be dead set against developing any sort of personal relationship with Dare, and she told Dare so.
“Yes, but what if he’s placed in a position where he has to accept me, or has to come in constant contact with me?” Dare asked.
“How?”
“If you and I were to rekindle our relationship, at least pretend to do so.”
Shelly frowned, clearly not following Dare. “And just how will that help the situation? Word will still get out that you’re his father.”
“Yes, but he’ll already know the truth and he’ll think I’m the one in the dark. He’ll either want me to find out the truth or he’ll hope that I don’t. In the meantime I’ll do my damnedest to win him over.”
“And what if you can’t?”
“I will. AJ needs to feel that he belongs, Shelly, and he does belong. Not only does he belong to you and to me, but he also belongs to my brothers, my parents and the rest of the Westmorelands. Once we start seeing each other again, he’ll be exposed to my family, and I believe when that happens and I start developing a bond with him, he’ll eventually want to acknowledge me as his father.”
Dare shifted in his chair. “Besides,” he added smiling. “If he really doesn’t want us to get together, he’ll be so busy thinking of ways to keep us apart that he won’t have time to get into trouble.”
Shelly lifted a brow, knowing Dare did have a point. However, she wasn’t crazy about his plan, especially not the part she would play. The last thing she needed was to pretend they were falling in love all over again. Already, being around him was beginning to feel too comfortably familiar.
She sighed deeply. In order for Dare’s plan to work, they would have to start spending time together. She couldn’t help wondering how her emotions would be able to handle that. And she didn’t even want to consider what his nearness might do to her hormones, since it had been a long time since she had spent any time with a man. A very long time.
She cleared her throat when she noticed Dare watching her intently and wondered if he knew what his gaze was doing to her. Biting her lower lip and shifting in her seat, she asked. “How do you think he’s going to feel when he finds out that we aren’t really serious about each other, and it was just a game we played to bring him around?”
“I think he’ll accept the fact that although we aren’t married, we’re friends who like and respect each other. Most boys from broken relationships I come in contact with have parents who dislike each other. I think it’s important that a child sees that although they aren’t married, his parents are still friends who make his wellbeing their top priority.”
Shelly shook her head. “I don’t know, Dare. A lot can go wrong with what you’re proposing.”
“True, but on the other hand, a lot can go right. This way we’re letting AJ call the shots, or at least we’re letting him think that he is. This will give him what he’ll feel is a certain degree of leverage, power and control over the situation. From working closely with kids, I’ve discovered that if you try forcing them to do something they will rebel. But if you sit tight and be patient, they’ll eventually come around on their own. That’s what I’m hoping will happen in this case. Chances are he’ll resent me at first, but that’s the chance I have to take. Winning him over will be my mission, Shelly, one I plan to accomplish. And trust me, it will be the most important mission of my life.”
He studied her features, and when she didn’t say anything for the longest time he said. “I have a lot more to lose than you, but I’m willing to risk it. I don’t want to spend too much longer with my son not knowing who I am. At least this way he’ll know that I’m his father, and it will be up to me to do everything possible to make sure that he wants to accept me in his life.”
He inhaled deeply. “So will you at least think about what I’ve proposed?”
Shelly met his gaze. “Yes, Dare, I’ll need time,” she said quietly.
“Overnight. That’s all the time I can give you, Shelly.”
“But, I need more time.”
Dare stood. “I can’t give you any more time than that. I’ve lost ten years already and can’t afford to lose any more. And just so you’ll know, I’ve made plans to meet with Jared for lunch tomorrow. I’ll ask him to act as my attorney so that I’ll know my rights as AJ’s father.”
Shelly shook her head sadly. “There’s no need for you to do that, Dare. I don’t intend to keep you and AJ apart. As I said, you’re the reason I returned.”
Dare nodded. “Will you meet me for breakfast at Kate’s Diner in the morning so we can decide what we’re going to do?”
Shelly felt she needed more time but knew there was no way Dare would give it to her. “All right. I’ll meet you in the morning.”







Three 
D are reached across his desk and hit the buzzer.
“Yes, sheriff?”
“McKade, please bring in John Doe.”
Shelly frowned when she glanced over at Dare. “John Doe?”
Dare shrugged. “That’s the usual name for any unidentified person we get in here, and since he refused to give us his name, we had no choice.”
She nodded. “Oh.”
Before Dare could say anything else, McKade walked in with AJ. The boy frowned when he saw his mother. “I wondered if you were ever going to come, Mom.”
Shelly smiled wryly. “Of course I was going to come. Had you given them your name they would have called me sooner. You have a lot of explaining to do as to why you weren’t in school today. It’s a good thing Sheriff Westmoreland stopped you before you could cause harm to anyone.”
AJ turned and glared at Dare. “Yeah, but I still don’t like cops.”
Dare crossed his arms on his chest. “And I don’t like boys with bad attitudes. To be frank, it doesn’t matter whether or not you like cops, but you’d sure better learn to respect them and what they stand for.” This might be his son, Dare thought, but he intended to teach him a lesson in respect, starting now.
AJ turned to his mother. “I’m ready to go.”
Shelly nodded. “All right.”
“Not yet,” Dare said, not liking the tone AJ had used with Shelly, or how easily she had given in to him. “What you did today was a serious matter, and as part of your punishment, I expect you to come back every day this week after school to do certain chores I’ll have lined up for you.”
“And if I don’t show up?”
“AJ!”
Dare held up his hand, cutting off anything Shelly was about to say. This was between him and his son. “And if you don’t show up, I’ll know where to find you and when I do it will only make things a lot worse for you. Trust me.”
Dare’s gaze shifted to Shelly. This was not the way he wanted to start things off with his son, but he’d been left with little choice. AJ had to respect him as the sheriff as well as accept him as his father. From the look on Shelly’s face he knew she understood that as well.
“Sheriff Westmoreland is right,” she said firmly, giving Dare her support. “And you will show up after school to do whatever he has for you to do. Is that understood?”
“Yeah, yeah, I understand,” the boy all but snapped. “Can we go now?”
Dare nodded and handed her the completed form. “I’ll walk the two of you out to the car since I was about to leave anyway.”
Once Shelly and AJ were in the car and had buckled up their seat belts, Dare glanced into the car and said to the boy, “I’ll see you tomorrow when you get out of school.”
Ignoring AJ’s glare, he then turned and the look he gave Shelly said that he expected to see her tomorrow as well, at Kate’s Diner in the morning. “Good night and drive safely.”
He then walked away.

An hour later, Dare walked into a room where four men sat at a table engaged in a card game. The four looked up and his brother Stone spoke. “You’re late.”
“I had important business to take care of,” Dare said grabbing a bottle of beer and leaning against the refrigerator in Stone’s kitchen. “I’ll wait this round out and just watch.”
His brothers nodded as they continued with the game. Moments later, Chase Westmoreland let out a curse. Evidently he was losing as usual, Dare thought smiling. He then thought about how the four men at the table were more than just brothers to him; they were also his very best friends, although Thorn, the one known for his moodiness, could test that friendship and brotherly love to the limit at times. At thirty-five, Thorn was only eleven months younger than him, and built and raced motorcycles for a living. Last year he’d been the only African-American on the circuit.
His brother Stone, known for his wild imagination, had recently celebrated his thirty-third birthday and wrote action-thriller novels under the pen name, Rock Mason. Then there were the fraternal thirty-two-year-old twins, Chase and Storm. Chase was the oldest by seven minutes and owned a soul-food restaurant in downtown Atlanta, and Storm was the fireman in the family. According to their mother, she had gone into delivery unexpectedly while riding in the car with their Dad. When a bad storm had come up, he chased time and outran the storm to get her to the hospital. Thus she had named her last two sons Chase and Storm.
“You’re quiet, Dare.”
Dare looked up from studying his beer bottle and brought his thoughts back to the present. He met Stone’s curious stare. “Is that a crime?”
Stone grinned. “No, but if it was a crime I’m sure you’d arrest yourself since you’re such a dedicated lawman.”
Chase chuckled. “Leave Dare alone. Nothing’s wrong with him other than he’s keeping Thorn company with this celibacy thing,” he said jokingly.
“Shut up, Storm, before I hurt you,” Thorn Westmoreland said, without cracking a smile.
Everyone knew Thorn refrained from having sex while preparing for a race, which accounted for his prickly mood most of the time. But since Thorn had been in the same mood for over ten months now they couldn’t help but wonder what his problem was. Dare had a clue but decided not to say. He sighed and crossed the room and sat down at the table. “Guess who’s back in town.”
Storm looked up from studying his hand and grinned. “Okay, I’ll play your silly guessing game. Who’s back in town, Dare?”
“Shelly.”
Everyone at the table got quiet as they looked up at him. Then Stone spoke. “Our Shelly?”
Dare looked at his brother and frowned. “No, not our Shelly, my Shelly.”
Stone glared at him. “Your Shelly? You could have fooled us, the way you dumped her.”
Dare leaned back in his chair. He’d known it was coming. His brothers had actually stopped speaking to him for weeks after he’d broken off with Shelly. “I did not dump her. I merely made the decision that I wasn’t ready for marriage and wanted a career with the Bureau instead.
“That sounds pretty much like you dumped her to me,” Stone said angrily. “You knew she was the marrying kind. And you led her to believe, like you did the rest of us, that the two of you would eventually marry when she finished college. In my book you played her for a fool, and I’ve always felt bad about it because I’m the one who introduced the two of you,” he added, glaring at his brother.
Dare stood. “I did not play her for a fool. Why is it so hard to believe that I really loved her all those years?” he asked, clearly frustrated. He’d had this same conversation with Shelly earlier.
“Because,” Thorn said slowly and in a menacing tone as he threw out a card, “I would think most men don’t walk away from the woman they claim to love for no damn reason, especially not some lame excuse about not being ready to settle down. The way I see it, Dare, you wanted to have your cake and eat it too.” He took a swig of his beer. “Let’s change the subject before I get mad all over again and knock the hell out of you for hurting her the way you did.”
Chase narrowed his eyes at Dare. “Yeah, and I hope she’s happily married with a bunch of kids. It would serve you right for letting the best thing that ever happen to you get away.”
Dare raised his eyes to the ceiling, wondering if there was such a thing as family loyalty when it came to Shelly Brockman. He decided to sit back down when a new card game began. “She isn’t happily married with a bunch of kids, Chase, but she does have a son. He’s ten.”
Stone smiled happily. “Good for her. I bet it ate up your guts to know she got involved with someone else and had his baby after she left here.”
Dare leaned back in his chair. “Yeah, I went through some pretty hard stomach pains until I found out the truth.”
Storm raised a brow. “The truth about what?”
Dare smirked at each one of his brothers before answering. “Shelly’s son is mine.”

Early the next morning Dare walked into Kate’s Diner.
“Good morning, Sheriff.”
“Good morning, Boris. How’s that sore arm doing?”
“Fine. I’ll be ready to play you in another game of basketball real soon.”
“I’m counting on it.”
“Good morning, Sheriff.”
“Good morning, Ms. Mamie. How’s your arthritis?”
“A pain as usual,” was the old woman’s reply.
“Good morning, Sheriff Westmoreland.”
“Good morning, Lizzie,” Dare greeted the young waitress as he slid into the stool at the counter. She was old man Barton’s granddaughter and was working at the diner part-time while taking classes at the college in town.
He smiled when Lizzie automatically poured his coffee. She knew just how he liked it. Black. “Where’s Ms. Kate this morning?” he asked after taking a sip.
“She hasn’t come in yet.”
He raised a dark brow. For as long as he’d known Ms. Kate—and that had been all of his thirty-six years—he’d never known her to be late to work at the diner. “Is everything all right?”
“Yes, I guess so,” Lizzie said, not looking the least bit worried. “She called and said Mr. Granger was stopping by her house this morning to take a look her hot-water heater. She thinks it’s broken and wanted to be there when he arrived.”
Dare nodded. It had been rumored around town for years that old man Granger and Ms. Kate were sweet on each other.
“Would you like for me to go ahead and order your usual, Sheriff?”
He rolled his shoulders as if to ease sore muscles as he smiled up at her and said. “No, not yet. I’m waiting on someone.” He glanced at his watch. “She should be here any minute.”
Lizzie nodded. “All right then. I’ll be back when your guest arrives.”
Dare was just about to check his watch again when he heard the diner’s door open behind him, followed by Boris’s loud exclamation. “Well, my word, if it isn’t Shelly Brockman! What on earth are you doing back here in College Park?”
Dare turned around on his stool as other patrons who’d known Shelly when she lived in town hollered out similar greetings. He had forgotten just how popular she’d been with everyone, both young and old. That was one of the reasons the entire town had all but skinned him alive when he’d broken off with her.
A muscle in his jaw twitched when he noticed that a few of the guys she’d gone to school with—Boris Jones, David Wright and Wayland Miller—who’d known years ago that she was off limits because of him, were checking her out now. And he could understand why. She looked pretty damn good, and she still had that natural ability to turn men on without even trying. Blue was a color she wore well and nothing about that had changed, he thought, as his gaze roamed over the blue sundress she was wearing. With thin straps tied at the shoulders, it was a decent length that stopped right above her knees and showed off long beautiful bare legs and feet encased in a pair of black sandals. When he felt his erection straining against the crotch of his pants, he knew he was in big trouble. He was beginning to feel a powerful and compelling need that he hadn’t felt in a long time; at least ten years.
“Is that her, Sheriff? The woman you’ve been waiting on?”
Lizzie’s question interrupted Dare’s musings. “Yes, that’s her.”
“Will the two of you be sitting at the counter or will you be using a table or a booth?”
Now that’s a loaded question, Dare thought. He wished—doubly so—that he could take Shelly and use a table or a booth. He could just imagine her spread out on either. He shook his head. Although he’d always been sexually attracted to Shelly, he’d never thought of her with so much lust before, and he couldn’t help wondering why. Maybe it was because in the past she’d always been his. Now things were different, she was no longer his and he was lusting hard—and he meant hard!—for something he had lost.
“Sheriff?”
Knowing Lizzie was waiting for his decision, he glanced toward the back of the diner and made a quick decision. “We’ll be sitting at a booth in the back.” Once he was confident he had his body back under control, he stood and walked over to where Shelly was surrounded by a number of people, mostly men.
Breaking into their conversations he said. “Good morning, Shelly. Are you ready for breakfast?”
It seemed the entire diner got quiet and all eyes turned to him. The majority of those present remembered that he had been the one to break Shelly’s heart, which ultimately had resulted in her leaving town, and from the way everyone was looking at him, the last thing they wanted was for her to become involved with him again.
In fact, old Mr. Sylvester turned to him and said. “I’m surprised Shelly is willing to give you the time of day, Sheriff, after what you did to her ten years ago.”
“You got that right,” eighty-year-old Mamie Potter agreed.
Dare rolled his eyes. That was all he needed, the entire town bringing up the past and ganging up on him. “Shelly and I have business to discuss, if none of you mind.”
Allen Davis, who had worked with Dare’s grandfather years ago, crossed his arms over his chest. “Considering what you did to her, yes, we do mind. So you better behave yourself where she is concerned, Dare Westmoreland. Don’t forget there’s an election next year.”
Dare had just about had it, and was about to tell Mr. Davis a thing or two when Shelly piped in, laughing. “I can’t believe all of you still remember what happened ten years ago. I’d almost forgotten about that,” she lied. “And to this day I still consider Dare my good friend,” she lied again, and tried tactfully to change the subject. “Ms. Mamie, how is Mr. Fred?”
“He still can’t hear worth a dime, but other than that he’s fine. Thanks for asking. Now to get back to the subject of Dare here, from the way he used to sniff behind you and kept all the other boys away from you, we all thought he was going to be your husband,” Mamie mumbled, glaring at Dare.
Shelly shook her head, seeing that the older woman was determined to have her say. She placed a hand on Ms. Mamie’s arm in a warm display of affection. “Yes, I know you all did and that was sweet. But things didn’t work out that way and we can’t worry about spilled milk now can we?”
Ms. Mamie smiled up at Shelly and patted her hand. “I guess not, dear, but watch yourself around him. I know how crazy you were about him before. There’s no need for a woman to let the same man break her heart twice.”
Dare frowned, not appreciating Mamie Potter talking about him as if he wasn’t there. Nor did it help matters that Shelly was looking at him as though she’d just been given good sound advice. He cleared his throat, thinking that it was time he broke up the little gathering. He placed his hand on Shelly’s arm and said. “This way, Shelly. We need to discuss our business so I can get to the office. We can talk now or you can join Jared and I for lunch.”
From the look on her face he could tell his words had reminded her of why he was meeting Jared for lunch. After telling everyone goodbye and giving out a few more hugs, she turned and followed Dare to a booth, the farthest one in the back.
He stood aside while she slipped into a soft padded seat and then he slid into the one across from her. Nervously she traced the floral designs on the placemat. Dare’s nearness was getting to her. She had experienced the same thing in his office last night, and it aggravated the heck out of her that all that anger she’d felt for him had not been able to diffuse her desire for him; especially after ten years.
Desire.
That had to be what it was since she knew she was no longer in love with him. He had effectively put an end to those feelings years ago. Yet, for some reason she was feeling the same turbulent yearnings she’d always felt for him. And last night in her bed, the memories had been at their worse…or their best, depending on how you looked at it.
She had awakened in the middle of the night with her breath coming in deep, ragged gasps, and her sheets damp with perspiration after a hot, steamy dream about him.
Getting up and drinking a glass of ice water, she had made a decision not to beat herself up over her dreams of Dare. She’d decided that the reason for them was understandable. Her body knew Dare as it knew no other man, and it had reminded her of that fact in a not-too-subtle way. It didn’t help that for the past ten years she hadn’t dated much; raising AJ and working at the hospital kept her busy, and the few occasions she had dated had been a complete waste of her time since she’d never experienced the sparks with any of them that she’d grown accustomed to with Dare.
“Would you like some more coffee, Sheriff?”
Shelly snatched her head up when she heard the sultry, feminine voice and was just in time to see the slow smile that spread across the young woman’s lips, as well as the look of wanton hunger in her eyes as she looked at Dare. Either he didn’t notice or he was doing a pretty good job of pretending not to.
“Yes, Lizzie, I’d like another cup.”
“And what would you like?” Lizzie asked her, and Shelly couldn’t help but notice the cold, unfriendly eyes that were staring at her.
Evidently the same thing you would like, Shelly thought, trying to downplay the envy she suddenly felt, although she knew there was no legitimate reason to feel that way. What was once between her and Dare had ended years ago and she didn’t intend to go back there, no matter how much he could still arouse her. Sighing, she was about to give the woman her order when Dare spoke. “She would like a cup of coffee with cream and one sugar.”
The waitress lifted her brow as if wondering how Dare knew what Shelly wanted. “Okay, Sheriff.” Lizzie placed menus in front of them, saying, “I’ll bring your coffee while you take a look at these.”
When Lizzie had left, Shelly leaned in closer to the center of the booth and whispered, “I don’t appreciate the daggered looks coming from one of your girlfriends.” She decided not to tell him that she’d felt like throwing a few daggered looks of her own.
Lifting his head from the menu, Dare frowned. “What are you talking about? I’ve never dated Lizzie. She’s just a kid.”
Shelly shrugged as she straightened in her seat and glanced over to where Lizzie was now taking another order. Her short uniform showed off quite nicely the curves of her body and her long legs. Dare was wrong. Lizzie was no kid. Her body attested to that.
“Well, kid or no kid, she definitely has the hots for you, Dare Westmoreland.”
He shrugged. “You’re imagining things.”
“No, trust me. I know.”
He rubbed his chin as his mouth tipped up crookedly into a smile. Settling back in his seat, he asked, “And how would you know?”
She met his gaze. “Because I’m a woman.” And I know all about having the hots for you, she decided not to add.
Dare nodded. He definitely couldn’t deny that she was a woman. He glanced over at Lizzie and caught her at the exact moment she was looking at him with a flirty smile. He remembered the other times she’d given him that smile, and now it all made sense. He quickly averted his eyes. Clearing his throat, he met Shelly’s gaze. “I’ve never noticed before.”
Typical man, Shelly thought, but before she could say anything else, Lizzie had returned with their coffee. After taking their order she left, and Shelly smiled and said, “I can’t believe you remembered how I like my coffee after all this time.”
Dare looked at her. His gaze remained steady when he said. “There are some things a man can’t forget about a woman he considered as his, Shelly.”
“Oh,” her voice was slightly shaky, and she decided not to touch that one; mainly because what he said was true. He had considered her as his; she had been his in every way a woman could belong to a man.
She took a deep breath before taking a sip of coffee. Emotions she didn’t want to feel were churning inside her. Dare had hurt her once and she refused to let him do so again. She would definitely take Ms. Mamie’s advice and watch herself around him. She glanced up and noticed Dare watching her. The heat from his gaze made her feel a connection to him, one she didn’t want to feel, but she realized they did have a connection.
Their son.
She cleared her throat, deciding they needed to engage in conversation, something she considered a safe topic. “How is your family doing?”
A warm smile appeared on Dare’s face. “Mom and Dad and all the rest of the Westmoreland clan are fine.”
Shelly took another sip of her coffee then asked. “Is it true what I’ve heard about Delaney? Did she actually finish medical school and marry a sheikh?” she asked. She wondered how that had happened when everyone knew how overprotective the Westmoreland brothers had been of their baby sister.
Dare smiled and the heat in his gaze eased somewhat. “Yeah, it’s true. The one and only time we took our eyes off Laney, she slipped away and hid out in a cabin in the mountains for a little rest and relaxation. While there she met this sheikh from the Middle East. Their marriage took some getting used to, since she up and moved to his country. They have a five-month-old son named Ari.”
“Have you seen him yet?”
Dare’s smile widened. “Yes, the entire family was there for his birth and it was some sort of experience.” A frown appeared on his face when he suddenly thought about what he’d missed out on by not being there when AJ had come into the world. “Tell me about AJ, Shelly. Tell me how things were when he was born.”
Shelly swallowed thickly. So much for thinking she had moved to a safe topic of conversation. She sighed, knowing Dare had a right to what he was asking for. “He was born in the hospital where I worked. My parents were there with me. I didn’t gain much weight while pregnant and that helped make the delivery easier. He wasn’t a big baby, only a little over six pounds, but he was extremely long which accounts for his height. As soon as I saw him I immediately thought he looked like you. And I knew at that moment no matter how we had separated, that my baby was a part of you.”
Shelly hesitated for a few moments and added. “That’s why I gave him your name, Dare. In my mind he didn’t look like a Marcus, which was the name I had intended to give him. To me he looked like an Alisdare Julian. A little Dare.”
Dare didn’t say anything for the longest time, then he said. “Thank you for doing that.”
“You’re welcome.”
Moments later, Dare cleared his throat and asked. “Does he know he was named after his father?”
“Yes. You don’t know how worried I was before arriving at the police station yesterday. I was afraid that you had found out his name, or that he had found out yours. Luckily for me, most people at the station call you Sheriff, and everyone in town still calls you Dare.”
Dare nodded. “Except for my family, few people probably remember my real name is Alisdare since it’s seldom used. I’ve always gone by Dare. If AJ had given me his full name I would have figured things out.”
After a few brief quiet moments, Dare said. “I told my parents and my brothers about him last night, Shelly.”
She nervously bit into her bottom lip. “And what were their reactions?”
Dare leaned back against his seat and met her gaze. “They were as shocked as I was, and of course they’re anxious to meet him.”
Shelly nodded slowly. She’d figured they would be. The Westmorelands were a big family and a rather close-knit group. “Dare, about your suggestion on how we should handle things.”
“Yes?”
She didn’t say anything for the longest time, then she said. “I’ll go along with your plan as long as you and I understand something.”
“What?”
“That it will be strictly for show. There’s no way the two of us could ever get back together for any reason. The only thing between us is AJ.”
Dare raised a brow and gave her a deliberate look. He wondered why she was so damn sure of that, but decided to let it go for now. He wanted to start building a relationship with his son immediately, and he refused to let Shelly put stumbling blocks in his way. “That’s fine with me.”
He leaned back in his chair. “So how soon will you tell AJ about me?”
“I plan to tell him tonight.”
Dare nodded, satisfied with her answer. That meant they could put their plans into action as early as tomorrow. “I think we’re doing the right thing, Shelly.”
She felt the intensity of his gaze, and the force of it touched her in a way she didn’t want. “I hope so, Dare. I truly hope so,” she said quietly.







Four 
D are glanced at the clock again and sighed deeply. Where was AJ? School had let out over an hour ago and he still hadn’t arrived. According to what Shelly had told him that morning at breakfast, AJ had ridden his bike to school and been told to report to the sheriff’s office as soon as school was out. Dare wondered if AJ had blatantly disobeyed his mother.
Although Shelly had given him her cell-phone number—as a home healthcare nurse she would be making various house calls today—he didn’t want to call and get her worried or upset. If he had to, he would go looking for their son himself and when he found him, he intended to—”
The sound of the buzzer interrupted his thoughts. “Yes, McKade, what is it?”
“That Brockman kid is here.”
Dare nodded and sighed with relief. Then he recalled what McKade had said—that Brockman kid. He frowned. The first thing he planned to do when everything settled was to give his son his last name. That Westmoreland kid sounded more to his liking. “Okay, I’ll be right out.”
Leaving his office, Dare walked down the hall toward the front of the building and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw AJ. His frown deepened. The kid looked as though he’d had a day with a tiger. “What happened to you?” he asked him, his gaze roaming over AJ’s torn shirt and soiled jeans, not to mention his bruised lip and bloodied nose.
“Nothing happened. I fell off my bike,” AJ snapped.
Dare glanced over at McKade. They both recognized a lie when they heard one. Dare crossed his arms over his chest. “You never came across to me as the outright clumsy type.”
That got the response Dare was hoping for. The anger flaring in AJ’s eyes deepened. “I am not the clumsy type. Anyone can fall off a bike,” he said, again snapping out his answer.
“Yes, but in this case that’s not what happened and you know it,” Dare said, wanting to snap back but didn’t. It was apparent that AJ had been in a fight, and Dare decided to cut the crap. “Tell me what really happened.”
“I’m not telling you anything.”
Wrong answer, Dare thought taking a step forward to stand in front of AJ. “Look, kid, we can stand here all day until you decide to talk, but you will tell me what happened.”
AJ stuck his hands in the pockets of his jeans and glanced down as if to study the expensive pair of Air Jordans on his feet. When seconds ticked into minutes and he saw that Dare would not move an inch, he finally raised his head, met Dare’s gaze, squared his shoulders and said. “Caleb Martin doesn’t like me and today after school he decided to take his dislike to another level.”
Dare leaned against the counter and raised a brow. “And?”
AJ paused, squared his shoulders again and said. “And I decided to oblige him. He pushed me down and when I got up I made sure he found out the hard way that I’m not someone to mess with.”
Dare inwardly smiled. He hated admitting it but what his son had said had been spoken like a true Westmoreland. He didn’t want to remember the number of times one of the Westmoreland boys came home with something bloodied or broken. Word had soon gotten around school that those Westmorelands weren’t anyone to tangle with. They never went looking for trouble, but they knew how to handle it when it came their way.
“Fighting doesn’t accomplish anything.”
His son shrugged. “Maybe not, but I bet Caleb Martin won’t be calling me bad names and pushing me around again. I had put up with it long enough.
Dare placed his hand on his hips. “If this has been going on for a while, why didn’t you say something about it to your mother or to some adult at school?”
AJ’s glare deepened even more. “I’m not a baby. I don’t need my mother or some teacher fighting my battles for me.”
Dare met his son’s glare with one of his own. “Maybe not, but in the future I expect you not to take matters into your own hands. If I hear about it, I will haul both you and that Martin kid in here and the two of you will be sorry. Not only will I assign after-school duties but I’ll give weekend work duties as well. I won’t tolerate that kind of foolishness.” Especially when it involved his son, Dare decided not to add. “Now go into that bathroom and get cleaned up then meet me out back.”
AJ shifted his book bag to his other shoulder. “What am I supposed to do today?”
“My police car needs washing and I can use the help.”
AJ nodded and rushed off toward the bathroom. Dare couldn’t hide the smile that lit his face. Although AJ had grumbled last night about having to show up at the police station after school, Dare could tell from his expression that he enjoyed having something to do.
“Sheriff?”
Dare glanced up and met McKade’s gaze. “Yes?”
“There’s something about that kid that’s oddly familiar.”
Dare knew what McKade was getting at. His deputy had seen the paperwork he’d completed last night and had probably put two and two together; especially since Rick McKade knew his first and middle names. The two of them were good friends and had been since joining the FBI at the same time years back. When Dare had decided to leave the Bureau, so had McKade. Rick had followed Dare to Atlanta, where he’d met and fallen in love with a schoolteacher who lived in the area.
“The reason he seems oddly familiar, McKade, is because you just saw him yesterday,” Dare said, hoping that was the end of it.
He found out it wasn’t when McKade chuckled and said. “That’s not what I mean and you know it, Dare. There’s something else.”
“What?”
McKade paused a moment before answering. “He looks a lot like you and your brothers, but especially like you.” He again paused a few moments then asked. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”
Dare’s lips curved into a smile. He didn’t have to tell McKade anything since it was obvious he had figured things out for himself. “No, there’s nothing I want to tell you.”
McKade chuckled again. “Then maybe I better tell you, or rather I should remind you that the people in this town don’t know how to keep a secret if that’s what you plan to do. It won’t be long before everyone figures things out, and when they do, someone will tell the kid.”
Dare’s smile widened when he thought of that happening. “Yes, and that’s what his mother and I are counting on.” Knowing what he’d said had probably confused the hell out of McKade, Dare turned and walked through the door that led out back.

The kid was a hard worker and a darn good one at that, Dare decided as he watched AJ dry off the police cruiser. He had only intended the job to last an hour, but he could tell that AJ was actually enjoying having something to do. He made a mental note to ask Shelly if AJ did any chores at home, and if not, maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea for her to assign him a few. That would be another way to keep him out of trouble.
“Is this it for the day?”
AJ’s statement jerked Dare from his thoughts. AJ had placed the cloth he’d used to dry off the car back in the bucket. “Yes, that’s it, but make sure you come back tomorrow—and I expect you to be on time.”
A scowl appeared on AJ’s face but he didn’t say anything as he picked up his book bag and placed it on his shoulder. “I don’t like coming here after school.”
Dare shook his head and inwardly smiled, wondering who the kid was trying to convince. “Well, you should have thought of that before you got into trouble.”
Their gazes locked for a brief moment and Dare detected a storm of defiance brewing within his son. “How much longer do I have to come here?” AJ asked in an agitated voice.
“Until I think you’ve learned your lesson.”
AJ’s glare deepened. “Well, I don’t like it.”
Dare raised his gaze upward to the sky then looked back to AJ. “You’ve said that already kid, but in this case what you like doesn’t really matter. When you break the law you have to be punished. That’s something I suggest you remember. I also suggest that you get home before your mother starts worrying about you,” he said, following AJ inside the building.
“She’s going to do that anyway.”
Dare smiled. “Yeah, I wouldn’t put it past her, since mothers are that way. I’m sure my four brothers and I worried my mother a lot when we were growing up.”
AJ raised a brow. “You have four brothers?”
Dare’s smile widened. “Yes, I have four brothers and one sister. I’m the oldest of the group.
AJ nodded. “It’s just me and my mom.”
Dare nodded as well. He then stood in front of the door with A. J. “To answer your question of how long you’ll have to come here after school, I think a full week of this should make you think twice about throwing rocks at passing cars the next time.” Dare rubbed his chin thoughtfully then added. “Unless I hear about you getting involved in a fight again. Like I said, that’s something I won’t tolerate.”
AJ glared at him. “Then I’ll make sure you don’t hear about it.”
Not giving Dare a chance to respond, AJ raced out of the door, got his bike and took off.

“Ouch, that hurts!”
“Well, this should teach you a lesson,” Shelly said angrily, leaning over AJ as she applied antiseptic to his bruised lip. “And if I hear of you fighting again, I will put you on a punishment like you wouldn’t believe.”
“He started it!”
Shelly straightened and met her son’s dark scowl. “Then next time walk away,” she said firmly.
“People are going to think I’m a coward if I do that. I told you I was going to hate it here. Nobody likes me. At least I had friends in L.A.”
“I don’t consider those guys you hung around with back in L.A. your friends. A true friend wouldn’t talk you into doing bad things, AJ, and as far as anyone thinking you’re a coward, then let them. I know for a fact that you’re one of the bravest persons I know. Look how long you’ve had to be the man of the house for me.”
AJ shrugged and glanced up at his mother. “But it’s different with you, Mom. I don’t want any of the guys at school thinking I’m a pushover.”
“Trust me, you’re not a pushover. You’re too much like your father.” She then turned to walk toward the kitchen.
Shelly knew she had thrown out the hook and it wouldn’t take long for AJ to take the bait. She heard him draw in a long breath behind her and knew he was right on her heels.
“Why did you mention him?”
She looked back over her shoulder at AJ when she reached the kitchen. “Why did I mention who?”
“My father.”
She leaned against the kitchen cabinet and raised a curious brow. “I’m not supposed to mention him?”
“You haven’t in a long time.”
Shelly nodded. “Only because you haven’t asked about him in a long time. Tonight when you said something about being a pushover, I immediately thought of him because you’re so much like him and he’s one of the bravest men I know.”
AJ smiled. He was glad to know his father was brave. “What does he do, fly planes or something?”
Shelly smiled knowing of her son’s fixation with airplanes and spaceships. “No.” She inhaled deeply. “I think it’s time we had a talk about your father. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since moving back and I need you to help me make a decision about something.”
AJ lifted a brow. “A decision about what?”
“About whether to tell your father about you.”
Surprised widened AJ’s eyes. “You know where he is?”
Shelly shook her head. “AJ, I’ve always known where he is. I’ve always told you that. And I’ve always told you if you ever wanted me to contact him to just say the word.”
Uncertainty narrowed his eyes, then he glanced down as if to study his sneakers. “Yeah, but I wasn’t sure if you really meant it or not,” he said quietly.
Shelly smiled weakly and reached out and gently gripped his chin to bring his gaze back to hers. “Is that why you stopped asking me about him? You thought I was lying to you about him?”
He shrugged. “I just figured you were saying what you wanted me to believe. Nick Banner’s mom did that to him. She told him that his dad had died in a car accident when he was a baby, then one day he heard his grandpa tell somebody that his dad was alive and had another family someplace and that he didn’t want Nick.”
Shelly’s breath caught in her throat. She felt an urgent need to take her son into her arms and assure him that unlike Nick’s father, his father did want him. But she knew he was now at an age where mothers’ hugs were no longer cool. Her heart felt heavy knowing that AJ had denied himself knowledge of his father in an attempt to save her from what he thought was embarrassment.
“Come on, let’s sit at the table. I think it’s time for us to have a long talk.”
AJ hung his head thoughtfully then glanced back at her. His eyes were wary. “About him?”
“Yes about him. There are things I think you need to know, so come on.”
He followed her over to the table and they sat down. Her gaze was steady as she met his. “Now then, just to set the record straight, everything I’ve ever told you about your father was true. He was someone I dated through high school and college while I lived here in College Park. Everyone in town thought we would marry, and I guess that had been my thought too, but your father had a dream.”
“A dream?”
“Yes, a dream of one day becoming an FBI agent. You have your dream to grow up and become an astronaut one day don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Well, your father had a similar dream, but his was one day to become an FBI agent, and I knew if I had told him that I was pregnant with you, he would have turned his back on his dream for us. I didn’t want him to do that. I loved him too much. So, without telling him I was pregnant with you, I left town. So he never knew about you, AJ.”
Shelly sighed. Everything she’d just told AJ was basically true. However, this next part would be a lie; a lie Dare was convinced AJ needed to believe. “Your father still doesn’t know about you, and this is where I need your help.”
AJ looked confused. “My help about what?”
“About what I should do.” When his confusion didn’t clear she said, “Since we moved back, I found out your father is still living here in College Park.”
She could tell AJ was momentarily taken aback by what she’d said. He stared at her with wide, expressive eyes. “He’s here? In this town?” he asked in a somewhat shaky yet excited voice.
“Yes. It seems that he moved back a few years ago after he stopped working for the FBI in Washington, D.C.” Shelly leaned back in her chair. “I want to be fair to the both of you. You’re getting older and so is he. I think it’s time that I finally tell him about you, just like I’m telling you about him.”
AJ nodded and looked her and she saw uncertainty in his eyes. “But what if he doesn’t want me?”
Shelly smiled and then chuckled. “Trust me, when he finds out about you he will definitely want you. In fact I’m a little concerned about what his reaction will be when he realizes that I’ve kept your existence from him. He is a man who strongly believes in family and he won’t be a happy camper.”
“Had he known about me, he would have married you?”
Shelly’s smiled widened, knowing that was true. “Yes, in a heartbeat, which is the reason I didn’t tell him. And although it’s too late for either of us to think of ever having a life together again, because we’ve lived separate lives for so long, there’s no doubt in my mind that once I tell him about you he’ll want to become a part of your life. But I need to know how you feel about that.”
AJ shrugged. “I’m okay with it, but how do you feel about it. Mom?”
“I’m okay with it, too.”
AJ nodded. He then lowered his head as his finger made designs across the tablecloth. Moments later he lifted his eyes and met her gaze. “So when can I get to meet him?”
Shelly took a deep breath and hoped that her next words sounded normal. “You’ve already met your father, AJ. You met him yesterday.”
She inhaled deeply then broke it down further by saying, “Sheriff Dare Westmoreland is your father.”







Five 
“S heriff Westmoreland!” AJ shouted as he jumped out of his seat. He stood in front of his mother and lifted his chin angrily, defiantly. “It can’t be him. No way.”
Shelly smiled slightly. “Trust me, it is him. I of all people should know.”
“But—but, I don’t want him to be my father,” he huffed loudly.
Shelly looked directly at AJ, at how badly he was taking the news, which really wasn’t unexpected, considering the way he and Dare had clashed. “I’m sorry you feel that way because he is and there’s nothing you can do about it. Alisdare Julian Westmoreland is your father.”
When she saw the look that crossed his face, she added. “And I didn’t make up that part either. You really were named after him, AJ. He merely shortens the Alisdare to Dare.”
She felt AJ’s need to deny what she’d just told him, but there was no way she could let him do that. “The question is, now that you know he’s your father, what are we going to do about it?”
She watched his forehead scrunch into a frown, then he said. “We don’t have to do anything about it since he doesn’t have to know. We can continue with things the way they are.”
She lifted a brow. “Don’t you think he has every right to know about you?”
“Not if I don’t want him to know.”
Shelly shook her head. “Dare will be very hurt if he ever learns the truth.” She studied her son. “Can you give me a good reason why he shouldn’t be told?”
“Yes, because he doesn’t like me and I don’t like him.”
Shelly met his gaze. “With your disrespectful attitude, you probably didn’t make a good impression on him yesterday, AJ. However, Dare loves kids. And as far as you not liking him, you really don’t know him, and I think you should get to know him. He’s really a nice guy, otherwise I would not have fallen in love with him all those years ago.” A small voice whispered that that part was true. Dare had always been a caring and loving person. “How did things go between the two of you today?”
AJ shrugged. “We still don’t like each other, and I don’t want to get to know him. So please don’t tell him, Mom. You can’t.”
She paused for a moment knowing what she would say, knowing she would not press him anymore. “All right, AJ, since you feel so strongly about it, I won’t tell him. But I’m hoping that one day you will be the one to tell him. I’m hoping that one day you’ll see the importance of him knowing the truth.”
She stood and walked over to AJ and placed her hand on his shoulder. “There’s something else you need to think about.”
“What?”
“Dare is a very smart man. Chances are he’ll figure things out without either one of us telling him anything.”
He frowned and his eyes grew round. “How?”
Shelly smiled. “You favor him and his four brothers. Although he hasn’t noticed it yet, there’s a good chance that he will. And then there’s the question of your age. He knows I left town ten years ago, the same year you were born.”
AJ nodded. “Did he ask you anything when you saw him yesterday?”
“No. I think he assumes your father is someone I met after leaving here, but as I said, there’s a chance he might start putting two and two together.”
AJ’s features drew in a deeper frown at the thought of that happening. “But we can’t let him figure it out.”
She shook her head. Shelly hated lying to AJ although she knew it was for a good reason. She had to remember that. “Whoa. Don’t include me in this, AJ. It’s strictly your decision not to let Dare know about you, it isn’t mine. I’m already in hot water for not having told him that you exist at all. But I’ll keep my word and not tell him anything if that’s the way you want it.”
“Yes, that’s the way I want it,” AJ said, not hiding the relief on his face.
His lips were quivering, and Shelly knew he was fighting hard to keep his tears at bay. Right now he was feeling torn. A part of him wanted to be elated that his father did exist, but another part refused to accept the man who he’d discovered his father was, all because of that Westmoreland pride and stubbornness.
Shelly shook her head when she felt tears in the back of her own eyes. Dare’s mission to win his son’s love would not be easy.

Later that night, after AJ had gone to bed Shelly received a phone call from Dare.
“Did you tell him?”
She leaned against her kitchen sink. “Yes, I told him.”
There was a pause. “And how did he take it?”
Shelly released a deep sigh. “Just as we expected. He doesn’t want you to know that he’s your son.” When Dare didn’t respond, she said. “Don’t take it personally, Dare. I think he’s more confused than anything right now. Tonight I discovered why he had stopped asking me about you.”
“Why?”
“Because he didn’t really believe you existed, at least not the way I’d told him. It seems that a friend of his had shared with him the fact that his mother had told him his father had died in a car accident when he was a baby, and then he’d discovered that his father was alive and well and living somewhere with another family. So AJ assumed what I had told him about you wasn’t true and that I really didn’t know how to contact you if he ever asked me to. And since he never wanted to place me in a position that showed me up as a liar, he just never bothered.”
Again she released a sigh as she fought back the tears that threaten to fall. “And to think that he probably did want to know you all this time but refrained from asking to save me embarrassment in being caught in a lie.”
A sob caught in her throat as she blinked back a tear. “Oh, Dare I feel so bad for him, and what he’s going through is all my fault. I thought I was making all the right decisions for all the right reasons and now it seems I caused more harm than good.”
Dare lay in bed, his entire body tense. He could no longer hold back the anger he felt for Shelly, even knowing he had made a couple of mistakes himself in handling things ten years ago. Had he not chosen a career over her then, things would have worked out a whole lot differently. So, in reality, he was just as much to blame as Shelly, but together they had a chance to make things work to save their son.
“Things are going to work out in the end, Shell, you’ll see. You’ve done your part tonight, now let me handle things from here. It might take months, but in the end I believe that AJ will accept me as his father. In my heart I believe that one day he’ll want me to know the truth.”
Shelly nodded, hearing the confidence in Dare’s voice and hoping he was right. “So now we move to the second phase of your plan?”
“Now we move to the second phase of our plan.”

The next morning, after AJ had left for school, a gentle knock on the door alerted Shelly that she had a visitor. Today was her day off and she had spent the last half hour or so on the computer paying her bills on-line, and was just about to walk into the kitchen for a cup of coffee.
Crossing the living room she glanced out of the peephole. Her breath caught. Dare was standing on her porch, and his tall, muscular frame was silhouetted by the mid-morning sunlight that was shining brightly behind him. He looked gorgeous; his uniform, which showcased his solid chest, firm stomach and strong flanks, made him look even more so.
She shivered as everything about her that was woman jolted upward from the soles of her feet, to settle in an area between her legs. She inhaled and commanded her body not to go there. Whatever had been between her and Dare had ended ten years ago, and now was not the time for her body to go horny on her. She’d done without sex for this long, and she could continue to go without it for a while longer. But damn if Dare Westmoreland didn’t rattle and stir up those urges she’d kept dormant for ten years. She couldn’t for the life of her forget how it had felt to run her hands over his chest, indulging in the crisp feel of his chair and the masculine texture of his skin.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath at the memory of his firm stomach rubbing against her own and the feel of his calloused palm touching her intimately on the sensitive areas of her body. She remembered him awakening within her a passion that had almost startled her.
His second knock made her regain her mental balance, and warning signals against opening the door suddenly went off in her head as she opened her eyes. A silent voice reminded her that although she might want to, there was no way to put as much distance between herself and Dare as she’d like. No matter how much being around him got to her, their main concern was their son.
Inhaling deeply, she slowly opened the door and met his gaze. Once again she felt every sexual instinct she possessed spring to life. “Dare, what are you doing here?” she asked, pausing afterwards to take a deep, steadying breath.
He smiled, that enticingly sexy smile that always made her want to go to the nearest bed and get it on with him. There was no way she couldn’t see him and not think of crawling into bed next to him amidst rumpled sheets while he reached out and took her into his arms and…
“I tried calling you at the agency where you worked and they told me you were off today,” he said as he leaned in her doorway, breaking into her wayward thoughts and sending her already sex-crazed mind into turmoil. Why did he still look so good after ten years? And why on earth was her body responding to the sheer essence of him this way? But then she and Dare always had had an abundant amount of overzealous hormones and it seemed that ten years hadn’t done a thing to change that.
“Why were you trying to reach me?” she somehow found her voice to ask him. “Is something wrong?”
He shook his head, immediately putting her fears to rest. “No, but I thought it would be a good idea if we talked.”
Shelly’s eyebrows raised. “Talk? But we talked yesterday morning at Kate’s Diner and again last night. What do we have to talk about now?” she asked, trying not to sound as frustrated as she felt.
“I thought you’d like to know how my meeting went with Jared yesterday.”
“Oh.” She had completely forgotten about his plans to meet with his attorney cousin for lunch. She’d always liked his cousin Jared Westmoreland, who, over the years, had become something of a hotshot attorney. “I would.” She took a step back as she fought to remain composed. “Come in.”
He stepped inside and closed the door behind him and then glanced around. “It’s been years since I’ve been inside this house. It brings back memories,” Dare said meeting her gaze once again.
She nodded, remembering how he used to stand in that same spot countless times as he waited for her to come down the stairs for their dates. And even then, when she breezed down the stairs her mind was filled with thoughts of their evening, especially how it would finish. “Yes, it does.”
A long, seemingly endless moment of silence stretched between them before she finally cleared her throat. “I was about to have a cup of coffee and a Danish if you’d like to join me,” she offered.
“That’s a pretty tempting offer, one that I think I’ll take you up on.”
Shelly nodded. If he thought that was tempting he really didn’t know what tempting was about. Tempting was Dare Westmoreland standing in the middle of her living room looking absolutely gorgeous. And it didn’t help matters one iota when she glanced his way and saw a definite bulge behind his fly. Apparently he was just as hot and bothered as she was.
She quickly turned around. “Follow me,” she said over her shoulder, wondering how she was going to handle being alone in the house with him.
Following Shelly was the last thing Dare thought he needed to do. He tried not to focus on the sway of the backside encased in denim shorts in front of him. He was suddenly besieged with memories of just how that backside had felt in his hands when he’d lifted it to thrust inside her. Those thoughts made his arousal harden even more. He suppressed a groan deep in his throat.
He tried to think of other things and glanced around. He liked the way she had decorated the place, totally differently from the way her parents used to have it. Her mother’s taste had been soft and quaint. Shelly’s taste made a bold statement. She liked colors—bright cheery colors—evident in the vivid print of the sofa, loveseat and wingback chair. Then there were her walls, painted in a variety of colorful shades, so different from his plain off-white ones. He was amazed how she was able to tie everything together without anything clashing. She had managed to create a cozy and homey atmosphere for herself and AJ.
As they entered the kitchen, Dare quickly sat down at the table before she could note the fix his body was in, if she hadn’t done so already. But he soon discovered that sitting at the table watching her move around the kitchen only intensified his problem. He was getting even more turned on by the fluid movements of her body as she reached into a cabinet to get their coffee cups. The shorts were snug, a perfect fit, and his entire body began throbbing in deep male appreciation.
“You still like your coffee black and your Danish with a lot of butter, Dare?”
“Yes,” he managed to respond. He began to realize that he had made a mistake in dropping by. Over the past couple of days when they’d been together there had been other people around. Now it was just the two of them, alone in this house, in this room. He had to fight hard to dismiss the thought of taking her right there on the table.
He inhaled deeply. If Shelly knew what thoughts were running through his mind she would probably hightail it up the stairs, which wouldn’t do her any good since he would only race up those same stairs after her and end up making love to her in one of the bedrooms.
That was something they had done once before when her parents had been out of town and he had dropped by unexpectedly. A slow, lazy smile touched the side of his mouth as he remembered the intensity of their lovemaking that day. That was the one time they hadn’t used protection. Perhaps that was the time she had gotten pregnant with AJ?
“What are you smiling about?”
Her question invaded his thoughts and he shifted in the chair to alleviate some of the tension pressing at the zipper of his pants. He met her gaze and decided to be completely honest with her, something he had always done. “I was thinking about that time that we made love upstairs in your bedroom without protection, and wondered if that was the time you got pregnant.”
“It was.”
He regarded her for a second. “How do you know?”
She stared at the floor for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “Because after that was the first time I’d ever been late.”
He nodded. The reason they had made love so recklessly and intensely that day was because he had received orders a few hours earlier to leave immediately for an area near Kuwait. It was a temporary assignment and he would only be gone for two months. But at the time, two months could have been two years for all she cared. Because of the danger of his assignment, the news had immediately sent her in a spin and she had raced up the stairs to her bedroom so he wouldn’t see her cry. He had gone after her, only to end up placing her on the bed and making frantic, uncontrolled love to her.
“What did Jared have to say yesterday?” Shelly asked him rather than think about that particular day when they had unknowingly created their son. Straightening, she walked over to the table and placed the coffee and rolls in front of him, then sat down at the table.
He took a sip of coffee and responded, “Jared thinks that whatever we decide is the best way to handle letting AJ know I’m his father is fine as long as we’re in agreement. But he strongly thinks I should do whatever needs to be done to compensate you from the time he was born. And I agree. As his father I had certain responsibilities to him.”
“But you didn’t know about him, Dare.”
“But I know about him now, Shelly, and that makes a world of difference.”
Shelly nodded. She knew that to argue with Dare would be a complete waste of her time. “All right, I have a college fund set up and if you’d like to contribute, I have no problem with that. That is definitely one way you can help.”
Dare leaned back in his chair and met her gaze. “Are you sure there’s no other way I can help?”
For a moment she wondered if he was asking for AJ or for her. Could he detect the deep longing within her, the sexual cravings, and knew he could help her there? She sighed, knowing she was letting her mind become cluttered. AJ was the only thing between them, and she had to remember that.
“Yes, I’m sure,” she said softly. “My job pays well and I’ve always budgeted to live within my means. The cost of living isn’t as high here as it is in L.A., and my parents aren’t charging me any rent, so AJ and I are fine, Dare, but thanks for asking.”
At that moment the telephone rang; she hoped he didn’t see the relief on her face. “Excuse me,” she said, standing quickly. “That’s probably the agency calling to let me know my hours and clients for next week.”
As Shelly listened to the agency’s secretary tell her what her schedule would be for the following week, she tried to get her thoughts back together. Dare had stirred up emotions and needs that she’d thought were dead and buried until she’d seen him two days ago. His presence had blood racing through her body at an alarming speed.
“All right, thanks for calling,” she said before hanging up the phone. She quickly turned and bumped into a massive solid chest. “Oh.”
Dare reached out and quickly stopped Shelly from falling. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, his words soft and gentle.
She took a step back when he released her. Each time he touched her she was reminded of the sensual feelings he could easily invoke. “I thought you were still sitting down.”
“I thought it was time for me to leave. I don’t want to take you from your work any longer.”
She rubbed her hands across her arms, knowing it was best if he left. “Is that all Jared said?”
He nodded. That was all she needed to know. There was no need to tell her that Jared had suggested the possibility of him having legal visitation rights and petitioning for joint custody of AJ. Both suggestions he had squashed, since he and Shelly had devised what they considered a workable plan.
His gaze moved to her hands and he watched her fingers sliding back and forth across her arms. He remembered her doing that very thing on a certain part of his anatomy several times. The memory of the warmth of her fingers touching him so intimately slammed another arousal through his body that strengthened the one already there.
At that moment, he lost whatever control he had. Being around her stirred up memories and emotions he could no longer fight, nor did he want to. The only thing he wanted, he needed, was to kiss her, taste her and reacquaint the insides of his mouth, his tongue, with hers.
Shelly was having issues of her own and took a steadying breath, trying to get the heated desire racing through her body under control. She swallowed deeply when she saw that Dare’s gaze was dead-centered on her mouth, and fought off the panic that seized her when he took a step forward.
“I wonder…” he said huskily, his gaze not leaving her lips.
She blinked, refocused on him. “You wonder about what?” she asked softly, feeling the last shreds of her composure slipping.
“I wonder if your mouth still knows me.”
His words cut through any control she had left. Those were the words he had always whispered whenever they were together after being apart for any length of time, just moments before he took her into his arms and kissed her senseless.
He leaned in closer, then lowered his mouth to hers. Immediately, his tongue went after hers in an attempt to lure her into the same rush of desire consuming him. But she was already there, a step ahead of him, so he tried forcing his body to calm down and settle into the taste he’d always been accustomed to. He had expected heat, but he hadn’t expected the hot, fiery explosion that went off in his midsection. It made a groan erupt from deep in his throat.
His hands linked around her waist to hold her closer, thigh-to-thigh, breasts to chest. Sensation after sensation speared through him, making it hard to resist eating her alive, or at least trying to, and wanting to touch her everywhere, especially between her legs. Now that he had rediscovered this—the taste of her mouth—he wanted also to relive the feel of his fingers sliding over her heated flesh to find the hot core of her, swollen and wet.
That thought drove a primitive need through him and the erection pressing against her got longer and harder. The thought of using it to penetrate the very core of her made his mind reel and drugged his brain even more with her sensuality.
A shiver raced over Shelly and a semblance of control returned as she realized just how easily she had succumbed to his touch. She knew she had to put a halt to what they were doing. She had returned to College Park not for herself but for AJ.
She broke off their kiss and untangled herself from his arms. When he leaned toward her, to kiss her again, she pushed him back. “No, Dare,” she said firmly. “We shouldn’t have done that. This isn’t about you or me or our inability to control overzealous hormones. It’s about our son and doing what is best for him.”
And why can’t we simultaneously discover what is best for us, he wanted to ask but refrained from doing so. He understood her need to put AJ first and foremost, but what she would soon realize was that there was unfinished business between them as well. “I agree that AJ is our main concern, Shelly, but there’s something you need to realize and accept.”
“What?”
“Things aren’t over between us, and we shouldn’t deceive ourselves into thinking there won’t be a next time, so be prepared for it.”
He saw the frown that appeared in her eyes and the defiance that tilted her lips reminded him of AJ yesterday and the day before. “No, Dare, there won’t be a next time because I won’t let there be. You’re AJ’s father, but what was between us is over and has been for years. To me you’re just another man.”
He lifted a brow. He wondered if she had kissed many men the way she’d kissed him, and for some reason he doubted it. She had kissed him as though she hadn’t kissed anyone in years. He had felt the hunger that had raged through her. He had felt it, explored it and, for the moment, satisfied it. “You’re sure about that?”
“Yes, I’m positive, so I suggest you place all your concentration on winning your son over and forget about your son’s mother.”
As he turned to cross the room to leave, he knew that he would never be able to forget about his son’s mother, not in a million years. Before walking out the door he looked back at her. “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot something.”
She lifted a brow. “What?”
“The brothers four. They’re dying to see you. I told them of our plans for AJ and they agreed to be patient about seeing him, but they refuse to be patient about seeing you, Shelly. They want to know if you’ll meet them for lunch one day this week at Chase’s restaurant in downtown Atlanta?”
She smiled. She wanted to see them as well. Dare’s brothers had always been special to her. “Tell them I’d love to have lunch with them tomorrow since I’ll be working in that area.”
Dare nodded, then turned and walked out the door.

AJ saw the two boys standing next to his bike the moment he walked out the school door. Since his bike was locked, he wasn’t worried about the pair taking it, but after his fight with Caleb Martin yesterday the last thing he wanted was trouble. Especially after the talks the sheriff and his mother had given him.
The sheriff.
He shook his head, not wanting to think about the fact that the sheriff was his father. But he had thought about it most of the day, and still, as he’d told his mother last night, he didn’t want the sheriff to know he was his son.
“What are you two looking at?” he asked in a tough voice, ignoring the fact that one of the boys was a lot bigger than he was.
“Your bike,” the smaller of the two said, turning to him. “We think it’s cool. Where did you get it?”
AJ relaxed. He thought his bike was cool, too. “Not from any place around here. My mom bought it for me in California.”
“Is that where you’re from?” the largest boy asked.
“Yeah, L.A. that’s where I was born, and I hope we move back there.” He sized up the two and decided they were harmless. He had seen them before around school, but neither had made an attempt to be friendly to him until now. “My name is AJ Brockman. What’s yours?”
“My name is Morris Sears,” the smaller of the two said, “and this is my friend Cornelius Thomas.”
AJ nodded. “Do you live around here?”
“Yeah, just a few blocks, not far from Kate’s Diner.”
“I live just a few blocks from Kate’s Diner, too, on Sycamore Street,” AJ said, glad to know there were other kids living not far away.
“We saw what happened with you and Caleb Martin yesterday,” Morris said, his eyes widening. “Boy! Did you teach him a lesson! No one has ever done that before and we’re glad, since he’s been messing with people for a long time for no reason. He’s nothing but a bully.”
AJ nodded, agreeing with them.
“Would you like to ride home with us today?” Cornelius asked, getting on his own bike. We know a short cut that goes through the Millers’ land. We saw a couple of deer on their property yesterday.”
AJ’s eyes lit up. He’d never seen a deer before, at least not a real live one. He then remembered where he had to go after school. “I’m sorry but today I can’t. I have to report directly to the sheriff’s office now.”
“For fighting yesterday?” Morris asked.
AJ shook his head. “No, for cutting school two days ago. I was throwing rocks at cars and the sheriff caught me and took me in.”
Cornelius eyes widened. “You got to ride in the back of Sheriff Westmoreland’s car?” he asked excitedly.
AJ raised a brow. “Yes.”
“Boy, that’s cool. Sheriff Westmoreland is a hero.”
AJ gave a snort of laughter. “A hero? And what makes him a hero? He’s nothing but a sheriff who probably does nothing but sit in his office all day.”
Morris and Cornelius shook their head simultaneously.
“Not Sheriff Westmoreland,” Morris said as if he knew that for a fact. “He was in all the newspapers last week for catching those two bad guys the FBI has been looking for. My dad says Sheriff Westmoreland got shot at bringing them in and that a bullet barely missed his head.”
“Yeah, and my dad said,” Cornelius piped in, “that those bad guys didn’t know who they were messing with, since everyone knows the sheriff doesn’t play. Why, he used to even be an FBI agent. My dad went to school with him and graduated the same year Thorn Westmoreland did.”
AJ looked curiously at Cornelius. “What does Thorn Westmoreland have to do with anything?”
Cornelius lifted a shocked brow. “Don’t you know who Thorn Westmoreland is?”
Of course AJ knew who Thorn Westmoreland was. What kid didn’t? “Sure. He’s the motorcycle racer who builds the baddest bikes on earth.”
Cornelius and Morris nodded. “He’s also the sheriff’s brother,” Morris said grinning, happy to be sharing such news with their new friend. “And have you ever heard of Rock Mason?”
“The man who writes those adventure-thriller books?” AJ asked, his mind still reeling from what he’d just been told—Thorn Westmoreland was the sheriff’s brother!
“Yes, but Rock Mason’s real name is Stone Westmoreland and he’s the sheriff’s brother, too. Then there are two more of them, Chase and Storm Westmoreland. Mr. Chase owns a big restaurant downtown and Mr. Storm is a fireman.”
AJ nodded. He wondered how Morris and Cornelius knew so much about a family that he was supposed to be a part of, yet he didn’t know a thing about.
“And I forgot to mention that their sister married a prince from one of those faraway countries,” Morris added, interrupting AJ’s thoughts.
“How do you two know so much about the Westmorelands?” AJ asked, wrinkling his forehead.
“Because the sheriff coaches our Little League team and his brothers often help out.”
“The sheriff coaches a baseball team?” AJ asked, thinking now he’d heard just about everything. The only time the people in L.A. saw the sheriff was when something bad happened and he was needed to make a statement on TV.
“Yes, and we’re on the team and bring home the trophies every year. If you’re good he might let you join.”
AJ shrugged, not wanting to be around the sheriff any more than he had to. “No thanks, I don’t want to join,” he said. “Well, I’ve got to go, since I can’t be late.”
“How long do you have to go there?” Morris asked standing aside to let AJ get to his bike.
“The rest of the week, so I’ll be free to ride home with you guys starting Monday if you still want me to,” AJ said, getting on his bike.
“Yes,” Cornelius answered. “We’ll still want you, too. What about this weekend? Will your parents let you go look at the deer with us this weekend? Usually Mr. Miller gives his permission for us to come on his property as long as we don’t get into any trouble.”
AJ was doubtful. “I’ll let you know tomorrow if I can go. My mom is kind of protective. She doesn’t like me going too far from home.”
Morris and Cornelius nodded in understanding. “Our moms are that way, too,” Morris said. “But everyone around here knows the Millers. Your mom can ask the sheriff about them if she wants. They’re nice people.”
“Do you want to ride to school with us tomorrow?” Cornelius asked anxiously. “We meet at Kate’s Diner every morning at seven-thirty, and she gives us a carton of chocolate milk free as long as we’re good in school.”
“Free chocolate milk? Hey, I’d like that. I’ll see you guys in the morning.” AJ put his bike into gear and headed for the sheriff’s office, determined not to be late for a second time.







Six 
H  
er mouth still knew him.

A multitude of emotions tightened Dare’s chest as he sat at his desk and thought about the kiss he and Shelly had shared. Very slowly and very deliberately, he took his finger and rubbed it across his lips, lips that less than an hour ago had tasted sweetness of the most gut-wrenching kind. It was the kind of sweetness that made you crave something so delightful and pleasurable that it could become habit forming.
But what got to him more than anything was the fact that even after ten years, her mouth still knew him. That much was evident in the way her lips had molded to his, the familiarity of the way she had parted her mouth and the ease in which his tongue had slid inside, staking a claim he hadn’t known he had a right to make until he had felt her response.
He leaned back in the chair. When it came to responding to him, that was something Shelly could never hold back from doing. He’d always gotten the greatest pleasure and enjoyment from hearing the sound of her purring in bed. He used to know just what areas on her body to touch, to caress and to taste. Often, all it took was a look, him simply meeting her gaze with deep desire and longing in his eyes, and she would release an indrawn sigh that let him know she knew just what he wanted and what he considered necessary. Those had been the times he hadn’t been able to keep his hands off her, and now it seemed, ten years later, he still couldn’t. And it didn’t help matters any that she had kissed him as though there hadn’t been another man inside her mouth in the ten years they’d been apart. Her mouth had ached for his, demanded everything his tongue could deliver, and he’d given it all, holding nothing back. He could have kept on kissing her for days.
Dare ran his hand over his face trying to see if doing so would help him retain his senses. Kissing Shelly had affected him greatly. His body had been aching and throbbing since then, and the painful thing was that he didn’t see any relief in sight.
Over the past ten years he had dated a number of women. His sister Delaney had even painted him and his brothers as womanizers. But he felt that was as far from the truth as it could be. After he and Shelly had broken up, he’d been very selective about what women he wanted in his bed. For years he had looked for Shelly’s replacement, only to discover such a woman didn’t exist. He hadn’t met a woman who would hold a light to her, and he’d accepted that and moved on. The women he’d slept with had been there for the thrill, the adventure, but all he’d gotten was the agony of defeat upon realizing that none could make him feel in bed the way he’d always felt with Shelly. Oh, he had experienced pleasure, but not the kind that made you pound your chest with your fists and holler out for more. Not the kind that compelled you to go ahead and remain inside her body since another orgasm was there on the horizon. And not the kind you could still shudder from days later, just thinking about it.
He could only get those feelings with Shelly.
Closing his eyes, Dare remembered how she had broken off their kiss and the words she’d said before he’d left her house. “You’re AJ’s father, but what was between us is over and has been for years. To me you’re just another man.”
He sighed deeply and reopened his eyes. If Shelly believed that then she was wrong. Granted, AJ was their main concern, but what she didn’t know and what he wouldn’t tell her just yet was that his mission also included her. He hadn’t realized until she had walked into his office two days ago that his life had been without direction for ten years. Seeing her, finding out about AJ and knowing that he and Shelly were still attracted to each other made him want something he thought he would never have again.
Peace and happiness.
The buzzer interrupted his thoughts. Leaning forwarding he pushed the button for the speaker-phone. “Yeah, Holly, what is it?”
“That Brockman kid is here, Sheriff. Do you want me to send him in?”
Dare again sighed deeply. “Yes, send him in.”

Dare felt AJ watching him. The kid had been doing so off and on since he’d finished the chores he’d been assigned and had come into his office to sit at a table in the corner and finish his homework.
Dare had sat behind his desk, reading over various reports. The only sound in the room was AJ turning the pages of his science book and Dare shuffling the pages of the report. More than once Dare had glanced up and caught the kid looking at him, as if he were a puzzle he was trying to figure out. As soon as he’d been caught staring, the kid had quickly lowered his eyes.
Dare wondered what was going through AJ’s mind now that he knew he was his father? The only reason Dare could come up with as to why he’d been studying him so intently was that he was trying to find similarities in their features. They were there. Even Holly had noticed them, although she hadn’t said anything, merely moving her gaze between Dare and AJ several times before comprehension appeared on her face.
Dare glanced up and caught AJ staring again and decided to address the issue. “Is something wrong?” he asked.
AJ glanced up from his science book and glared at him. “What makes you think something is wrong?”
Dare shrugged. “Because I’ve caught you staring several times today like I’ve suddenly grown two heads or something.”
He saw the corners of AJ lips being forced not to smile. “I hate being here. Why couldn’t I just go home after I finished everything I had to do instead of hanging around here?”
“Because your punishment was to come here for an hour after school and I intend to get my hour. Besides, if I let you leave earlier, you might think I’m turning soft.”
“That will be the day,” AJ mumbled.
Dare chuckled and went back to reading his reports.
“Is Thorn Westmoreland really your brother?”
Dare lifted his head and gazed back across the room at AJ. My brother and your uncle, he wanted to say. Instead he responded by asking. “Who told you that?”
AJ shrugged. “Morris and Cornelius.”
Dare nodded. He knew Morris and Cornelius. The two youngsters usually hung together and were the same age and went to the same school as AJ. “So you know Morris and Cornelius?”
AJ turned the page on his book before answering, pretending the response was being forced from him. “Yeah, I know them. We met today after school.”
Dare nodded again. Morris and Cornelius were good kids. He knew their parents well and was glad the pair were developing a friendship with AJ, since he considered them a good influence. Both got good grades in school, sung in the youth choir at church and were active in a number of sports he and his brothers coached.
“Well, is he?”
Dare heard the anxiousness in AJ’s voice, although the kid was trying to downplay it. “Yes, Thorn’s my brother.”
“And Rock Mason is, too?”
“Yes. I told you the other day I had four brothers and all of them live in this area.”
AJ nodded. “And they help you coach your baseball team?”
Dare leaned back in his chair. “Yes, pretty much, although Thorn contributes to the youth of the community by teaching a special class at the high school on motorcycle safety and Stone is involved with the Teach People to Read program for both the young and old.”
AJ nodded again. “What about the other two?”
Dare wondered at what point AJ would discover they were holding a conversation and revert back to his, I-don’t-like-cops syndrome? Well, until he did, Dare planned to milk the situation for all it was worth. “Chase owns a restaurant and coaches a youth basketball team during basketball season. His team won the state championship two years in a row.”
Dare smiled when he thought of his younger brother Storm. “My youngest brother Storm hasn’t found his niche yet.” Other than with women, Dare decided not to add. “So he helps me coach my baseball team and he also helps Chase with his basketball team.”
“And your sister married a prince?”
Dare’s smile widened when he thought of the baby sister he and his brothers simply adored. “Yes, although at the time we weren’t ready to give her up.”
AJ’s eyes grew wider. “Why? Girls don’t marry princes every day?”
Dare chuckled. “Yes, that may be true, but the Westmorelands have this unspoken code when it comes to family. We stick together and claim what’s ours. Since Delaney was the only girl, we claimed her when she was born and weren’t ready to give her up to anyone, including a prince.”
AJ turned a few pages again, pretending further disinterest. A few moments later he asked. “What about your parents?”
Dare met AJ’s stare. “What about them?”
“Do they live around here?”
“Yes, they live within walking distance. Their only complaint is that none of us, other than Delaney, have gotten married. They’re anxious for grandkids and since they don’t see Delaney’s baby that often, they would like one of us to settle down and have a family.”
Dare knew that what he’d just shared with AJ would get the kid to thinking. He was about to say something else when the buzzer on his desk sounded.
“Yes, McKade, what is it?”
“Ms. Brockman is here to see you.”
Dare was surprised. He hadn’t expected Shelly to drop by, since AJ had ridden his bike over from school. A quick glance across the room and he could tell by AJ’s features that he was surprised by his mother’s unexpected visit as well. “Send her in, McKade.”
Dare stood as Shelly breezed into his office, dressed in a skirt and a printed blouse. “I hate to drop in like this, but I received an emergency call from one of my patients living in Stone Mountain and need to go out on a call. Ms. Kate has agreed to take care of AJ, and I have to drop him off at her place on my way out. I thought coming to pick him up would be okay since his hour is over.”
Dare glanced at the clock on the wall which indicated AJ’s hour had been over ten minutes ago. At some point the kid had stopped watching the clock and so had he.
“Since you’re in a rush, I can save you the time by dropping him off at Ms. Kate’s myself. I was getting ready to leave anyway.”
Dare then remembered that since tonight was Wednesday night, his parents’ usual routine was to have dinner with their five sons at Chase’s restaurant before going to prayer meeting at church. He knew his family would love meeting AJ, and since they’d been told of his and Shelly’s strategy about AJ knowing Dare was his father, there was no risk of someone giving anything away.
“And I have another idea,” he said, meeting Shelly’s gaze, trying not to notice how beautiful her eyes were, how beautiful she was, period. Just being in the same room with her had his mouth watering. She stood in the middle of his office silhouetted by the light coming in through his window and he thought he hadn’t seen anything that looked this good in a long time.
“What?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.
“AJ is probably hungry and I was on my way to Chase’s restaurant where my family is dining tonight. He’s welcome to join us, and I can drop him off at Ms. Kate’s later.”
Shelly nodded. Evidently Dare felt he’d made some headway with AJ for him to suggest such a thing. She glanced across the room at AJ who had his eyes glued to his book, pretending not have heard Dare’s comment, although she knew that he had.
“AJ, Dare has invited you to dine with his family before dropping you off at Ms. Kate’s. All right?”
It seemed AJ stared at her for an endless moment, as if weighing her words. He then shifted his gaze to Dare, and Shelly felt the sudden clash of two very strong personalities, two strong-willed individuals, two people who were outright stubborn. But then she saw something else, something that met her breath catch and her heart do a flip—two individuals who, for whatever reason, were silently agreeing to a give a little, at least for this one particular time.
AJ then shifted his gaze back to her. He shrugged. “Whatever.”
Shelly let out a deep sigh. “Okay, then, I’ll see you later.” She walked across the room to place a kiss on AJ’s forehead; ignoring the frown he gave her. “Behave yourself tonight,” she admonished.
She turned and smiled at Dare before walking out of his office.

“The only reason I decided to come with you is because I want to meet Thorn Westmoreland. I think he is so cool.” AJ said, and then turned his attention back to the scenery outside the vehicle’s window.
Instead of using the police cruiser, Dare had decided to drive his truck instead, the Chevy Avalanche he’d purchased a month ago. He glanced over at AJ when he brought the vehicle to a stop at a traffic light. He couldn’t help but chuckle. “I figured as much, but you won’t be the first kid who tried getting on my good side just to meet Thorn.”
AJ scowled. “I’m not trying to get on your good side,” he mumbled.”
Dare chuckled again. “Oh, sorry. My mistake.”
For the next couple of miles the inside of the vehicle was quiet as Dare navigated through evening traffic with complete ease.
“So, how was your day at school?” Dare decided to ask when the vehicle finally came to a complete standstill as he attempted to get on the interstate.
AJ glanced over at him. “It had its moments.”
Dare smiled. “What kind of moments?”
AJ glared. “Why are you asking me all these questions?”
Dare met his gaze. “Because I’m interested.”
AJ’s glare deepened. “Are you interested in me or in my mother? I saw the way you were looking at her.”
Dare decided the kid was too observant, although he was falling in nicely with their plans. “And what way was I looking at her?”
“One of those man-like-woman looks.”
Dare chuckled, never having heard it phased quite that way before. “What do you know about a man-like-woman look?”
“I wasn’t born yesterday.”
“Not for one minute did I think you had been.” After a few moments he glanced back at AJ. “Did you know your mom used to be my girlfriend some years back?”
“So?”
“So, I thought you should know.”
“Why?”
“Because she was very special to me then.”
When Dare exited off the interstate, AJ spoke. “That was back then. My mother doesn’t need a boyfriend, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
Dare gave his son a smile when he brought the vehicle to a stop at a traffic light. “What I think, AJ, is that you should let your mom make her own decisions about those kinds of things.”
AJ glared at him. “I don’t like you.”
Dare shrugged and gave his son a smile. “Then I guess that means nothing has changed.” But he knew something had changed. As far as he was concerned, AJ consenting to go to dinner with him to meet his family was a major breakthrough. And although the kid claimed that Thorn was the only reason he was going, Dare had no problem using his brother to his advantage if that’s what it took. Besides, AJ would soon discover that of all the Westmorelands, Thorn was the one who was biggest on family ties and devotion, and if you accepted one Westmoreland, you basically accepted them all, since they were just that thick.
At that moment Dare’s cell phone rang and he answered it. After a few remarks and nods of his head, he said. “You’re welcome to join us for dinner if you’d like. I know for a fact that everyone would love to see you.” He nodded again and said, “All right. I’ll see you later.
Moments later he glanced over at AJ when they came to a stop in front of Chase’s restaurant. “That was your mother. The emergency wasn’t as bad as she’d thought, and she is on her way back home. I’m to take you there after dinner instead of to Ms. Kate’s house.
AJ narrowed his eyes at Dare. “Why did you do that?”
“Do what?” Dare asked, lifting a brow.
“Invite her to dinner?”
“Because I figured that like you, she has to eat sometime, and I know that my family would have love seeing her again.” He hesitated for a few moments, then added. “And I would have liked seeing her again myself. Like I said, your mom used to mean a lot to me a long time ago.”
Their gazes locked for a brief moment, then AJ glared at him and said angrily. “Get over it.”
Dare smiled slightly. “I don’t know if I can.” Before AJ had time to make a comeback, Dare unsnapped his seatbelt. “Come on, it’s time to go inside.”

Shelly pulled onto the interstate, hoping and praying that AJ was on his best behavior. No matter what, she had to believe that all the lessons in obedience, honor and respect that he’d been taught at an early age were somewhere buried beneath all that hostility he exhibited at times. But right now she had to cope with the fact that he was still a child, a child who was getting older each day and enduring growing pains of the worst kind. But one thing was for certain, Dare was capable of dealing with it, and for that she was grateful.
When she thought of Dare, she had no choice but to think of her traitorous body and the way it had responded to him earlier that day at her house. As she’d told AJ, Dare was smart. He was also very receptive, and she knew he had picked up on the fact that she had wanted him. All it had taken was one mind-blowing kiss and she’d been ready to get naked if he’d asked.
When she came to a traffic light she momentarily closed her eyes, asking for strength where Dare was concerned. If she allowed him to become a part of her life, she could be asking for potential heartbreak all over again, although she had to admit the new Dare seemed more settled, less likely to go chasing after some other dream. But whatever the two of them had once shared was in the past, and she refused to bring it to the present. She had enough to deal with in handling AJ without trying to take on his father, too.
She had to continue to make it clear to Dare that it was his son he needed to work on and win over and not her. Their first and foremost concern was AJ, and no matter how hot and bothered she got around Dare, she would not give in again. She had to watch her steps and not put any ideas into Dare’s head. More than anything, she had to stop looking at him and thinking about sex.
Her body was doing a good job reminding her that ten years was a long time to go without. She’d been too busy for the abstinence to cross her mind, but today Dare had awakened desires she’d thought were long buried. Now she felt that her body was under attack—against her. It was demanding things she had no intention of delivering.
Her breath caught and she felt her nipples tingle as she again thought about the kiss they had shared. Once more she prayed for the strength and fortitude to deal with Alisdare Julian Westmoreland.







Seven 
“D ad, Mom, I’d like you to meet, AJ. He’s Shelly’s boy.” Dare knew his father wouldn’t give anything away, but he wasn’t so convinced about his mother as he saw the play of emotions that crossed her features. She was looking into the face of a grandson she hadn’t known she’d had; a grandson she was very eager to claim.
Luckily for Dare, his father understood the strategy that he and Shelly were using with AJ and spoke up before his wife had a chance to react to the emotions she was trying to hold inside. “You’re a fine-looking young man, but I would expect no less coming from Shelly.” He reached out and touched AJ’s shoulder and smiled. “I’m glad you’re joining us for dinner. How’s your mother?”
“She’s fine,” AJ said quietly, bowing his head and studying his shoes.
Dare wondered what kind of docile act the kid was performing, but then another part of him wondered if when taken out of his comfort zone, AJ had a tendency to feel uneasy around people he didn’t know. Dare recalled a conversation he’d had with Shelly about AJ not being all that outgoing.
When Dare saw Thorn enter the restaurant he beckoned him over saying, “Thorn, I’d like you to meet someone. From what I gather, he’s a big fan of yours.”
AJ’s mouth literally fell open and the size of his eyes increased. He tilted his head back to gaze up at the man towering over him. “Wow! You’re Thorn Westmoreland!”
Thorn gave a slow grin. “Yes, I’m Thorn Westmoreland. Now who might you be?”
To Dare’s surprise, AJ grinned right back. It was the first look of happiness he’d seen on his son’s face, and a part of him regretted he hadn’t been the one to put it there.
“I’m AJ Brockman.”
Thorn tapped his chin with his finger a couple of times as if thinking about something. “Brockman. Brockman. I used to know a Shelly Brockman some years ago. In fact she used to be Dare’s girlfriend. Are you related to that Brockman?”
“Yes, I’m her son.”
Thorn chuckled. “Well, I’ll be,” he said, pretending he didn’t already know that fact. “And how’s your mother?”
“She’s fine.”
At that moment Dare looked up and saw his other brothers enter. More introductions were made, and, just like Thorn, they pretended they were surprised to see AJ, and no one gave anything away about knowing he was Dare’s son.
When they all sat down to eat, with AJ sitting between Thorn and Dare, it was obvious to anyone who cared to notice that the boy was definitely a Westmoreland.

Shelly put aside the novel she’d been reading when she heard the doorbell ring. A glance out the peephole confirmed it was AJ, but he wasn’t alone. Dare had walked him to the door, and with good reason. AJ was half asleep and barely standing on his feet.
She quickly opened the door to AJ’s mumblings. “I told you I could walk to the door myself without your help,” he was saying none too happily.
“Yeah, and I would have watched you fall on your face, too,” was Dare’s response Shelly stepped aside and let them both enter. “How was dinner?” she asked, closing the door behind them.
AJ didn’t answer, instead he continued walking and headed for the stairs. She gave a quick glance to Dare, who was watching AJ as he tried maneuvering the stairs. “That kid is so sleepy he can’t think straight,” he said. “You might want to help him before he falls and breaks his neck. I would do it, but I think he’s had enough of me for one evening.”
Shelly nodded, then quickly provided AJ a shoulder to lean on while he climbed the stairs.
Dare moved to stand at the foot of the stairs and watched Shelly and AJ until they were no longer in sight. He sighed deeply, thinking how his adrenaline had pumped up when Shelly had opened the door. She’d been wearing the same outfit she’d worn to his office that evening, and his gaze had been glued to her backside all the while she’d moved up the stairs, totally appreciating the sway of her hips and the way the skirt intermittently slid up her thighs with each upward step she took.
He thought that he would do just about anything to be able to follow right behind her and tumble her straight into bed, but he knew that wasn’t possible, especially with AJ in the house. Not to mention the fact that she was still acting rather cautiously around him.
He knew it would probably take her a while to get AJ ready for bed, and since he didn’t intend leaving until they had talked, he decided to sit on the sofa and wait for her. He picked up the book she’d been reading, Stone’s most recent bestseller, and smiled, thinking it was a coincidence that he was reading the same book.
Making sure he kept the spot where she’d stopped reading marked, he flipped a couple of chapters ahead and picked up where he’d left off last night before sleep had overtaken him.

Shelly paused on the middle stair when she noticed Dare sitting on her sofa reading the book she had begun reading earlier that day. She couldn’t help noticing that her living room appeared quiet and seductive, and the light from a floor lamp next to where he sat illuminated his features and created an alluring scene that was too enticing to ignore.
She silently studied him for a long time, wondering just how many peaceful moments he was used to getting as sheriff. He looked comfortable, relaxed and just plain sexy as sin. His features were calm, yet she could tell by the way his eyes were glued to the page that he was deeply absorbed in the action-thriller novel his brother had written.
He shifted in his seat while turning the page and crossed one leg over the other. She knew they were strong legs, sturdy legs, legs that had held her body in place while his had pumped relentlessly into her, legs that had nudged hers apart again when he wanted a second round and a third.
Swallowing at the memory, she felt her heart rate increase, and decided the best way to handle Dare was to send him home—real quick-like. She didn’t think she could handle another episode like the one they had shared earlier that day.
He must have heard the sound of her heavy breathing, or maybe she had let out a deep moan without realizing she’d uttered a single word. Something definitely gave her away, and she felt heat pool between her legs when he lifted his gaze from the book and looked at her. It wasn’t just an ordinary look either. It was a hot look, a definite scorcher and a blatant, I-want-to-take-you-to-bed look.
She blinked, thinking she had misread the look, but then she knew she hadn’t. He wouldn’t say the words out loud, but he definitely wanted her to know what he was thinking. She breathed in deeply. Dare was trouble and she was determined to send him packing.
He stood when she took the last few steps down the stairs. “He’s out like a light,” she said quietly when he came to stand in front of her. “I could barely get him in the shower and in bed without him falling asleep again. Thanks for taking him to dinner and for making sure he got back home.”
Shelly paused, knowing she had just said a mouthful, but she wasn’t through yet. “I know you’ve had a busy day today and need your rest as much as I do, so I’ll see you out now. In fact you didn’t have to wait around for me to finish upstairs.”
“Yes, I did.”
She stared at him. “Why?”
“I thought you’d want to know how tonight went.”
Shelly inwardly groaned. Of course she wanted to know how tonight went, but she’d been so intent on getting Dare out the door she had forgotten to ask. “Yes, of course. Did he behave himself? How did he take to your family?”
Dare glanced up at the top of the stairs then returned his gaze to her. “Is there somewhere we can talk privately?”
The first place Shelly thought about was the kitchen, and then she remembered what had happened between them earlier that day. She decided the best place to talk would be outside on the porch. That way he would definitely be out of the house. “We can talk outside on the porch,” she said, moving in that direction.
Without waiting for his response, she took the few steps to the door and stepped outside.
The night air was crisp and clear. The first thing Shelly noticed was the full moon in the sky, and the next was the zillions of stars that sparkled like diamonds surrounding it. She went to stand next to a porch post, since it was the best spot for the glow of light from the moon. The last thing she needed was to stand in some dark area of the porch with Dare.
She heard him behind her when he joined her, however, instead of standing with her in the light, he went and sat in the porch swing that was located in a darkened corner. She sucked in a breath. If he thought for one minute that she would join him in that swing, he had another thought coming. As far as she was concerned, they could converse just fine right where they were.
“So how did AJ behave tonight?” she asked, deciding to plunge right in, since there was no reason to prolong the moment.
She heard the swing’s slow rocking when he replied. “To my surprise, very well. In fact, his manners were impeccable, but then it was obvious that he was trying to impress Thorn.” Dare chuckled “He pretty much tried ignoring me, but my brothers picked up on what he was doing and wrecked those plans. Whenever he tried excluding me from the conversation, they counteracted and included me. Pretty soon he gave up, after finding out the hard way an important lesson about the Westmorelands.”
“Which is?”
“We stick together, no matter what.”
Shelly nodded. She’d known that from previous years.
“But I must admit there was this one time when they were ready to disclaim me as their brother,” Dare said, chuckling.
Shelly rested her back against the post and crossed her legs. “And what time was that?”
“The night I ended things with you. They thought I was crazy to give you up for any reason. And that included a career.”
She nervously rubbed her hands up and down her arms, not wanting to talk about what used to be between them. “Well, all that’s in the past, Dare. Is there anything else about tonight I should know?” she asked, trying to keep their conversation moving along.
“Yes, there is something else.”
She sought out his features, but could barely make them out in the darkened corner of the porch. “What?”
“I gave AJ reason to believe that I’m interested in you again.”
Shelly nodded. “And how did he handle that?”
Dare smiled. “He had something to say about it, if that’s what you’re asking. Just how far he’ll go to make sure nothing develops between us I can’t rightly say.”
Shelly nodded again. Neither could she. Personally, she thought AJ’s dislike of Dare was a phase he was going through, but a very important phase in his life, and she didn’t want to do anything to make things worse with him. “In that case, more than likely he’ll have a talk with me about it.”
Dare leaned back against the swing. “And what do you plan to say when he does?”
Shelly sighed. “Basically, everything we agreed I should say. I’m to let him know he’s the one who has a beef with you, not me, and therefore I don’t have a problem with reestablishing our relationship.”
Dare heard her words. Although they were fabricated for AJ’s benefit, they sounded pretty damn good to him, and he wished they were true, because he certainly didn’t have a problem reestablishing anything with her.
He looked over at Shelly and saw how she leaned against the post while silhouetted by the glow from the moon. His gaze zeroed on the fact that she stood with her legs crossed. Tight. She had once told him that she had a tendency to stand with her legs crossed really tight whenever she felt a deep throbbing ache between them. Evidently she had forgotten sharing that piece of information with him some years ago.
“Well, if that about covers everything, then we’d best call it a night.”
Her words interrupted his thought, and he figured they could do better than just call it a night. Calling it a “night of seduction” sounded more to his liking. Some inner part of him wanted to know if she wanted him as much as he wanted her, and there was only one way to find out.
“Come sit with me for a while, Shelly,” he said, his voice husky.
Shelly swallowed and met his gaze. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Dare.”
“I do. It’s a beautiful night and I think we should enjoy it before saying goodnight.”
Enjoy it or enjoy each other? Shelly was tempted to ask, but decided she wouldn’t go there with Dare. Once he got her in that swing that would be the end of it. Or the beginning of it, depending on the way you looked at it. Her body was responding to him in the most unsettled and provocative way tonight. All he had to do was to touch her one time and…
“Let me give you what you need, Shelly.”
He saw her chin lift defiantly, and he saw the way she frowned at him. “And what makes you think that you know what I need?”
“Your legs.”
She raised a confused brow. “What about my legs?”
“They’re crossed, and pretty damn tight.”
Shelly’s heart missed a beat and the throbbing between her legs increased. He had remembered. A long, seemingly endless moment of silence stretched out between them. She could see his features. They were as tight as her legs were crossed. And the gaze that held hers was like a magnet, drawing her in, second by tantalizing second.
She shook her head, trying to deny her body what it wanted, what it evidently needed, but it had a mind of its own and wasn’t adhering to any protest she was making. The man sitting on the swing watching her, waiting for her, had a history of being able to pleasure her in every possible way. He knew it and she knew it as well.
Breathing deeply, she found herself slowly crossing the porch toward him, out of the light and into the darkness, out from temptation and into a straight path that led to seduction. She came to a stop between his spread knees and when their legs touched, she sucked in a deep breath at the same time she heard him suck in one, too. And when she felt his hand reach under her skirt skimming her inner thigh, her knees almost turned to mush.
His voice was husky and ultra sexy when he spoke. “This morning I had to know if your mouth still knew me. Now I want to find out if this,” he said, gliding his warm hand upward, boldly touching the crotch of her panties, “knows me as well.”
Her eyes fluttered closed and she automatically reached out and placed both hands on his shoulders for support. A part of her wanted to scream Yes! Her body knew him as the last man…the only man…to stake a claim in this territory, but she was incapable of speech. All she could do was stand there and wait to see what would happen next and hope she could handle it.
She didn’t have to wait long; the tips of Dare’s fingers slowly began messaging the essence of her as he relentlessly stroked his hand over the center of her panties.
“You’re hot, Shelly,” he said, his voice huskier than before. “Sit down in my lap facing me.”
Dare had to move his body forward then sideways for her to accommodate his request. The arrangement brought her face just inches from his. His hand was still between her legs.
He leaned forward and captured her mouth, giving her a kiss that made the one they’d shared that morning seemed complacent. Her senses became frenzied and aroused, and the feel of his hand stroking her only added to her turmoil. And when she felt his fingers inch past the edge of her bikini panties, she released a deep moan.
“Yeah, baby, that’s the sound I want to hear,” he said after releasing her lips. “Open your legs a little wider and tell me how you like this.”
Before she could completely comply with his request, he slid three fingers inside her, and when he found that too tight a fit, backed out and went with two. “You’re pretty snug in there, baby,” he whispered as his fingers began moving in and out of her in a rhythm meant to drive her insane. “How do you like this?”
“I love it,” she whispered, clenching his shoulders with her hands. “Oh, Dare, it’s been so long.”
He leaned closer and traced the tips of her lips with his tongue before moving to nibble at her ear. She was about to go up in smoke, and he couldn’t help but wonder how long it had been for her, since this was making her come apart so quickly and easily. He asked, “how long has it been, Shelly?”
She met his gaze and drew in a trembling breath. “Not since you, Dare.”
His fingers went still; his jaw tightened and his gaze locked with hers. “You mean that you haven’t done this since we…”
She didn’t let him finished as she closed her mouth over his, snatching his words and his next breath in the process. But the thought that no other man had touched her since him sent his mind escalating, his entire body trembling. No wonder her legs had been crossed so tightly and he intended to make it good for her.
His fingers began moving inside her again and her muscles automatically clenched around them. She was tight and wet and the scent of her arousal was driving him insane. He broke off the kiss, desperately needing to taste her.
“Unbutton your top, Shelly.”
She released her hands from his shoulders and slowly unbuttoned her blouse, then unsnapped the front opening of her bra. As soon as her breasts poured forth, looming before him, he began sucking, nibbling and licking his way to heaven. He moved his fingers within her using the same rhythm his tongue was using on her breasts.
He felt the moment her body shook and placed his mouth over hers to absorb her moans of pleasure when spasms tore into her. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders as he continued using his fingers to pleasure her. And when it started all over again, and more spasms rammed through her, signaling a second orgasm, she pulled her mouth from his, closed her eyes and leaned forward to his chest, crying out into the cotton of his shirt.
“That’s it baby, let go and enjoy.”
And as another turbulent wave of pleasure ripped through her and she fought to catch her breath, Shelly let go and enjoyed every single moment of what Dare was doing to her.
And she doubted that after tonight her life would ever be the same.







Eight 
“M om? Mom? Are you okay?”
Shelly heard the sound of AJ’s voice as he tried gently to shake her awake.
“Mom, wake up. Please say something.”
She quickly opened her eyes when her mind registered the panic in his tone. She blinked, feeling dazed and disoriented, and tried to focus on him, but at the moment she felt completely wrung out. “AJ? What are you doing out of bed?”
Confusion appeared in his face. “Mom, I’m supposed to be out of bed. It’s morning and I have to go to school today. You forgot to wake me up. And why did you sleep on the sofa all night in the same clothes you had on yesterday?”
Somehow, Shelly found the strength to sit up. She yawned, feeling bone-tired. “It’s morning already?” The last thing she remembered was having her fourth orgasm in Dare’s arms and slumping against him without any strength left even to hold up her head. He must have brought her into the house and placed her on the sofa, thinking she would eventually come around and go up the stairs. Instead, exhausted, depleted and totally satisfied, she had slept through the night.
“Mom, are you all right?
She met AJ’s concerned gaze. He had no idea just how all right she was. Dare had given her just what her body had needed. She had forgotten just what an ace he was with his fingers on a certain part of her. “Yes, AJ, I’m fine.” She glanced at the coffee table and noticed the book both she and Dare had been reading and considered it the perfect alibi. “I must have fallen asleep reading. What time is it? You aren’t late are you?” She leaned back against the sofa’s cushions. After a night like last light, she could curl up and sleep for the entire day.
“No, I’m not late, but you might be if you have to go to work today.”
Shelly shook her head. “I only have a couple of patients I need to see, and I hadn’t planned on going anywhere until around ten.” She decided not to mention that she was also having lunch with Dare’s brothers today. She yawned again. “What would you like for breakfast?”
He shrugged. “I’ll just have a bowl of cereal. I met these two guys at school yesterday and we’re meeting up to ride our bikes together.”
Shelly nodded. She hoped AJ hadn’t associated himself with the wrong group again. “Who are these boys?”
“Morris Sears and Cornelius Thomas. And we’re going to meet at Kate’s Diner every morning for chocolate milk.” As an afterthought he added. “And it’s free if we let her know we’ve been good in school.”
Shelly made a mental note to ask Dare about Morris and Cornelius when she saw him again. Being Sheriff he probably knew if the two were troublemakers.
“They’re real cool guys and they like my bike,” AJ went on to say. “Yesterday they told me all about the sheriff and his brothers.” His eyes grew wide. “Why didn’t you tell me that Thorn Westmoreland is my uncle?”
“Because he’s not.”
At AJ’s confused frown, Shelly decided to explain. “Until you accept Dare as your father you can’t claim any of the Westmorelands as your uncles.”
AJ glared. “That doesn’t seem fair.”
“And why doesn’t it? You’re the one who doesn’t want Dare knowing he’s your father, so how can you tell anyone that Thorn and the others are your uncles without explaining the connection? Until you decide differently, to the Westmorelands you’re just another kid.”
She stood. “Now, I’m going upstairs and shower while you eat breakfast.”
AJ nodded as he slowly walked out of the room and headed for the kitchen. Shelly knew she had given him something to think about.

“Is it true?” Morris asked excitedly the moment AJ got off his bike at Ms. Kate’s Diner.
AJ raised a brow. “Is what true?”
It was Cornelius who answered, his wide, blue eyes expressive. “That you had dinner with the sheriff and his family last night?”
AJ shrugged, wondering how they knew that. “Yeah, so what about it?”
“We think it’s cool, that’s what about it. The sheriff is the bomb. He makes sure everyone in this town is safe at night. My mom and dad say so,” Cornelius responded without wasting any time.
AJ and the two boys opened the door and walked into the diner. “How did you know I had dinner with the sheriff?” he asked as they walked up to the counter where cartons of chocolate milk had been placed for them.
“Mr. and Mrs. Turner saw all of you and called my grandmother who then called my mom and dad. Everyone was wondering who you were and I told my mom that you were a kid who got in trouble and had to report to the sheriff’s office after school every day. They thought you were a family member or something, but I told them you weren’t.”
AJ nodded. “My mom had to go to work unexpectedly last night and the sheriff offered to take me to dinner with him since I hadn’t eaten.”
“Wow! That was real nice of him, wasn’t it?”
AJ hadn’t really thought about it being an act of kindness and said, “Yeah, I guess so.”
“Do you think he’ll mind if we go with you to his office after school?” Morris asked excitedly.
AJ scrunched his face, thinking. “I guess not, but he might put you to work.”
Morris shrugged. “That’s all right if he does. I just want him to tell us about the time he was an FBI agent and did that undercover stuff to catch the bad guys.”
AJ nodded. He didn’t want to admit it, but he wouldn’t mind hearing about that himself. He smiled when the nice lady behind the counter handed them each a donut to go along with their milk.

Shelly’s hands tightened on the steering wheel after she brought her car to a stop next to the police cruiser marked Sheriff. She’d had no idea Dare would be joining his brothers for lunch. How would she manage a straight face around him and not let anyone know they had spent close to an hour in a darkened area of her porch last night doing something deliriously naughty?
She opened the car door and took a deep breath, thinking that the things Dare had done to her had turned her inside out and whetted her appetite. To put it more bluntly, sixteen hours later she was still aroused. After having gone without sex for so long she now felt downright hungry. In fact starving was a better word to use. Would Dare look at her and detect her sexually-excited state? If anyone could, it would be Dare, a man who’d once known her better than she’d known herself.
And to think she’d even admitted to him that she hadn’t slept with another soul since their breakup ten years ago. Now that he knew, she had to keep her head on straight and keep Dare’s focus on AJ and not her.
With a deep sigh she opened the door and went inside.
She paused and watched all five men stand the moment she entered the restaurant. They must have seen her drive up and were ready to greet her. Tears burned the back of her eyes. It had been too long. When she’d been Dare’s girlfriend, the brothers had claimed her as an honorary sister, and since she’d been an only child, she’d held that attachment very dear. One of the hardest things about leaving College Park had been knowing that in addition to leaving Dare she’d also left behind a family she had grown very close to.
As she looked at them now, she began to smile. They stood in a line as if awaiting royalty and she walked up to them, one by one. “Thorn,” she said to the one closest to Dare in age. She gladly accepted the kiss he boldly placed on her lips and the hug he fondly gave her.
“Ten years is a long time to be gone, Shelly,” he said with a serious expression on his face. “Don’t try it again.”
She couldn’t help but smile upon seeing that he was bossy as ever. “I won’t, Thorn.”
She then moved to Stone, the first Westmoreland she had come to know; the one who had introduced her to Dare. Without saying a word she reached for him, hugging him tightly. After they released each other, he placed a kiss on her lips as well.
“I’m so proud of your accomplishments, Stone,” she said smiling through her tears. “And I buy every book you write.”
He chuckled. “Thanks, Shell.” His face then grew serious. “And I ditto what Thorn said. Don’t leave again.” His gaze momentarily left hers and shifted to where Dare was standing. He glared at his brother before returning his gaze to hers and added, “No matter what the reason.”
She nodded. “All right.”
Then came the twins, who were a year younger than she. She remembered them getting into all sorts of mischief, and from the gleams in their eyes, it was evident they were still up to no good. After they both placed chaste pecks on her lips, Storm said, smiling. “We told Dare that he blew his chance with you, which means you’re now available for us.”
Shelly grinned. “Oh, am I?”
“Yeah, if you want to be,” Chase said, teasingly, giving her another hug.
When Chase released her she drew a deep breath. Next came Dare.
“Dare,” she acknowledged softly, nervously.
She figured since she’d already been in his company a few times, not to mention what they had done together last night, that he would not make a big production of seeing her. She soon discovered just how wrong that assumption was when he gently pulled her into his arms and captured her lips, nearly taking her breath in the process. There was nothing chaste about the kiss he gave her and she knew it had intentionally lasted long enough to cause his brothers to speculate and to give anyone who saw them kiss something to talk about.
When he released her mouth, it was Stone who decided to make light of what Dare had done by saying. “What was that about, Dare? Were you trying to prove to Shelly that you could still kiss?”
Dare answered as his gaze held hers. He smiled at Stone’s comment and said. “Yeah, something like that.”

Shelly never had problems getting through a meal before. But then she’d never had the likes of Dare Westmoreland on a mission to seduce her. And it didn’t matter that she was sitting at a table in a restaurant next to him, surrounded by his brothers, or that the place was filled to lunch-crowd capacity.
She took several deep breaths to calm her racing heart, but it did nothing to soothe the ache throbbing through her. It all started when she caught herself staring at his hand as he lifted a water goblet to his lips. Seeing his fingers had reminded her how she had whimpered her way into ecstasy as those same fingers had stroked away ten years of sexual frustration.
She had caught his eyes dark with desire, over the water glass, and had realized he had read her thoughts. And, as smooth as silk, when he placed the glass down he took that same hand and without calling attention to what he was doing, placed it under the table on her thigh.
At first she’d almost jerked at the cool feel of his hand, then she’d relaxed when his hand just rested on her thigh without moving. But then, moments later, she had almost gasped when his hand moved to settle firmly between her legs. And amidst all conversations going on around them, as the brothers tried to bring her up to date on what had been going on in their lives over the past ten years, no one seemed to have noticed that one of Dare’s hands was missing from the table while he gently stroked her slowly back and forth through the material of her shorts. He’d tried getting her zipper down, a zipper that, thanks to the way she was sitting, wouldn’t budge.
Thinking that she had to do something, anything to stop this madness, she leaned forward and placed her elbows on the table and cupped her face in her hands as she tried to ignore the multitude of sensations flowing through her. She glanced around wondering if any of the brothers had any idea what Dare was up to, but from the way they were talking and eating, it seemed they had more on their minds than Dare not keeping his hands to himself.
“We want you to know that we’ll do everything we can to help you with AJ, Shelly.”
Shelly nodded at Stone’s offer and then felt her cheeks grow warmer when another one of Dare’s fingers wiggled its way inside her shorts. “I appreciate that, Stone.”
“He’s my responsibility,” Dare spoke up and glanced at his brothers, keeping a straight face, not giving away just what sidebar activities he was engaged in.
“Yeah, but he belongs to us, too,” Thorn said. “He’s a Westmoreland, and I think that you did a wonderful job with him, Shelly, considering the fact that you’ve been a single parent for the past ten years. He’s going through growing pains now, but once he sees that he has a family who cares deeply for him, he’ll be just fine.”
She nodded. She had to believe that as well. “Thanks, Thorn.”
“Well, although I truly enjoyed all your company, it’s time for me to get back to the station,” Dare said, finally removing his hand from between her legs. When he stood she glanced up at him knowing that regardless of whether it was a dark, cozy corner on her porch at night or in a restaurant filled with people in broad day light, Dare Westmoreland did just what he pleased, and it seemed that nothing pleased him more than touching her.

“So, what did you do next, Sheriff?”
Dare shook his head. When AJ had shown up after school, he had brought Morris and Cornelius with him and explained that the two had wanted to tag along. Dare had made it clear that if they had come to keep AJ company then they might as well help him with the work, and he had just the project for the three of them.
He had taken them to the basement where the police youth athletic league’s equipment was stored, with instructions that they bring order to the place. That past year a number of balls, gloves and bats had been donated by one of the local sports stores.
Deciding to stay and help as well to supervise, he had not been prepared for the multitude of questions that Morris and Cornelius were asking him. AJ didn’t ask him anything, but Dare knew he was listening to everything that was being said.
“That’s why it pays to be observant,” Dare said, unloading another box. “It’s always a clue when one guy goes inside and the other stays out in the car with the motor running. They had no idea I was with law enforcement. I pretended to finish filling my tank up with gas, and out of the corner of my eye I could see the man inside acting strangely and I knew without a doubt that a robbery was about to take place.”
“Wow! Then what did you do?” Morris asked, with big, bright eyes.
“Although I worked for the Bureau, we had an unspoken agreement with the local authorities to make them aware of certain things and that’s what I did. Pretending to be checking out a map, I used my cell phone to alert the local police of what was happening. The only reason I became involved was because I saw that one of the robbers intended to take a hostage, a woman who’d been inside paying for gas. At that point I knew I had to make a move.”
“Weren’t you afraid you might get hurt?” AJ asked.
Dare wondered if AJ was aware that he was now as engrossed in the story as Morris and Cornelius were. “No, AJ, at the time the only thing I could think about was that an innocent victim was at risk. Her safety became my main concern at that point, and whatever I did, I had to make sure that she wasn’t hurt or injured.”
“So what did you do?”
“In the pretense of paying for my gas, I entered the store at the same time the guy was forcing the woman out. I decided to use a few martial arts moves I had learned in the marines, and—”
“You used to be in the marines?” AJ asked.
Dare smiled. The look of total surprise and awe on his son’s face was priceless. “Yes, I served in the marines for four years, right after college.”
AJ smiled. “Wow!”
“My daddy says the marines only picks the most bravest and the best men,” Morris said, also impressed.
Dare smiled. “I think all the branches of the military selects good men, but I do admit that marines are a very special breed.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s a little over an hour, guys. Do I need to call any of your parents to let them know that you’re on your way home?”
All three boys shook their heads, indicating that Dare didn’t have to. “All right.”
“Sheriff, do you think you can teach us some simple martial arts moves?” Cornelius asked.
“Yeah, sheriff, with bad people kidnapping kids we need to know how to protect ourselves, don’t we?” Morris chimed in.
Dare grinned when he saw AJ vigorously nodding his head, agreeing with Morris. “Yes, I guess that’s something all of you should know, some real simple moves. Just as long as you don’t use it on your classmates for fun or to try to show off.”
“We wouldn’t do that,” Morris said eagerly.
Dare nodded. “All right then. I’ll try to map out some time this Saturday morning. How about checking with your parents, and if they say it’s all right, then the three of you can meet me here.”
He glanced at his watch again. Shelly didn’t know it yet, but he intended to see her again tonight, no matter what excuse he had to make to do so. He smiled, pleased with the progress he felt he’d made with AJ today. “Okay guys, let’s get things moving so we can call it a day. The three of you did an outstanding job and I appreciate it.”

“Mom, did you know that the sheriff used to be in the marines?”
Shelly glanced up from her book and met AJ’s excited gaze. He was stretched out on the floor by the sofa doing his homework. “Yes, I knew that. We dated during that time.”
“Wow!”
She lifted a brow. “What’s so fantastic about him being a marine?”
AJ rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Mom, everyone knows that marines are tough. They adapt, improvise and overcome!”
Shelly smiled at her son’s Clint Eastwood imitation from one of his favorite movies. “Oh.” She went back to reading her book.
“And Mom, he told us about the time he caught two men trying to rob a convenience store and taking a hostage with them. It was real cool how he captured the bad guys.”
“Yeah, I’m sure it was.”
“And he offered to teach us martial arts moves on Saturday morning at the police station so we’ll know how to protect ourselves,” he added excitedly in a forward rush.
Shelly lifted her head from her book again. “Who?”
“The sheriff.”
She nodded. “Oh, your father?”
Their gazes locked and Shelly waited for AJ’s comeback, expecting a denial that he did not consider Dare his father. After a few minutes he shrugged his shoulders and said softly, “Yes.” He then quickly looked away and went back to doing his homework.
Shelly inhaled deeply. AJ admitting Dare was his father was a start. It seemed the ice surrounding his heart was slowly beginning to melt, and he was beginning to see Dare in a whole new light.







Nine 
D are walked into Coleman’s Florist knowing that within ten minutes of the time he walked out, everyone in College Park would know he had sent flowers to Shelly. Luanne Coleman was one of the town’s biggest gossips, but then he couldn’t worry about that, especially since for once her penchant to gab would work in his favor. Before nightfall he wanted everyone to know that he was in hot pursuit of Shelly Brockman.
Due to the escape of a convict in another county, he had spent the last day and a half helping the sheriff of Stone Mountain track down the man. Now, thirty-six hours after the man had been recaptured, Dare was bone tired and regretted he had missed the opportunity to see Shelly two nights ago as he’d planned. The best he could do was go home and get some sleep to be ready for the martial arts training he had promised the boys in the morning.
He also regretted that he had not been there when AJ had arrived after school yesterday. It had officially been the last time he was to report to him. According to McKade, AJ had come alone and had been on time. He had also done the assignment Dare had left for him to do without having much to say. However, McKade had said AJ questioned him a couple of times as to why he wasn’t there.
Dare walked around the shop, wondering just what kind of flowers Shelly would like, then decided on roses. According to Storm, roses, especially red ones, said everything. And everyone knew that Storm was an ace when it came to wooing women.
“Have you decided on what you want, Sheriff?”
He turned toward Mrs. Coleman. A woman in her early sixties, she attended the same church as his parents and he’d known her all of his life. “Yes, I’d like a dozen roses.”
“All right. What color?”
“Red.”
She smiled and nodded as if his selection was a good one, so evidently Storm was right. “Any particular type vase you have in mind?”
He shrugged. “I haven’t thought about that.”
“Well, you might want to. The flowers say one thing and the vase says another. You want to make sure you select something worthy of holding your flowers.”
Dare frowned. He hadn’t thought ordering flowers would be so much trouble. “Do you have a selection I can take a look at?”
“Certainly. There’s an entire group over on that back wall. If you see something that catches your fancy, bring it to me.”
Dare nodded again. Knowing she was watching him with those keen eyes of hers, he crossed the room to stand in front of a shelf containing different vases. As far as he was concerned one vase was just as good as any, but he decided to try and look at them from a woman’s point of view.
A woman like Shelly would like something that looked special, soft yet colorful. His gaze immediately went to a white ceramic vase that had flowers of different colors painted at the top. For some reason he immediately liked it and could see the dozen roses arranged really prettily in it. Without dallying any further, he picked up his choice and walked back over to the counter.
“This is the one I want.”
Luanne Coleman nodded. “This is beautiful, and I’m sure she’ll love it. Now, to whom will this be delivered?”
Dare inwardly smiled, knowing she was just itching to bits to know that piece of information. “Shelly Brockman.”
Her brows lifted. “Shelly? Yes, I heard she was back in town, and it doesn’t surprise me any that you would be hot on her heels, Dare Westmoreland. I hope you know that I was really upset with you when you broke things off with her all those years ago.”
You and everybody else in this town, Dare thought, leaning against the counter.
“And she was such nice girl,” Luanne continued. “And everyone knew she was so much in love with you. Poor thing had to leave town after that and her parents left not long after she did.”
As Luanne accepted his charge card she glanced at him and said, “I understand she has a son.”
Dare pretended not to find her subject of conversation much to his interest. He began fidgeting with several key rings she had on display. “Yes, she does.”
“Someone said he’s about eight or nine.”
Dare knew nobody had said any such thing. The woman was fishing, and he knew it. He might as well set himself up to get caught. “He’s ten.”
“Ten?”
“Yes.” Like you didn’t already know.
“That would mean he was born soon after she left here, wouldn’t it?”
Dare smiled. He liked how this woman’s mind worked. “Yes, it would seem that way.”
“Any ideas about his father?”
“No.”
“No?”
Dare wanted to chuckle. “None.”
She frowned at him. “Aren’t you curious?”
“No. What Shelly did with her life after she left here is none of my business.”
Dare couldn’t help but notice that Luanne’s frown deepened. She handed his charge card back to him and said, “I have Shelly’s address, Sheriff, since she’s staying at her parents’ old place.”
Dare nodded, not surprised that she knew that. “When will the flowers be delivered?”
“Within a few hours. Will that be soon enough?”
“Yes.”
“Sheriff, can I offer you a few words of advice?”
He wondered what she would do if he said no. She would probably give him the advice anyway. He could tell she was just that upset with him right now. “Why sure, Ms. Luanne. What words of advice would you like to offer me?”
She met his gaze without blinking. “Get your head out of the sand and stop overlooking the obvious.”
“Meaning?”
She frowned. “That’s for you to figure out.”

Shelly looked at Mr. Coleman in surprise. She then looked at the beautiful arrangement of flowers he held in his hand. “Are you sure these are for me?”
The older man beamed. “Yes, I’m positive. Luanne said for me to get them to you right away,” he said handing them to her.
“Thanks, and if you just wait a few minutes I’d like to give you a tip.”
Mr. Coleman waved his hand as he went down the steps. “No need. I’ve already been tipped real nice for delivering them,” he said with a grin that said he had a secret that he wouldn’t be sharing with her.
“All right. Thanks, Mr. Coleman.” She watched as he climbed into his van and drove off. Closing the door she went into the living room and placed the flowers on the first table she came to. Someone had sent her a dozen of the most beautiful red roses that she had ever seen. And the vase they were in was simply gorgeous; she could tell the vase alone had cost a pretty penny.
She quickly pulled off the card and read it aloud. “You’re in my thoughts. Dare.”
Her heart skipped a beat as she lightly ran her fingers over the card. Even the card and envelope weren’t the standard kind that you received with a floral arrangement. They had a rich, glossy finish that caused Dare’s bold signature to stand out even more.
For a moment, Shelly could only stare at the roses, the vase they were in and the card and envelope. It was obvious that a lot of time and attention had gone into their selection, and a part of her quivered inside that Dare would do something that special for her.
You’re in my thoughts.

She suddenly felt tears sting her eyes. She didn’t know what was wrong with her. It seemed that lately her emotions were wired and would go off at the least little thing. Ever since that day of Dare’s visit and what he’d done to her on the porch, not to mention that little episode he’d orchestrated at the restaurant, she’d been battling the worst kind of drama inside her body. He had done more than open Pandora’s box. He had opened a cookie jar that had been kept closed for ten years, and now she wanted Dare in the worst possible way.
“Who sent the flowers, Mom?”
Shelly lifted her head and met her son’s gaze. “Your father.”
He shrugged. “The sheriff?”
“One and the same.” She glanced back over at the flowers. “Aren’t they beautiful?”
AJ came to stand next to her. It was obvious they couldn’t see the arrangement through the same eyes when he said. “Looks like a bunch of flowers to me.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, I think they’re special, and it was thoughtful for him to send them to let me know I was in his thoughts.”
AJ shrugged again. “He’s looking for a girlfriend, but I told him you weren’t interested in a boyfriend.”
Shelly arched a brow. “AJ, you had no right to say that.”
His chin jutted out. “Why not? You’ve never had a boyfriend before, so why would you care about one now? It’s just been me and you, Mom. Isn’t that enough?”
Shelly shook her head. Her son had years to learn about human sexuality and how it worked. She was just finding out herself what ten years of abstinence could do to a person. “AJ, don’t you think I can get lonely sometimes?” she asked him softly.
He didn’t say anything for a little while. Then he said. “But you never got lonely before.”
“Yes, and I worked a lot before. That’s how you got into all that trouble. I was putting in extra hours at the hospital when the cost of living got high. I needed additional money so the two of us could afford to live in the better part of town. I didn’t have time to get lonely. Now with my new job, I can basically make my own hours so I can spend more time with you. But you’re away in school a lot during the days, and pretty soon you’ll have friends you’ll want to spend time with, won’t you?”
AJ thought of Morris and Cornelius and the fun they’d had on the playground that day at school. “Yes.”
“Well, don’t you think I need friends, too?”
“Yes, but what’s wrong with having girlfriends?”
“There’s nothing wrong with it, but most of the girls I went to school with have moved away, and although I’m sure I’ll meet others, right now I feel comfortable associating with people I already know, like Dare and his brothers.”
“But it’s the sheriff who wants you as his girlfriend. He likes you.”
She smiled. Dare must have laid it on rather thick. “You think so?”
“Yes. He said you used to be his special girl. His brothers and parents said so, too. And I’ve got a feeling he wants you to be his special girl again. But if you let him, he’ll find out about me.”
“And you still see that as a bad thing, AJ?”
He remained silent for a long time, then he hunched his shoulders. “I’m still not sure he would want me.”
Shelly felt a knot forming in her stomach. She wondered if he was using his supposed dislike of Dare as an excuse to shield himself from getting hurt. “And why wouldn’t he want you?”
“I told you that he didn’t like me.”
And you also said you didn’t like him, she wanted to remind him, but decided to keep quiet about that. “Well, I know Dare, and I know that he likes you. He wouldn’t have invited you to dinner with him and his family if he didn’t. He would have taken you straight to Ms. Kate’s house knowing she would have fed you.”
She watched AJ’s shoulders relax. “You think so?”
If you only knew, she thought. “Yes, I think so. I believe you remind Dare of himself when he was your age. I heard he was a handful for his parents. All the brothers were.”
AJ nodded. “Yes, he said that once. He has a nice family.”
She smiled. “Yes, he has.”
AJ stuck his hands inside his pockets. “So, he’s back now?”
“Who?”
“The sheriff. He left town to help another sheriff catch a guy who escaped from jail. Deputy McKade said so.”
“Oh.” Shelly had wondered why she hadn’t heard from him since the luncheon on Thursday. Not that she had been looking for him, mind you. “Well, in that case, yes, I would say that he’s back, since he ordered these flowers.”
“Then our lessons for tomorrow morning are still on.”
“Your lessons?”
“Yeah, remember, I told you he had said he would teach me, Morris and Cornelius how to protect ourselves at the police station in the morning.”
“Oh, I’d almost forgotten about that.” She wanted to meet her son’s new playmates and ask Dare about them. “Will they need a ride or will their parents bring them?”
“Their parents will be bringing them. They have to go to the barbershop in the morning.”
Shelly nodded, looking at the long hair on her son’s head. She’d allowed him to wear it in twists, as long as they were neat-looking. Maybe in time she would suggest that he pay a visit to the barbershop as well.
“And after our class they have to go to church for choir practice.”
AJ’s words recaptured Shelly’s attention. Morris and Cornelius were active in church? The two were sounding better and better every minute. “All right then. Go get cleaned up for dinner.”
He nodded. “Do you think the sheriff will call tonight or come by?” AJ asked as he trotted up the stairs.
I wish. “I’m not sure. If he just got back into town he’s probably, tired so I doubt it.”
“Oh.”
Although she was sure he hadn’t wanted her to, she had heard the disappointment in his voice anyway. He sounded just how she felt.

Dare couldn’t sleep. He felt restless. Agitated. Horny.
He threw back the covers and got out of bed, yanked a T-shirt over his head and pulled on his jeans. His body was a nagging ache, it was throbbing relentlessly and his arousal strained painfully against his jeans. He knew what his problems was, and he knew just how he could fix it.
He sighed deeply, thinking he definitely had a problem, and wondered if at two in the morning, Shelly was willing to help him solve it.

Shelly couldn’t sleep and heard the sound of a pebble the moment it hit her window. At first she’d thought she was hearing things, but when a second pebble hit the window she knew she wasn’t. She also knew who was sending her the signals to come to the backyard.
That had always been Dare’s secret sign to let her know he was back in town. She would then sneak past her parents’ bedroom and slip down the stairs and through the back door to race outside to his arms.
She immediately got out of bed, tugged on her robe and slipped her feet into her slippers. Not even thinking about why he would be outside her window this time of night, she quickly tiptoed down the stairs. Without turning on a light, she entered the kitchen and opened the back door, and, although it was too dark for her to see, she knew he was there. Her nostrils immediately picked up his scent.
“Dare?” she whispered, squinting her eyes to see him.
“I’m here.”
And he was, suddenly looming over her, gazing down at her with a look in his eyes that couldn’t be disguised. It was desperate, hot, intense, and it made her own eyes sizzle at the same time the area between her legs began to throb. “I heard the pebbles,” she said, swallowing deeply.
He nodded as he continued to hold her gaze. “I was hoping you would remember what it meant.”
Oh, she remembered all right. Her body remembered, too. “Why are you here?” she asked softly, feeling her insides heat up and an incredible sensation flow between her legs. Desire was surging through every part of her body and she was barely able to stand it. “What do you want, Dare?”
He reached out and placed both hands at her waist, intentionally pulling her closer so she could feel his large, hard erection straining against his jeans. “I think that’s a big indication of what I want, Shelly,” he murmured huskily, leaning down as his mouth drew closer to hers.







Ten 
S helly felt a moment of panic. One part of her mind tried telling her that she didn’t want this, but another part, the one ruled by her body, quickly convinced her that she did. Her mind was swamped with the belief that it didn’t matter that it hadn’t been a full week since she laid eyes on Dare again after ten years. Nor did it matter that there were issues yet unresolved between them. The only thing that mattered was that this was the man she had once loved to distraction, the man she had given her virginity to at seventeen; the man who had taught her all the pleasures a man and woman could share, and the man who had given her a son. And, she inwardly told herself, this has nothing to do with love but with gratifying our needs.
Realizing that and accepting it, her body trembled as she lifted her face to meet his, and at that moment everything, including the ten years that had separated them, evaporated and was replaced by hunger, intense, sexual hunger that was waiting to explode within her. He felt it too, and his body reacted, drawing her closer and making a groan escape from her lips.
He covered her mouth with his, zapping her senses in a way that only he could do. Fueled by the greed they both felt, his kiss wasn’t gentle. It displayed all the insatiability he was feeling.
And then some.
Dare didn’t think he could get enough. He wanted to get inside her, reacquaint her body with his and give her the satisfaction she had denied herself for ten years. He wanted to give her him. He felt his blood boil as he pulled his mouth from hers with a labored breath. She was shaking almost violently. So was he.
“Come with me. I’ve got a place set up for us.”
Nodding, she let him lead her off the back porch and through a thicket of trees to a spot hidden by low overhanging branches, a place they had once considered theirs. It was dark, but she was able to make out the blanket that had been spread on the ground. As always, he had thought ahead. He had planned her seduction well this night.
“Where did you park your car?” she asked wondering how he had managed things.
“At the station. I walked from there, using the back way. And nobody saw me.”
She nodded. Evidently he had read her mind. From the information she had gotten from Ms. Kate earlier today, the town was buzzing about AJ, wondering if Dare was actually too dim-witted to figure out her son was his.
She met his gaze, which was illuminated by the moonlight. “Thanks for the flowers. They’re beautiful. You didn’t have to send them.”
“I wanted to send them, Shelly.”
He drew in a deep breath, and she saw that his gaze was glued to her mouth just as hers was glued to his. She couldn’t help but think of the way he tasted, the hunger and intense desire that was still blatant in his loins, making his erection even bigger. Their need for each other had never been this sharp, all-consuming.
“I want you, Shelly,” he whispered gently, pulling her down to the blanket with him.
She went willingly, without any resistance, letting him know that she wanted the intimacy of this night as much as he did. She wanted to lose herself in him in the same way he wanted to lose himself in her. Totally. Completely.
She didn’t say a word as he gently pushed her robe from her shoulders, and then pulled her nightgown over her head. Nor did she utter a sound when his fingers caressed her breasts then tweaked her nipples before moving lower, past her rib cage and her stomach until he reached the area between her legs.
When he touched her there, dipped into her warmth, her breathing quickened and strained and she almost cried out.
“You’re so wet,” his voice rumbled against her lips. “All I could think about over the last couple of days is devouring you, wanting the taste of you on my tongue.
Heat built within her body as he pushed her even more over the edge, making her whimper in pleasure. And when pleasure erupted inside her with the force of a tidal wave, he was there to intensify it.
He kissed the scream of his name from her lips, again taking control of her mouth. The kiss was sensual, the taste erotic and it fueled her fire even more. She had ten years to make up for, and somehow, she knew, he was well aware of that.
When her body ceased its trembling, he pulled back, ending their kiss, and stood to remove his clothes. She looked up at him as he tossed his T-shirt aside. He appeared cool and in control as he undressed in front of her, but she knew he was not. His gaze was on her, and she again she connected with it. It felt like a hot caress.
She watched as he eased down his jeans, and she gasped. Her mouth became moist, her body got hungrier. He wasn’t wearing any underwear and his erection sprang forth—full of life, eager to please and ready to go. The tip seemed to point straight at her, and the only thing she could think about was the gigantic orgasm she knew Dare would give her.
Anticipation surged within her when he kicked his jeans aside and stood before her completely naked. And her senses began overflowing with the scent of an aroused man.
An aroused man who was ready to mate with an aroused woman.
She then noticed the condom packet he held in his hand. It seemed he had planned her seduction down to the last detail. She watched as he readied himself to keep her safe. Inhaling deeply when the task was done, he lifted his head and met her gaze.
“This is where you tell me to stop, Shelly, and I will.”
She knew him, trusted him and realized that what he’d said was true. No matter how much he wanted her, he would never force himself on her. But then, he need not worry about her turning him down. Her body was on fire for him, the area between her legs throbbed. He had given her relief earlier, but that hadn’t been enough. She wanted the same thing he wanted.
Deep penetration.
They had discovered a long time ago that they were two intensely sexual human beings. Anytime he had wanted her, all he had to do was touch her and he would have her hot, wet and pulsing within minutes. And anytime they mated, neither had control other than to make sure she was protected from pregnancy, except for that one time when they hadn’t even had control for that.
When he dropped down to rejoin her on the blanket, she drew in a deep breath and automatically wrapped her arms around him as he poised his body over hers. He leaned down and placed a kiss on her lips.
“Thank you for my son.”
A groan gently left her throat when she felt the head of him pressed against her entrance. Hot and swollen. He nudged her legs apart a little wider with his knees as his gaze continued to hold hers. “Ten years of missing you and not sharing this, Shelly.”
And then he entered her, slowly, methodically, trembling as his body continued to push into hers as he lifted her hips. He let out a deep guttural moan. In no time at all he was planted within her to the hilt. The muscles of her body were clenching him. Milking him. Reclaiming him.
She held his gaze and when he smiled, so did she.
And then he began an easy rhythm. Slowly, painstakingly, he increased the pace. And with each deep thrust, he reminded her of just how things used to be between them, and how things still were now.
Hungry. Intense. Overpowering.
His gaze became keen, concentrated and potently dark each time he thrust forward, drove deeper into her, and she felt her body dissolve, dissipate then fuse into his. She felt the muscles of his shoulders bunch beneath her hands, heard the masculine sound of his growl and knew he was fighting reaching sexual fulfillment, waiting for her, refusing to leave her behind. But he couldn’t hold back any longer, and, with one last, hard, deep thrust his body began shaking as he reached the pinnacle of satisfaction.
His orgasm triggered hers, and when her mouth formed a chilling scream, he quickly covered it with his, denying her the chance to wake the entire neighborhood. But he couldn’t stop her body from quivering uncontrollably. Nor could he stop her legs from wrapping around him, locking their bodies together, determined that they continue to share this. She closed her eyes as a feeling of unspeakable joy and gratification claimed her in the most provocative way, restitution, compensation for ten years of not having access to any of this.
And when the last of the shudders subsided and they both continued to shiver in the aftermath, he sank down, lowered his head to the curve of her neck, released a deep satisfied sigh, and wondered what words he could say to let her know just how overwhelmed he felt.
He forced himself to lift up, to meet her gaze, and she opened her eyes and looked at him. And at that moment, in that instant, he knew words weren’t needed. There was no way she couldn’t know how he felt.
And as he leaned down and kissed her, he knew that the rest of the night belonged to them.

“Mom? Mom? Are you all right?”
Shelly opened her eyes as she felt AJ nudge her awake. Once again he had found her sleeping on the sofa. After several more bouts of intense lovemaking, they had redressed, then Dare had gathered her into his arms and carried her inside the house. Not wanting to risk taking her upstairs to her own bed and running into AJ, just in case he had awakened during the night to use the bathroom or something, she had asked Dare to place her on the sofa.
Now she turned over to meet AJ’s gaze and felt the soreness between her legs as she did so. She had used muscles last night that she hadn’t used in over ten years. “Yes, sweetheart, I’m fine.”
He lifted a brow. “You slept on the sofa again.”
She glanced at the book that was still where it had been the last time she had used it for an alibi. “I guess I fell asleep reading again.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was Saturday which meant it wasn’t a school day so why was he up so early? “Isn’t this your day to sleep late?”
He smiled sheepishly, and that smile reminded her so much of Dare that her breath almost caught. “Yeah, but the sheriff is giving us martial arts lessons today, remember?”
Yes, she remembered, then she wondered if after last night Dare would be in any physical shape to give the boys anything today. But then he was a man, and men recovered from intense sessions of lovemaking a lot quicker than most women. Besides, she doubted if he’d gone without sex for ten years as she had. She forced the thought from her mind, not wanting to think about Dare making love to other women.
She shifted her attention back to AJ. “You’re excited about taking lessons from Dare aren’t you?”
He shrugged. “Yes, I guess. I’ve always wanted to learn some type of martial arts, but you never would let me take any classes. Morris said his father told him that the sheriff is an ace when it comes to that sort of stuff, and I’m hoping he’ll be willing to give us more than one lesson.”
Shelly wondered if AJ would ever stop referring to Dare as “the sheriff.” But then, to call him Dare was even less respectful. “All right, do you want pancakes this morning?”
“Yes! With lots and lots of butter!”
She smiled as she stood, wincing in the process. Her sore muscles definitely reminded her of last night. “Not with lots and lots of butter, AJ, but I’ll make sure you get enough.”

Shelly saw Dare the moment she pulled her car into the parking lot at the sheriff’s office. He walked over to the car and met them. She wasn’t surprised to discover that he’d been waiting for them.
“Are we late?” AJ asked quickly, meeting Dare’s gaze.
Dare smiled at him. “No, Cornelius isn’t here yet, but I understand he’s on his way. Morris’s mother just dropped him off a few minutes ago. He’s waiting inside.”
He then looked at Shelly, and his smile widened. “And how are you doing this morning, Shelly?”
She returned his smile, thinking about all the things the two of them had done last night while most of College Park slept. “I’m fine, Dare, what about you?”
“This is the best I’ve felt in years.” He wanted to say ten years to be exact, but didn’t want AJ to catch on to anything.
Shelly glanced at her watch. “How long will the lessons last today?”
“At least an hour or so. Why? Is there something you need to do?”
Shelly placed an arm around AJ’s shoulders. “Well, I was hoping I’d have enough time to get my nails done in addition to getting my hair taken care of.”
“Then do it. I’m going over to Thorn’s shop when I leave here to check out the new bike that he’s building. AJ is welcome to go with me if he likes and I can bring him home later.”
He shifted his glance from Shelly to AJ. “Would you like to go to Thorn’s shop to see how he puts a motorcycle together?”
The expression in AJ’s eyes told Dare that he would. “Yes, I’d love to go!” He turned to Shelly. “Can I, Mom?”
Shelly met Dare’s gaze. “Are you sure, Dare? I wouldn’t want to put you out with having to—”
“No, I’d like his company.”
AJ’s eyes widened in surprise. “You would?”
Dare grinned. “Sure, I would. You did a great job with all the chores that I assigned to you this week, and I doubt that you’ll be playing hooky from school anytime soon, right?”
AJ lowered his head to study his sneakers. “Right.”
“Then that does it. My brothers will be there and I know for a fact they’d like to see you again.”
AJ smiled. “They would?”
“Yes, they would. They said they enjoyed having you at dinner the other night. Usually on Saturday we all pitch in to give Thorn a hand to make sure any bike he’s building is ready to be delivered on time. The one he’s working on now is for Sylvester Stallone.”
“Wow!”
Dare laughed at the astonishment he heard in AJ’s voice and the look of awe on his face. What he’d said about his brothers wanting to see AJ again was true. They were biting at the bit for a chance to spend more time with their nephew.
“Well, I guess that’s settled,” Shelly said, smiling at Dare and the son he had given her. “I’d better get going if I want to make my hair appointment on time.” She turned to leave.
“Shelly?”
She turned back around. “Yes?”
“I almost forgot to mention that Mom called this morning. She heard from Laney last night. She, Jamal and the baby are coming for a visit in a couple of weeks and will stay for about two months. Then they will be moving to stay at their place in Bowling Green, Kentucky while Laney completes her residency at the hospital there.”
Shelly smiled. When she’d last seen Dare’s baby sister, Delaney was just about to turn sixteen and the brothers were having a time keeping the young men away. Now she had graduated from medical school and had landed herself a prince from the Middle East. She was a princess and the mother to a son who would one day grow up to be a king. “That’s wonderful! I can’t wait to see her again.”
Dare grinned. “And she can’t wait to see you, either. Mom told her that you had moved back and she was excited about it.”

Without having to worry about AJ, Shelly decided to throw in a pedicure after getting her hair and nails done. Upon returning home, she collapsed on the bed and took a nap. The lack of sleep the night before still had her tired. After waking up, she was about to go outside on the porch and sit in the swing when she heard a knock at the door. She glanced through the peephole and saw it was Dare and AJ. Both of them had their hands and, faces smeared with what looked like motor oil. She frowned. If they thought they were coming inside her house looking like that, they had another thought coming.
“Go around back,” she instructed, opening the door just a little ways. “I’ll bring you washcloths and a scrub brush to clean up. You can also use the hose.” She then quickly closed the door.
She met them in the backyard where they were using the hose to wash oil from their hair. It was then that she noticed several oil spots on AJ’s outfit as well. “What on earth happened?”
“Storm happened,” Dare grumbled, taking the shampoo and towel she handed him. His frown indicated he wasn’t all that happy about it either. “You know how he likes to play around? Well, for some reason he decided to fill a water gun with motor oil, and AJ and I became his victims.”
She shifted her gaze from Dare to AJ. Whereas Dare was not a happy camper because of Storm’s childish antics, it seemed AJ was just the opposite. “Storm is so much fun!” He said, laughing. “He told me all about how he had to save this little old lady from a burning house once.”
Shelly smiled. “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed yourself, but those clothes can stay out here. In fact, we may as well trash them.”
AJ nodded. “Storm said to tell you that he’s going to buy me another outfit and he’ll call to find out when he can take me shopping.”
Shelly crossed her arms over her chest and lifted a brow. “Oh, he did, did he?”
“Yes.”
She shifted her gaze back to Dare. “What are we going to do about that brother of yours?”
Dare shrugged, smiling. “What can I do? I guess we could try marrying him off, except so far there’s not a woman around who suits his fancy except for Tara, but she’s Thorn’s challenge.”
A bemused look covered Shelly face. “What?”
“Tara Matthews. She’s Laney’s friend—a doctor who works at the same hospital in Kentucky where Delaney plans to complete her residency. I’ll explain about her being Thorn’s challenge at another time.”
Shelly nodded, planning to hold him to that. She glanced down at her watch. “I was about to cook burgers and fries, if anyone is interested.”
Dare looked pleased. “Only if you let me grill the burgers.”
“And I’ll help,” AJ chimed in, volunteering his services.
Shelly shook her head. “All right, and I’ll cook the fries and make some potato salad and baked beans to go along with it. How does that sound?”
“That sounds great, Mom.”
Shelly nodded, liking the excitement she heard in her son’s voice. “Dare?”
He chuckled. “I agree with AJ. That sounds great.”

Dare remained through dinner. He got a call that he had to take care of, but returned later with Chase and Storm close on his heels. They brought a checkers game, intent on showing AJ how to play. It was almost eleven before AJ finally admitted he was too tired to play another game. Chase and Storm left after AJ went to bed, leaving Dare to follow later after they mentioned they were headed over to Thorn’s place to wake him up to play a game of poker.
An hour or so later, Shelly walked Dare to the door. He had spent some time telling her how Tara Matthews was a feisty woman that only Thorn could tame and that was why the brothers referred to her as Thorn’s challenge. “So you think this Tara Matthews has captured the eye of Thorn Westmoreland?”
Dare chuckled. “Yes, although he doesn’t know it yet, and I feel sorry for Tara when he does.”
Shelly nodded. Moments later she said. “I hope you know your leaving late is giving the neighbors a lot to say.”
He smiled. “Yeah, I heard from McKade that a lot of people around town are questioning my intelligence. They think I haven’t figured out that AJ’s my son.”
Shelly nodded. “Yes, that’s what I’m hearing, too, from Ms. Kate.”
“How do you think AJ is handling things?”
“I don’t think anyone has said anything to him directly, but I know a couple of people have asked him about his father in a roundabout way.”
Dare lifted a brow. “When?”
“A couple of days ago at Kate’s Diner. He goes there every morning on his way to school.”
Dare nodded. “Damn, Shelly, I’m ready to end this farce and let this whole damn town know AJ’s mine.”
“I know, Dare, but remember we decided to let him be the one to determine when that would be. Personally, I think it’ll be sooner than you think, because he’s slowly coming around.”
Dare raised a questioning brow. “You think so?”
“Yes. The two of you are interacting together a lot better. That’s obvious. I can tell, and I know your brothers picked up on it tonight as well.”
“Yes, but for some reason he still holds himself back from me,” Dare said in a frustrated tone. “I sense it, Shelly, and it bothers the heck out of me. I don’t know why he’s doing it.”
Shelly smiled slightly. “I think I do.”
Dare met her gaze. “Then tell me—why?”
She sighed. “I think AJ is beginning to wonder if he’s good enough to be your son.”
Dare frowned. “Why would he wonder about a thing like that?”
“Because basically he’s beginning to see you through a new set of eyes, the same eyes Morris and Cornelius see you with, and AJ’s concerned about the way the two of you met. He knows it wasn’t a good start and that you were disappointed with him. Now he’s afraid that he won’t be able to wipe the slate clean with you.”
Dare rubbed a hand down his face. “There’ll never be a time that I wouldn’t want my son, Shelly.”
She wrapped her arms around his waist upon hearing the frustration in his voice. She heard the love there as well. “I know that and you know that, but he has to know that, too. Now that you’ve broken the ice with him, it’s time for you to get to know him and for him to get to know you. Then he’ll see that no matter what, you’ll always be there for him.”
Dare let out a deep sigh. “And I thought winning him over would be easy.”
She smiled. “In a way, it has been. To be honest with you, I really didn’t expect him to come around this soon. Like you, he has somewhat of a stubborn streak about certain things. Him coming around the way he has just goes to show that you evidently have a way with people.”
Dare smiled and brought her closer to him. “And do I have a way with you, Shelly?” The only reason he wasn’t making love to her again tonight was that he was well aware of the fact that her body was sore. He couldn’t help noticing how stiff her movements were when she’d dropped AJ off that morning and again this evening at dinner.
“After last night how can you even ask that, Dare? You know I was putty in your hands,” she said, recapturing his attention.
“Then that makes us even, because I was definitely putty in yours as well.” He leaned down and kissed her, thinking of just how right she felt in his arms.
Just like always.







Eleven 
S helly stretched out in her bed with a sensuous sigh. Almost two weeks had passed since she and Dare had spent the night together on a blanket in her backyard. Since then, nightly meetings in the backyard on a blanket had become almost a ritual. He had become almost a fixture in her home, dropping by for dinner, and inviting her and AJ to a movie or some other function in town.
AJ was beginning to let his guard down around Dare, but as yet he had not acknowledged him as his father. Shelly knew Dare’s patience was wearing thin; he was eager to claim his son, but as she had explained to Dare weeks ago, AJ had to believe in his heart that his father wanted him for a son before he could give Dare his complete love and trust.
She then thought about her own feelings for Dare. She had to fight hard to keep from falling in love with Dare all over again. She had to remember they were playacting for AJ’s sake. To anyone observing them, it seemed that he was wooing her. He was giving the towns people something to talk about with the different flower arrangements that he sent her each week.
A couple of people had taken her aside and warned her not to be setting herself up for heartbreak all over again, since everyone knew Dare Westmoreland was a staunch bachelor. But there were others who truly felt he was worthy of another chance, and they tried convincing her that if anyone could change Dare’s bachelor status, she could.
What she couldn’t tell them was that she was not interested in changing Dare’s bachelor status. Although she had detected some changes in him, she could not forget that at one time he had been a man driven to reach out for dreams that had not included her. And she could never let herself become vulnerable to that type of pain again. For six years she had believed she was the most important thing in Dare’s life, and to find out that she hadn’t been had nearly destroyed her. She had enough common sense to know that what she and Dare were sharing in the backyard at night was not based on emotional but on physical needs, and as long as she was able to continue to know the difference, she would be all right.
She pulled herself up in bed when she heard the knock on her bedroom door. “Come in, AJ.”
It was early still, an hour before daybreak, but she knew he was excited. Today was the day that Dare’s sister Delaney and her family were arriving from the Middle East. The Westmoreland brothers were ecstatic and had talked about their one and only sister so much over the past two weeks that AJ had gotten caught up in their excitement; after all, the woman was his aunt, although he assumed Delaney didn’t know it.
He opened the door and stood just within the shadows of the light coming in from the hallway. Again, Shelly couldn’t help but notice just how much he looked like Dare. No wonder the town was buzzing. “What is it, AJ?”
He shrugged. “I wanted to talk to you about something, Mom.”
She nodded and scooted over in bed, but he went and sat in the chair. Evidently, he thought he was past the age to get into his mother’s bed. Shelly’s heart caught. Her son was becoming a young man and with his budding maturity came a lot of issues that Dare would be there to help her with. Not only Dare but the entire Westmoreland family.
He remained silent for a few minutes, then he spoke. “I’ve decided to tell the sheriff I’m his son.”
Shelly’s heart did a flip, and she swallowed slowly. “When did you decide that?”
“Yesterday.”
“And what made you change your mind?”
“I’ve been watching him, Mom. I was in Kate’s Diner one morning last week when he came in, but he didn’t see me at first. When he walked in, all the people there acted like they were glad to see him, and he knew all their names and asked them how they were doing. Then it hit me that he really wasn’t a bad cop or a mean cop at all. No one would like him if he was, and everybody likes him, Mom.”
Shelly blinked away the tears from her eyes. AJ was right. Everyone liked Dare and thought well of him. AJ had had to discover that on his own, and it seemed that he had. “Yes, everyone likes Dare. He’s a good sheriff and he’s fair, AJ.”
“Most of the kids at school thinks he’s the bomb and feel that I’m lucky because you’re his girlfriend.”
Shelly made a surprised face. “The kids at your school think I’m his girlfriend?”
AJ nodded. “Well, aren’t you?”
Shelly smiled slightly. She didn’t want to give him hope that things would work out between her and Dare, and that once he admitted to being Dare’s son they would miraculously become a loving family. “No, AJ, although we’re close, Dare and I are nothing more than good friends. We always have been and always will be.”
“But he wants you for his girlfriend, I can tell. Everyone can tell and they’re all talking about it, as well as the fact they think I’m his son, although they don’t want me to hear that part, but I do. The sheriff spends a lot of time with us and takes us places with him. The kids at school say their parents think it’s time for him to settle down and marry, and I can tell that he really likes you, Mom. He always treats you special and I like that.”
Shelly inhaled deeply. She liked it, too, but she knew a lot more about why Dare was spending time with her than AJ did. It was all part of his plan to gain his son’s love and trust. She refused to put too much stock into anything else, not even the many times they had slept together. She knew it had to do with their raging hormones and nothing more. “So, when are you going to tell him?” she asked quietly.
AJ shrugged. “I still don’t know that yet. But I wanted to let you know that I would be telling him.”
She nodded. “Don’t take too long. Like I said, Dare won’t be a happy camper knowing we kept it from him, but I believe he’ll be so happy about you that he’ll quickly come around.”
AJ’s eyes lit up. “You think so?”
“Yes, sweetheart, I do.”
He nodded. “Then I might tell him today. He asked if I’d like to go with him to meet his sister and her family at the airport. I might tell him then.”
Shelly nodded again, knowing that if he did, it would certainly make Dare’s day.

AJ thought Dare’s truck was really cool. He had ridden in it a couple of times before, and just like the other times, he thought it was a nice vehicle for a sheriff to have when you wanted to stop being sheriff for a little while. But as he looked at Dare out of the corner of his eyes, he knew that the sheriff was always the sheriff. There was probably never a time he when he wasn’t on the job, and that included times like now when he wasn’t wearing his uniform.
“So are you looking forward to that day out of school next Friday for teachers’ planning day?” Dare asked the moment he’d made sure AJ had snapped his seatbelt in place. Once that was done, he started the engine.
“Yes, although Mom will probably find a lot of work for me to do that day.” He didn’t say anything else for a little while, then he asked quickly, “Do you like kids?”
Dare glanced over at him and smiled. “Yes, I like kids.”
“Do you ever plan to have any?”
Dare lifted his brow. “Yeah, one day. Why do you ask?”
AJ shrugged. “No reason.”
Dare checked the rearview mirror as he began backing out of Shelly’s driveway. He was headed for the airport like the rest of his family to welcome his sister home. He couldn’t help wondering if AJ had started quizzing him for some reason and inwardly smiled, ready for any questions that his son felt he needed to ask.

Princess Delaney Westmoreland Yasir clutched her son to her breast and inhaled sharply. She leaned against her husband’s side for support. Her mother had said Shelly’s son favored Dare, but what she was seeing was uncanny. There was no way anyone could take a look at the boy standing next to Dare and not immediately know they were father and son. They had the same coffee coloring, the same dark intense eyes and the same shape mouth and nose. AJ Brockman was a little Dare; a small replica of his father, there was no doubt of that.
“And who do we have here?” She asked after regaining her composure and giving her parents and brothers hugs.
“This is AJ,” Dare said meeting his sister’s astonished gaze. “Shelly Brockman’s son. I think Mom mentioned to you that she had returned to town.”
Delaney nodded. “Yes, that’s what I heard.” She smiled down at AJ and immediately fell in love. He was a Westmoreland, and she was happy to claim him. “And how are you, AJ?” she asked her nephew, offering him her hand.
“I’m fine, thank you,” he said somewhat shyly.
“And how is your mother?”
“She’s doing fine. She said she couldn’t wait to see you later today.”
Delaney smiled. “And I can’t wait to see her. She was like a big sister to me.”
With love shining in her eyes, Delaney then glanced at the imposing figure at her side and smiled. “AJ, this is my husband, Jamal Ari Yasir.”
AJ switched his gaze from Delaney to the tall man standing next to her. He wasn’t sure what he should do. Was he supposed to bow or something? He let out a deep sigh of relief when the man stooped down to his level and met his gaze. “And how are you, AJ?” he asked in a deep voice, smiling.
AJ couldn’t help but return the man’s smile, suddenly feeling at ease. “I’m fine, sir.”
When the man straightened back up, AJ switched his gaze to the baby Delaney held in her arms. “May I see him?”
Delaney beamed. “Sure. His name is Ari Terek Yasir.” She leaned down and uncovered her son for AJ to see. The baby glanced at AJ and smiled. AJ smiled back, and so did everyone else standing around them at the airport. Delaney looked over at her mother, in whose eyes tears of happiness shone at seeing her two grandsons together getting acquainted.
Suddenly Prince Jamal Ari Yasir cleared his throat. Everyone had become misty-eyed and silent, and he decided to put the spark and excitement back into the welcome gathering. This was the family he had come to love, thanks to his wife who he truly cherished. His dark eyes shone with amusement as he addressed the one brother who he hadn’t completely won over yet. “So, Thorn, are you still being a thorn in everyone’s side these days?” he asked smiling.







Twelve 
S helly smiled as she looked at the young woman sitting in the chair across from her on the patio at Dare’s parents’ home. The last time she had seen Delaney Westmoreland she’d been a teenager, a few months shy of her sixteenth birthday, a rebellious, feisty opponent who’d been trying to stand up to her five overprotective and oftentimes overbearing brothers.
Now she was a self-assured, confident young woman, a medical doctor, mother to a beautiful baby boy and wife to a gorgeous sheikh from a country in the Middle East called Tahran. And from the looks the prince was constantly giving his wife, there was no doubt in her mind that Delaney was also a woman well loved and desired.
And, Shelly thought further, Delaney was breathtakingly stunning. Even all those years back there had never been any doubt in Shelly’s mind that Delaney would grow up to become a beauty. She was sure there hadn’t been any doubt in the brothers’ minds of that as well, which was probably the reason they had tried keeping such a tight rein on her. But clearly they had not been a match for Prince Jamal Ari Yasir.
Delaney and Shelly were alone on the patio. Mrs. Westmoreland was inside, singing Ari to sleep, and AJ had gone with his father and grandfather to the store to buy more charcoal. The brothers and Jamal had taken a quick run to Thorn’s shop for Jamal to take a look at Thorn’s latest beauty of a bike.
“I’m glad you returned, Shelly, to bring AJ home to Dare and to us. I don’t think you know how happy you’ve made my parents. They thought Ari was their only grandchild and were fretting over the fact they wouldn’t be able to see him as often as they wanted to. I felt awful about that, but knew my place was with Jamal, which meant living in his country the majority of the time. One good thing is that as long as his father is king, we have the luxury of traveling as much as we want. But things will change once Jamal becomes king.”
When Shelly nodded, she continued. “We hope that won’t happen for a while. His father is in excellent health and has no plans to turn things over to Jamal just yet.”
After a long moment of silence, Shelly said, “I want to apologize for leaving the way I did ten years ago, Delaney, and for not staying in touch.”
Delaney’s eyes shone in understanding. “Trust me, we all understood your need to put distance between you and Dare. Everyone got on his case after you left, and for a while there was friction between him and my brothers.”
Shelly nodded. Dare had told her as much.
“Mom explained the situation to me about AJ,” Delaney added, breaking into Shelly’s thoughts. “She told me how you and Dare have decided to let him be the one to tell Dare the truth. What’s the latest on that? Is he softening any toward Dare? As someone just arriving on the scene, I’d say they seem to be getting along just fine.”
Shelly nodded, remembering AJ’s intense dislike of Dare in the beginning. “I think he’s discovered Dare isn’t the mean cop that he thought he was, and yes, he is definitely softening. He even told me this morning that he plans to tell Dare that he’s his father.”
A huge smile touched Delaney’s features. “When?”
“Now, that I don’t know. From what I gather he’ll tell Dare when they get a private moment and when he feels the time is right. He’s battling his fear that Dare may not want him because of the way he behaved in the beginning.”
Delaney shook her head. “There’s no way Dare would not want his son.”
“Yes, I know, but AJ has to realize that for himself.”
Delaney nodded, knowing Shelly was right.

AJ stood next to Dare in the supermarket line. He watched as the sheriff pulled money from his wallet to pay for his purchases. When they walked outside to wait for Mr. Westmoreland, who was still inside buying a few additional items he’d discovered he needed, AJ decided to use that time to ask Dare a couple more questions.
“Can I ask you something?”
Dare looked at him. “Sure. Ask me anything you want to know, AJ.”
“Earlier today you said you liked kids. If you ever marry, do you think you’d want more than one child?”
Dare wondered about the reason for that question. Was AJ contented being an only child? Would he feel threatened if Dare told him that he relished the thought of having other children—if Shelly would be their mother? He sighed, deciding to be completely honest with his son.
“Yes, I’d want more than one child. I’d like as many as my wife would agree to give me.”
AJ’s face remained expressionless, and Dare didn’t have a clue if the answer he’d given would help him or hang him. “Any more questions?”
For a long moment, AJ didn’t say anything. Then he met Dare’s gaze and asked, “Is Dare your real name?”
Dare shook his head. “No, my real name is Alisdare Julian Westmoreland.” He continued to hold his son’s gaze. “Why do you ask?”
AJ placed his hands into his pockets. “Because my name is Alisdare Julian, too. That’s what the AJ stands for.”
Dare wasn’t sure exactly what he was supposed to say, but knew he should act surprised, so he did. He raised his dark brows as if somewhat astonished. “Your mother named you after me?”
AJ nodded. “Yes.”
Dare stared at AJ for a moment before asking. “Why did she do that?”
He watched as his son drew a deep breath. “Because—”
“Sorry I took so long. I bet your mom thinks the three of us have been kidnapped.”
Both Dare and AJ turned to see Mr. Westmoreland walking toward them. But Dare was determine his son would finish what he’d been about to say. He returned his gaze to AJ. “Because—?”
AJ looked at the older man walking toward them, and then at Dare and, after losing his nerve, quickly said, “Because she liked your name.”

“Because she liked your name.”

Later that night Dare shook his head, remembering the reason AJ had given him for Shelly’s choice of his name. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that AJ had come within a second of finally telling him he was his son before his father had unintentionally interrupted them, destroying that chance. But Dare was determined he would get it again.
Once they’d returned to his parents’ home, there had been no private time, and on more than one occasion he’d been tempted to suggest that the two of them go back to the store and pick up some item his mother just had to have, but since his brothers and Jamal hadn’t yet returned, his mother put him to work helping his father grill the ribs and steaks.
Now it was past eleven and Shelly was gathering her things to take a tired and sleepy AJ home. He had gotten worn out playing table tennis with his uncles for the past couple of hours.
Dare studied Shelly, as he’d been doing most of the night. She was wearing a pair of jeans that molded to her curvaceous hips and a blue pullover top that, to him, emphasized her lush breasts. Breasts he’d been kissing and tasting quite a lot over the past few weeks. Her body had always been a complete turn-on to him, and nothing had changed. He’d been fighting an arousal all night. The last thing he needed was for his brothers to detect what a bad way he was in, although from the smirks they had sent him most of the evening, he was well aware that they knew.
“AJ and I are going to have to say goodnight to everyone,” Shelly said smiling. “Thanks again for inviting us.” She met Dare’s gaze and blinked at his unspoken message. He was letting her know that he would be seeing her later tonight.
He slowly crossed the room to her. “I’ll walk the two of you out.”
She nodded before turning to give Delaney and Jamal, the elder Westmorelands and finally the brothers hugs.
Dare frowned at Storm when he deliberately kissed Shelly on the lips, trying to get a rise out of him and knowing it had worked. As far as Dare was concerned Shelly was his, and he didn’t appreciate anyone mauling her. He had put up with it the first time they’d seen her at Chase’s restaurant, but now he figured that it was time Storm learned to keep his hands and his lips to himself.
When Shelly and AJ walked ahead of him going out the door, he hung back and growled to Storm. “If you ever do that again, I’ll break your arm.”
He ignored Storm’s burst of laughter and followed Shelly and AJ outside.

It was a beautiful night. The air felt crisp, pleasantly cool as Shelly closed the back door behind her and raced across the backyard to the place where she knew Dare was waiting for her. She hadn’t bothered to put on a robe, since he would be taking it off her anyway, and she hadn’t bothered to put on a gown, preferring to slip into an oversized T-shirt instead.
It had taken her some time to get AJ settled and into bed after arriving home from the Westmorelands. They had talked; he had told her that he’d come close to telling Dare the truth tonight, but that he’d been interrupted. She knew the longer he put it off, the harder it was going to be for him.
“Shelly?”
She sucked in a deep breath when Dare emerged from the shadows, dazzling her senses beneath the glow of a full moon. She immediately walked into his arms. Dark, penetrating eyes met hers and then, in a deep, ragged breath, he tipped her head back as his lips captured hers.
The whimpered sounds erupting from deep within her throat propelled him forward, making the urge for them to mate that more intense, urgent, imperative. He gently lifted her T-shirt and touched her, discovering she was completely bare underneath. With unerring speed he lifted her off her feet, wrapped her legs around his waist and walked a few steps to a nearby tree.
She saw it was another seduction, planned down to every detail. Evidently he’d kept himself busy while waiting for her, she thought, noticing he had securely tied a huge pillow around the tree trunk. It served as a cushion for her backside when he pressed her against it. And then he was breathing hard and heavy while unzipping his pants and reaching inside to free himself. “I knew I couldn’t wait, so I’ve already taken care of protection,” he whispered as he thrust forward, entering her.
At her quick intake of breath, he covered her mouth with his, sipping the nectar of surprise from her lips, playing around in her mouth with his tongue as if relishing the taste of her. How long ago had they last kissed? Hadn’t it been just last night? You couldn’t tell by the way he was eating away at her mouth and the way she eagerly responded, wanting, needing and desiring him with a vengeance.
She opened he legs wider, wrapped them around his waist tighter when he went deeper, sending shock waves of pleasure racing through her. She felt close, so very close to the edge, and she knew she wanted him to be with her when she fell.
She broke off their kiss. “Now, Dare!”
Dare began moving. Throwing his head back he inhaled a deep whiff of her scent—hot, enticing, sensually hers—and totally lost it. His jaw clenched as he thrust deeper, moved faster, when she arched her back. Desperately, he mated with her with quick, precise strokes, giving her all he had and taking all she had to give.
He was past the point of no return and she was right there with him. And when he felt her body tighten and the spasm rip through her, bringing with it an orgasm so powerful that he felt the earth shake beneath his feet, he held her gaze and thrust into her one final time as he joined her in a climax that just wouldn’t stop. The sensations started at the top of his head and moved downward at lightning speed, building intense pressure in that part of his body nestled deep inside her, and making him clench his teeth to keep from screaming out her name and stomping his feet.
The sensations kept coming and coming and he leaned forward to kiss her again, capturing the essence of what they were sharing. As his body continued to tremble while buried deep inside of her, he knew that even after ten long years, he was still seductively, passionately and irrevocably hers. She was the only woman he would ever want. The only woman he would ever need. The only woman who could make him understand and appreciate the difference between having mind-blowing sex and making earth-shattering, soul-stirring, deep-down-in-your-gut love.
She was the only woman.
And he also knew that she was the only woman he would ever love and that he still loved her.

Moments later, Dare pulled his body from Shelly’s and, gathering her gently into his arms, walked over to place her on the blanket. He stretched out on his side facing her as he waited for the air to return back to his lungs and the blood to stop rushing fast and furious through his veins.
“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” he finally said some time later, the tone of his voice still quivering from the afterglow of what they’d just shared.
He couldn’t help touching her again, so he slid his hand across her stomach, gently stroking her. He remembered the question AJ had asked him about wanting other children, and he remembered thinking that he’d want more children only if Shelly were their mother. He wouldn’t hesitate putting another child of his inside her, in the womb he knew he had touched tonight. Not only had he touched it, he had branded it his.
Shelly slowly opened her eyes as her world settled, and the explosion she’d felt moments ago subsided. She gazed up at him and wondered how was it possible that each time they did this it was better than the time before. She always felt cherished in his arms.
Treasured.
Loved.
She silently shook that last thought away, refusing to let her mind go there; refusing to live on false hope. And she refused to give in to the want, need and desire to give him her heart again, no matter how strong the pull was to do so. She broke eye contact with him and looked away.
“Shelly?”
She returned her gaze to him, to respond to what he’d said. “It took a little longer than expected to get AJ settled tonight. He wanted us to have a long talk.”
Dare asked, “Is he all right?”
“Yes. But I think he’s somewhat disappointed that he didn’t get the chance to tell you the truth today. He had planned to do so.”
Dare sighed deeply. His gut instincts had been right. “Do you think I should talk to him tomorrow?”
Shelly shook her head. “No, I think the best thing to do is to wait until he gets up his courage again. But I suggest you make things a bit easier on him by making sure the two of you have absolute privacy without any interruptions. However, you’re also going to have to make sure he doesn’t think things are being orchestrated for that purpose. He still has to feel as though he’s in control for a while longer, Dare, especially with this. Right now, telling you that he’s your son is very important to him.”
Dare nodded. It was important to him as well. He slumped down on his back beside her and looked up at the stars. “I think I have an idea.”
“What?”
“The brothers and I, along with Jamal, had planned on going to the cabin in the North Carolina mountains to go fishing. AJ knows about it since he heard us planning the trip, so he won’t think anything about it. What if I invite him to come along?”
Shelly raised a brow. “Why would you want to take AJ with you guys? I’d think the six of you had planned it as a sort of guys’ weekend, right?”
“Right. But I remember AJ mentioning to Thorn that he’d never gone fishing before, and I know that Thorn came close to inviting him. The only reason he didn’t was because he knew we would he playing poker in addition to fishing and Storm’s mouth can get rather filthy when he starts losing.”
Shelly nodded. “But how will this help your situation with AJ? The two of you still won’t have any privacy.”
“Yes, we will if the others don’t come. After AJ and I arrive, the others can come up with an excuse as to why they couldn’t make it.”
Shelly raised a doubtful brow. “All five of them?”
“Yes. It has to be a believable reason for all of them though, otherwise AJ will suspect something.”
Shelly had to agree. “And while you and AJ are there alone for those three days, you think he’ll open up to you?”
Dare sighed deeply. “I’m hoping that he will. At least I’m giving him the opportunity to do so.” He met Shelly’s stare. “What do you think?”
Shelly shrugged. “I don’t know, Dare. It might be just the thing, but I don’t want you to get your hopes up and be disappointed. I know for a fact that AJ wants you to know the truth, but I also know that for him the timing has to be perfect.”
Dare nodded as he pulled her into his arms. “Then I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure that it is.”







Thirteen 
D are hung up the phone and met AJ’s expectant gaze.
“That was Chase. One of his waitresses called in sick. He’ll have to pitch in for the weekend and won’t be able to make it.”
He saw the disappointment cloud AJ’s eyes. So far since arriving at the cabin they had received no-show calls from everyone except Thorn, and he expected Thorn to call any minute.
“Does that mean we have to cancel this weekend?” AJ asked in such a disappointed voice that a part of Dare felt like a heel. “Not unless you want to. There’s still a possibility that Thorn might show.”
Although he’d said the words, Dare knew they weren’t true. His brothers and Jamal had understood his need to be alone with AJ this weekend and had agreed to bow out of the picture and plan something else to do.
When AJ didn’t say anything, Dare said. “You know what I think we should do?”
AJ lifted a brow. “What?”
“Enjoy the three days anyway. I’ve been looking forward to a few days of rest and relaxation, and I’m sure you’re glad to have an extra day out of school as well, right?”
AJ nodded. “Right.”
“Then I say that we make the most of it. I can teach you how to fish in the morning and, tomorrow night we can camp outside. Have you ever gone camping?”
“No.”
Dare sadly shook his head at the thought. When they were kids his father had occasionally taken him and his brothers camping for the weekend just to get them out of their mother’s hair for a while. “We can still do all the things that we’d planned to do anyway. How’s that?”
AJ was clearly surprised. “You’ll want to stay here with just me?”
A lump formed in Dare’s throat at the hope he heard in his son’s voice. He swallowed deeply. If only you knew how much I want to stay here with just you, he thought. “Yes,” he answered. “I guess I should be asking you if you’re sure that you want to stay here with just me.”
AJ smiled. “Yes, I want to stay.”
Dare returned that smile. “Good. Then come on. Let’s get the rest of the things out of the truck.”

The next morning Dare got up bright and early and stood on the porch enjoying a cup of coffee. AJ was still asleep, which was fine, since the two of them had stayed up late the night before. Thorn had finally called to say he couldn’t make it due to a deadline he had to meet for a bike he had to deliver. So it was final that it would only be the two of them.
After loading up the supplies in the kitchen after Thorn’s call, they’d gathered wood for a fire. Nights in the mountains meant wood for the fireplace and they had gathered enough to last all three days. Then, while he left AJ with the task of stacking the wood, Dare had gone into the kitchen to prepare chili and sandwiches for their dinner.
They hadn’t said much over their meal, but AJ’d really started talking while they washed dishes. He’d told him about the friends he had left behind in California, and how he had written to them. They hadn’t written back. He’d also talked about his grandparents, the Brockmans, and how he had planned to spend Christmas with them.
Now, Dare glanced around, deciding he really liked this place. It had once been jointly owned by one of their cousins and a friend of his, but Jamal had talked the two men into selling it to him and had then presented it to Delaney as one of her wedding gifts. It was at this cabin that Delaney and Jamal had met. While she was out of the country, Delaney had graciously given her brothers unlimited use of it, and all five had enjoyed getting away and spending time together here every once in a while.
Dare turned when he heard a noise behind him and smiled. “Good morning, AJ.”
AJ wiped sleep from his eyes. “Good morning. You’re up early.”
Dare laughed. “This is the best time to catch fish.”
AJ’s eyes widened. “Then I’ll be ready to go in a second.” He rushed back into the house.
Dare chuckled and hoped his son remembered not only to get dressed but to wash his face and brush his teeth. He inhaled deeply, definitely taking a liking to this father business.

Dare smiled as he looked at the sink filled with fish. AJ had been an ace with the fishing pole and had caught just as many fish as he had. He began rolling up his sleeves to start cleaning them. They would enjoy some for dinner today and tomorrow and what was left they would take home with them and split between his mother and Shelly. Maybe he could talk Shelly into having a fish fry and inviting the family over.
His gaze softened as he thought how easy it was to want to include Shelly in his daily activities. He suppressed a groan thinking of all their nighttime activities and smiled as it occurred to him they had yet to make love in a bed. He had to think of a way to get her over to his place for the entire night. Sneaking off to make love in her backyard under the stars had started off being romantic, but now he wanted more than romance, he wanted permanence…forever. He wanted them to talk and plan their future, and he wanted her to know just how greatly she had enriched his life since she had returned.
He shifted his thoughts to AJ. So far they’d been together over twenty-four hours and he hadn’t brought up the topic of their relationship. They had spent a quiet, leisurely day at the lake talking mostly about school and the Williams sisters. It seemed his son had a crush on the two tennis players in a big way, especially Serena Williams. Dare was glad he’d let Chase talk him into taking tennis lessons with him last summer; at least he knew a little something about the game and had been able to contribute to AJ’s conversation.
Dare sighed, anxious to get things out in the open with AJ, but as Shelly had said, AJ would have to be the one to bring it up. He glanced over his shoulder when he heard his son enter the kitchen. He had been outside putting away their fishing gear.
“You did a good job today with that fishing rod, AJ,” Dare said smiling over his shoulder. “I can’t wait to tell Stone. The rod and reel you used belongs to him. He swears only a Westmoreland can have that kind of luck with it,” he added absently.
“Then that explains things.”
Dare turned around. “That explains what?”
“That explains why I did so good today—I am a Westmoreland.”
Dare’s breath caught and he swallowed deeply. He leaned back against the sink and stared at AJ long and hard, waiting for him to stop studying his sneakers and look at him. Moments later, AJ finally lifted his head and met his gaze.
“And how are you a Westmoreland, AJ?” Dare asked quietly, already knowing the answer but desperately wanting to hear his son say it anyway.
AJ cleared this throat. “I—I really don’t know how to tell you this, but I have to tell you. And I have to first say that my mom wanted to tell you sooner, but I asked her not to, so it’s not her fault so please don’t be mad at her about it. You have to promise that you won’t be mad at my mom.”
Dare nodded. At that moment he would promise almost anything. “All right. I won’t be mad at your mom. Now tell me what you meant about being a Westmoreland.”
AJ put his hands into his pockets. “You may want to sit down for this.”
Dare watched AJ’s face and noticed how nervous he’d become. He didn’t want to make him any more nervous than he already was, so he sat at the kitchen table. “Now tell me,” he coaxed gently.
AJ hesitated, then met Dare’s gaze, and said. “Although my last name is Brockman, I’m really a Westmoreland…because I’m your son.”
Dare’s breath got lodged in his throat. He blinked. Of course, the news AJ was delivering to him didn’t surprise him, but the uncertainty and the caution he saw in his son’s gaze did. Shelly had been right. AJ wasn’t sure if he would accept him as his son, and Dare knew he had to tread lightly here.
“You’re my son?” He asked quietly, as if for clarification.
“Yes. That’s why I’m ten and that’s why we have the same name.” He looked down at his sneakers again as he added, “And that’s why I look like you a little, although you haven’t seem to notice but I’ll understand if you don’t want me.”
Dare stood. He slowly crossed the room to AJ and placed what he hoped was a comforting hand, a reassuring hand, a loving hand on his shoulder. AJ looked up and met his gaze, and Dare knew he had to do everything within his power to make his son believe that he wanted him and that he loved him.
Choosing his words carefully and speaking straight from his heart and his soul, he said, “Whether you know it or not, you have just said words that have made me the happiest man in the entire world. The very thought that Shelly gave me a son fills me with such joy that it’s overwhelming.”
AJ searched his father’s gaze. “Does that mean you want me?”
Dare chuckled, beside himself in happiness. “That means that not only do I want you, but I intend to keep you, and now that you’re in my life I don’t ever intend to let you out of it.”
A huge smile crept over AJ’s features. “Really?”
“Yes, really.”
“And will my name get changed to Westmoreland?”
Dare smiled. “Do you want your name changed to Westmoreland?”
AJ nodded his head excitedly. “Yes, I’d like that.”
“And I’d like that too. We’ll discuss it with your mother and see what her feelings are on the matter, all right?”
“All right.”
They stared at each other as the reality of what had taken place revolved around them. Then AJ asked quietly, “And may I call you Dad?”
Dare’s chest tightened, his throat thickened and he became filled with emotions to overpowering capacity. He knew he would remember this moment for as long as he lived. What AJ was asking, and so soon, was more than he could ever have hoped for. He had prayed for this. A smile dusted across his face as parental pride and all the love he felt for the child standing in front of him poured forth.
“Yes, you can call me Dad,” he said, as he reached out and pulled his son to him, needing the contact of father to son, parent to offspring, Westmoreland to Westmoreland. They shared a hug of acceptance, affirmation and acknowledgement as Dare fought back the tears in his eyes. “I’d be honored for you to call me that,” he said in a strained voice.
Moments later, Dare sighed, thinking his mission should have been completed, but it wasn’t. Now that he had his son, he realized more than ever just how much he wanted, loved and needed his son’s mother. His mission wouldn’t be accomplished until he had her permanently in his life as well.

Later that night Dare placed calls to his parents and siblings and told them the good news. They took turns talking with AJ, each welcoming him to the family. After dinner Dare and AJ had talked while they cleaned up the kitchen. Already plans were made for them to return to the cabin in a few months, and Dare suggested that they invite Shelly to come with them.
“She won’t come,” AJ said, drying the dish his father had handed him.
Dare raised a brow. “Why wouldn’t she?”
“Because she’s not going to be your girlfriend,” he said softly. “Although now I wish that she would.”
Dare turned and folded his arms across his chest and looked at his son. “And what makes you think your mother won’t be my girlfriend, AJ?” he asked, although the title of wife was more in line with what he was aiming for.
“She told me,” he said wryly. “That same night we had a cookout at Grandma and Grandpa Westmoreland’s house. “After we got home we talked for a long time, and I told her that I had come close to telling you that night that I was your son. I asked if the three of us would be a family after I told you and she said no.”
Dare remembered that night well. Shelly had been late coming to the backyard and had mentioned she and AJ had had a long talk. He sighed deeply as he tilted his head to the side to think about what AJ had said, then asked. “Did she happen to say why?”
AJ shook his head. “Yes. She said that although the two of you had been in love when you made me, that now you weren’t in love anymore and were just friends. She also said that chances were that one day you would marry someone nice and I’d have a second mother who would treat me like her son.”
Dare frowned. He and Shelly not being in love was a crock. How could she fix her lips to say such a thing, let along think it? And what gave her the right to try and marry him off to some other woman? Didn’t she know how he felt about her? That he loved her?
Then it suddenly hit him, right in the gut that, no, Shelly had no idea how he felt, because at no time had he told her. For the past month they had spent most of their time alone together, at night in her backyard under the stars making love. Did she think all they’d been doing was having sex? But then why would she think otherwise? He sucked in a breath, thinking that he sure had missed the mark.
“Is that true, Dad? Will you marry someone else and give me a second mother?”
Dare shook his head. “No, son. Your mother is the only mother you’ll have, and she’s the only woman I ever plan to marry.”
Mimicking his father, AJ placed his arms across his chest and leaned against the sink. “Well, I don’t think she knows that.”
Dare smiled. “Then I guess I’m just the person to convince her.” He leaned closer to his son and with a conspiratorial tone, he said. “Listen up. I have a plan.”







Fourteen 
T he first thing Shelly noticed as she entered the subdivision where Dare’s home was located was that all the houses were stately and huge and sat on beautiful acreages. This was a newly developed section of town that had several shopping outlets and grocery stores. She could vividly remember it being a thickly wooded area when she had left town ten years ago.
She glanced at her watch. Dare had called and said that he and AJ had decided to return a day early and asked that she come over to his place and pick up AJ because Dare needed to stay at home and wait for the arrival of some important package. All of it sounded rather secretive, and the only thing she could come up with was that it pertained to some police business.
After reading the number posted on the front of the mailbox, she knew the regal-looking house that sat on a hill with a long, circular driveway belonged to Dare. She and Delaney had spent the day shopping yesterday and one of the things Delaney had mentioned was that Dare had banked most of his salary while working as a federal agent, and when he moved back home he had built a beautiful home.
Moments later, after parking her car Shelly strolled up the walkway and rang the doorbell. It didn’t take long for Dare to answer.
“Hi, Shelly.”
“Hi, Dare.” Her heart began beating rapidly, thinking she would never tire of seeing him dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a chambray shirt. As she met his gaze, she thought that she had definitely missed him during the two days he and AJ had gone to North Carolina.
“Come on in,” he invited, stepping aside.
“Thanks.” She glanced around Dare’s home when he closed the door behind her. Nice, she thought. The layout was open and she couldn’t help noticing how chic and expensive everything looked. “Your home is beautiful, Dare.”
“Thanks, and I’m glad you like it.”
Shelly saw that he was leaning against the closed door staring at her. She cleared her throat. “You mentioned AJ finally got around to admitting that you’re his father.”
Dare shook his head. “Yes.”
Shelly nodded. “I’m happy about that, Dare. I know how much you wanted that to happen.”
“Yes, I did.”
A long silence followed, and, with nothing else to say, Shelly cleared her throat again, suddenly feeling nervous in Dare’s presence, mainly because he was still leaning against the door staring at her with those dark penetrating eyes of his. Breaking eye contact, she glanced at her watch and decided to end the silence. “Speaking of AJ, where is he?”
Dare didn’t say anything for a moment, then he spoke. “He isn’t here.”
Shelly raised a brow. “Oh? Where is he?”
“Over at my parents. They dropped by and asked if he could visit with them for a while. I didn’t think you would mind, so I told them he could.”
Shelly nodded. “Of course I don’t mind.” After a few minutes she cleared her throat for the third time and said, “Well, I’m sure you have things to do so I’ll—”
“No, I don’t have anything to do, since the important package I was waiting for arrived already.”
“Oh.”
“In fact, I was hoping that you and I could take in a movie and have dinner later.”
Her dark gaze sank into his. “Dinner? A movie?”
“Yes, and you don’t have to worry about AJ. He’ll be in good hands.”
With a slight shrug, she said. “I know that, Dare. Your parents are the greatest.”
Dare smiled. “Well, right now they think their oldest grandson is the greatest. Now that the secret is out, you should have seen my mom. She can’t wait to go around bragging to everyone about him since it’s safe to do so.”
Shelly’s stomach tightened. Now that the secret was out, things would be changing…especially her relationship with Dare. He wouldn’t have to pretend interest in her any longer. Even now, she knew that probably the only reason he was inviting her to the movies and to dinner was out of kindness.
“Well, what about the movies and dinner?” Dare asked, reclaiming her attention.
She met his gaze. This would probably be the last time they would be together, at least out in public. There was no doubt in her mind that until they got their sexual needs under control they would still find the time to see each other at night in private.
“Yes, Dare. I’ll go out to the movies and to dinner with you.”

“Thanks for going out with me tonight, Shelly.”
“Thanks for inviting me, Dare. I really enjoyed myself.” And she had. They had seen a comedy featuring Eddie Murphy at the Magic Johnson Movie Theater near the Greenbriar Mall. Afterwards, they had gone to a restaurant that had served the best-tasting seafood she’d ever eaten. Now they were walking around the huge shopping mall that brought back memories of when they had dated all those years ago and had spent a lot of their time there on the weekends.
Dare claimed the reason he was in no hurry to end their evening was because he wanted to give his parents and siblings a chance to bond with AJ, and he thought the stroll through Greenbriar Mall would kill some time.
“How do you like the type of work you’re doing now, working outside the hospital versus working inside?”
This was the first time he had ever asked her anything about her job since she’d moved back. “It took some getting used to, but I’m enjoying it. I get to meet a lot of nice people and because of the hours I work, I’m home with AJ more.”
Dare nodded. “I never did tell you why I stopped being an agent for the Bureau, did I?”
Shelly shook her head. “No, you didn’t.”
Dare nodded again. He then told her all the things he had liked about working for the FBI and those things he had begun to dislike. Finally he told her the reason he had returned home.
“And do you like what you’re doing now, Dare?” she couldn’t help but ask him, since she of all people knew what a career with the FBI had meant to him.
“Yes, I like what I’m doing now. I feel I’m making more of a difference here than I was making with the Bureau. It’s like I’m giving back to a community that gave so much to my brothers and me while we were growing up. It’s a good feeling to live in a place where you have history.”
Shelly had to agree. She enjoyed being back home and couldn’t bear the thought of ever leaving again. Although she had lived in L.A. for ten years, deep down she had never considered it as her home.
She sighed and glanced down at her watch. “It’s getting late. Don’t you think it’s time for us to pickup AJ? I don’t want him to wear out his welcome with your folks.”
Dare laughed, and the sound sent sensations up Shelly’s body, making her shiver slightly. He thought she had shivered for a totally different reason and placed his arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer to him for warmth. “He’ll never be able to wear out his welcome with my family, Shelly. Come on, let’s go collect our son.”

Three weeks later, Shelly sat outside alone on her porch swing as it slowly rocked back and forth. It was the third week in October and the night air was cool. She had put on a sweater, but the stars and the full moon were so beautiful she couldn’t resist sitting and appreciating them both. Besides, she needed to think.
Ever since that night Dare had taken her to a movie and to dinner, he had come by every evening to spend time with AJ. But AJ wasn’t the only person he made sure he spent time with. Over the past few weeks he had often asked her out, either to a movie, dinner or both. Then there was the time he had asked her to go with him to the wedding of one of his deputies.
She sighed deeply. Each time she had tried putting distance between them, he would succeed in erasing the distance. Then there were the flowers he continued to send each week. When she had asked him why he was still sending them, he had merely smiled and said because he enjoyed doing so. And she had to admit that she enjoyed receiving them. But still, she didn’t want to put too much stock in Dare’s actions and continued to see what he was doing as merely an act of kindness on his part. It was evident that he wanted them to get along and establish some sort of friendly relationship for AJ’s sake.
The other thing that confused her was the fact that he no longer sought her out at night. Their late-night rendezvous in her backyard had abruptly come to an end the night Dare had taken her on their first date. He had offered her no explanation as to why he no longer came by late at night, and she had too much pride to ask him.
He came by each afternoon around dinnertime and she would invite him to stay, so she still saw him constantly. And at night, after AJ went to bed, he would sit outside on the porch swing with her and talk about how her day had gone, and she would ask him about his. Their talks had become a nightly routine, and she had to admit that she rather enjoyed them.
She shifted her thoughts to AJ. He was simply basking in the love that his father and the entire Westmoreland family were giving him. Dare had been right when he’d said all AJ had needed was to feel that he belonged. Each time she saw her son in one of his happy moods, she knew that he was glad as well as proud to be a part of the Westmoreland clan, and that she had made the right decision to return to College Park.
She stood, deciding to go inside and get ready for bed. Dare had left immediately after dinner saying he had to go to the station and finish up a report he was working on. As usual, before he left he had kissed her deeply, but otherwise he had kept his hands to himself. However, whenever he pulled her into his arms, she knew he wanted her. His erection was always a sure indicator of that fact. But she knew he was fighting his desire for her, which made things confusing, because she didn’t understand why.
As she got ready for bed she continued to wonder what was going on with Dare. Why had he ended all sexual ties between them? Had he assumed she thought things were more serious between them than they really were because of their nightly meetings in her backyard?
As she closed her eyes she knew that if reality could not find her in his arms making love, that she would be there with him in the dreams she knew she would have that night.

Shelly smiled at Ms. Mamie. The older woman had broken her ankle two weeks ago and Shelly had been assigned as her home healthcare nurse. “I thought we had talked about you staying off your foot for a while, Ms. Mamie.”
Ms. Mamie smiled. “I tried, but it isn’t easy when I have so much to do.”
Shelly shook her head. “Well, your ankle will heal a lot quicker if you follow my instructions,” she said, rewrapping the woman’s leg. She made it a point to check on Ms. Mamie at least twice a week, and she enjoyed her visits. Even with only one good leg, the older woman still managed to get around in her kitchen and always had fresh cookies baked when Shelly arrived.
“So, how are things going with you and the sheriff?”
Shelly looked up. “Excuse me?”
“You and the sheriff. How are the two of you doing? Everyone is talking about it.”
Shelly frowned, not understanding. “They are talking about Dare and AJ or about me and Dare?”
“They are talking about you and Dare. Dare and AJ is old news. Everyone knew that boy was Dare’s son even if Dare was a little slow in coming around and realizing that fact Shelly’s mind immediately took in what Ms. Mamie had said. She’d had no idea that she and Dare were now the focus of the towns peoples’ attention. “Why are people talking about me and Dare?”
“Because everyone knows how hard he’s trying to woo you.”
Shelly stilled in her task and looked at Ms. Mamie. She couldn’t help but grin at something so ridiculous. “Why would people think Dare is trying to woo me?”
“Because he is, dear.”
The grin was immediately wiped from Shelly’s face. Woo her? Dare? She shook her head. “I think you’re mistaken.”
“No, I’m not,” Ms. Mamie answered matter-of-factly. “In fact, me and the ladies in my sewing club are taking bets.”
Shelly raised a brow. “Bets?”
“Yes, bets as to whether or not you’re going to give him a second chance. All of us know how much he hurt you before.”
Shelly’s head started spinning. “But I still don’t understand why you all would think he was wooing me.”
Ms. Mamie smiled. “Because it’s obvious, Shelly. Luanne tells us each time he sends you flowers, which I understand is once, sometimes twice a week. Then, according to Clara, who lives across the street from you, he comes to dinner every evening and he takes you out on a date occasionally.” The woman’s smile widened. “Clara also mentioned that he’s protecting your reputation by leaving your house at a reasonable time every night so he won’t give the neighbors something to talk about.”
Shelly shook her head. “But none of that means anything.”
Ms. Mamie gently patted her hand. “That’s where you’re wrong, Shelly. It means everything, especially for a man like Dare. The ladies and I have watched him over the years ignore one woman after another, women who threw themselves at him. He never got serious about any of them. When you came back things were different. Anyone with eyes can see that he is smitten with you. That boy has always loved you, and I’ll be the first to say he made a mistake ten years ago, but I feel good knowing he’s trying real hard to win you back.” She then grinned conspiratorially. “It even makes me feel good knowing that you’re making it hard for him.
Making it hard for him? She hadn’t even picked up on the fact that he was trying to win her back. Shelly opened her mouth to say something, then closed it, deciding that she needed to think about what Ms. Mamie had said. Was it true? Was Dare actually wooing her?
That question was still on her mind half an hour later when she pulled out of Ms. Mamie’s driveway. She sighed deeply. The only person who could answer that question was Dare, and she decided it was time that he did.

Thunder rumbled in the distance as Dare placed a lid on the pot of chili he’d just made. He had tried keeping himself busy that afternoon since thoughts of Shelly weighed so heavily on his mind.
He knew one of the main reasons for this was that AJ would be spending the weekend with Morris and Cornelius, which meant Shelly would be home all alone, and Shelly all alone was too much of a temptation to think about. He sighed deeply, wondering just how much longer he could hold out in his plan to prove to her that what was between them was more than sex and that he cared deeply for her. For the past three weeks he had been the ardent suitor as he tried easing his way back into her heart. The only thing about it was that he wasn’t sure whether his plan was working and exactly where he stood with her.
He paused in what he was doing when he heard his doorbell ring and wondered which of his brothers had decided to pay him a visit. It would be just like them to show up in time for dinner. Leaving the kitchen, he made his way through the living room to open the front door. His chest tightened with emotion when he looked through his peephole and saw that it wasn’t one of his brothers standing outside on his porch, but Shelly.
He quickly opened the door and recognized her nervousness. A man in his profession was trained to detect when someone was fidgety or uneasy about something. “Shelly,” he greeted her, wondering what had brought her to his place.
“Dare,” she said returning the greeting in what he considered a slightly skittish voice. “May I come in and talk to you about something?”
He nodded and said, “Sure thing,” before stepping aside to let her enter.
His gaze skimmed over her as she passed him, and he thought there was no way a woman could look better than this, dressed in a something as simple as a pullover V-neck sweater and a long flowing skirt; especially if that skirt appeared to have been tailor-made just for her body. It flowed easily and fluidly down all her womanly curves.
He locked the door and turned to find her standing in the middle of his foyer as though she belonged in his house, every day and every night. “We can go into the living room if you like,” he said trying not to let it show just how much he had missed being alone with her.
“All right.”
He led her toward the living room and asked, “Are you hungry? I just finished making a pot of chili.”
“No, thanks, I’m not hungry.”
“What about thirsty? Would you like something to drink?”
She smiled at him. “No, I don’t want anything to drink. I’m fine.”
He nodded. Yes, she was definitely fine. He didn’t know another woman with a body quite like hers, and the memories of being inside that body made his hands feel damp. The room suddenly felt warmer than it should be.
He inhaled as he watched her take a seat on the sofa. He, in turn, took the chair across from her. Once she had gotten settled, he asked. “What is it you want to talk to me about, Shelly? Is something wrong with AJ?”
She shook her head. “Oh, no, everything with AJ is fine. I dropped him off at the Sears’s house. I think he’s excited about spending the weekend.”
Dare nodded. He thought AJ was excited about spending the weekend as well. “If it’s not about AJ then what do you want to talk about?”
His gaze held hers, and she hesitated only a moment before responding. “I paid a visit to Ms. Mamie today to check on her ankle. I’ll be her home healthcare nurse for a while.”
Dare nodded again, thinking there had to be more to her visit than to tell him that. “And?”
She hesitated again. “And she mentioned something that I found unbelievable, but I was concerned since it seems that a lot of the older women in this town think it’s true.”
He searched her features and detected more nervousness than before. “What do they think is true?”
Dare became concerned when seconds passed and Shelly didn’t answer. Instead, she moved her gaze away from his to focus on some object on his coffee table. He frowned slightly. There had never been a time that Shelly had felt the need to be shy in his presence, so why was she now?
Standing, he crossed the room to sit next to her on the sofa. “All right, Shelly, what’s this about? What do Ms. Mamie and her senior citizens’ club think is true?”
Shelly swallowed deeply and took note of how close Dare was sitting next to her. Every time she took a breath she inhaled his hot male scent, a scent she had grown used to and one she would never tire of.
She breathed in and decided to come clean. Making light of the situation would probably make it easier, she thought, especially if he decided to laugh at something so absurd. She smiled slightly. “For some reason they think you’re trying to woo me.”
His gaze didn’t flicker, but remained steadily on her face when he asked. “Woo you?”
She nodded. “Yes, you know—pursue me, court me.”
Sitting so close to her, Dare could feel her tension. He also felt her uncertainty. “In other words,” he said softly, “they think I’m trying to win you over, find favor in your eyes, in your heart and in your mind and break down your resistance.”
Shelly nodded, although she didn’t think Dare needed to break down her resistance since he had successfully done that a month or so ago. “Yes, that’s it. That’s what they believe. Isn’t that silly?”
Dare shifted his position and draped his arms across the back of the sofa. He met Shelly’s gaze, suddenly feeling hungry and greedy with an appetite that only she could appease. He studied her face for a little while longer, then calmly replied. “No, I don’t think there’s anything silly about it, Shelly. In fact, their assumptions are right on target.”
She blinked once, twice, as the meaning of his words sank in. He watched as her eyebrows raised about as high as they could go, and then she said, “But why?”
Keeping his gaze fixed on hers, he asked. “Why what?”
“Why would you waste your time doing something like that?”
Dare drew in a deep breath. “Mainly because I don’t consider it a waste of my time, Shelly. Other than winning my son’s love and respect, winning your heart back is the most important thing I’ve ever had to do.”
Shelly swallowed, and for the first time in weeks she felt a bubble of hope grow inside her. Her heart began beating rapidly against her ribs. Was Dare saying what she thought he was saying? There was only one way to find out. “Tell me why, Dare.”
He leaned farther back against the sofa and smiled. His smile was so sexy, so enticing, and so downright seductive that it almost took her breath away. “Because I wanted to prove to you that I knew the difference between having sex and making love. And I had the feeling that you were beginning to think I didn’t know the difference, and that all those times we spent in your backyard on that blanket were about sex and had nothing to do with emotions. But emotions were what it was all about, Shelly, each and every time I took you into my arms those nights. I have never just had sex with you in my life. There has never been a time that I didn’t make love to you. For us there will always be a difference.”
Tears misted Shelly’s eyes. He was so absolutely right. For them there would always be a difference. She had tried convincing herself that there wasn’t a difference and that each time they made love it was about satisfying hormones and nothing more. But she’d only been fooling herself. She loved Dare. She had always loved him and would always love him.
“AJ made me realize what you might have been thinking when we spent time at the cabin together,” Dare said, interrupting Shelly’s thoughts.
“He told me what you had said about the possibility of me getting married one day, and I knew then what you must have been thinking to assume that you and AJ and I would never be a family.”
Shelly nodded. “But we will be a family?” she asked quietly, wanting to reach out and touch Dare, just to make sure this entire episode was real and that she wasn’t dreaming any of it.
“Yes, we will be a family, Shelly. I made a mistake ten years ago by letting you go, but I won’t make the same mistake twice. I love you and I intend to spend the remainder of my days proving just how much.” Sitting forward, his smile was tender and filled with warmth and love when he added. “That is, if you trust me enough to give me another chance.”
Shelly reached out and cupped his jaw with her hands. She met the gaze of the man she had always loved and who would forever have her heart. “Are you sure that is what you want, Dare?”
“Yes, I haven’t been more sure of anything in my life, Shelly, so make me the happiest man in the world. I love you. I always have and always will, and more than anything, I want you for my wife. Will you marry me?”
“Oh, Dare, I love you, too, and yes, I will marry you.” She automatically went into his arms when he leaned forward and kissed her. His kiss started off gentle, but soon it began stoking a gnawing hunger that was seeping through both of their bodies and became hard and demanding. And then suddenly Dare broke the kiss as he stood and Shelly found herself lifted off the sofa and cradled close to his body.
While she slowly ran her lips along his jaw, the corners of his mouth and his neck, he took the stairs two at a time, his breath ragged, as he carried her to his bedroom. Once there, he placed her in the middle of his bed and began removing his shirt. Her mouth began watering as he exposed a hard-muscled chest. All the other times since she’d been back they had made love in the dark, and although she had felt his chest she hadn’t actually seen it. At least not like this. It was daylight and she was seeing it all, the thatch of hair that covered his chest then tapered down into a thin line as it trailed lower to his…
She swallowed and realized that his hand had moved to the snap on his jeans. He slowly began taking them off. She swallowed again. Seeing him like this, in the light, a more mature and older Dare, made her see just how much his body had changed, just how much more physical, masculine and totally male he was.
And just how much she appreciated being the woman he wanted.
She watched as he reached into the nightstand next to the bed to retrieve a condom packet, and how he took the time to prepare himself to keep her safe. With that task done, he lifted his gaze and met hers. “I’d like other children, Shelly.”
She smiled and said, “So would I, and I know for a fact that AJ doesn’t like being an only child, so he would welcome a sister or brother as well.”
Dare nodded, remembering the question AJ had asked about whether he wanted other children. He was glad to hear AJ would welcome the idea. Dare walked the few steps back over to the bed and, leaning down, he began removing every stitch of clothing from Shelly’s body, almost unable to handle the rush of desire when he saw her exposed skin.
“You’re beautiful, Shelly,” he whispered breathless, smiling down at her when he had finished undressing her and she lay before him completely naked.
She returned his smile, glowing with his compliment. As he joined her in bed and took her into his arms, she knew that this was where she had always been meant to be.
Shelly felt the heat of desire warm her throat the moment Dare joined his mouth to hers, and all the love she had for him seeped through every part of her body as his kiss issued a promise she knew he would fulfill.
They hadn’t made love in over a month so she wasn’t surprised or shocked by the powerful emotions surging through her that only intensified with Dare’s kiss. He wasn’t just kissing her, he was using his tongue to stroke a need, deliver a promise and strip away any doubt that it was meant for them to be together.
Dare dragged his mouth from hers, his breath hard, shaky and harsh. “I need you now, baby,” he said, reaching down and checking her readiness and finding her hot and wet. He settled his body over hers as fire licked through his veins, love flowed from his heart and a need to be joined with her drove everything within him.
He inhaled sharply as the tip of his erection pressed her wet and swollen flesh and it seemed that every part of his being was focussed there, and when she opened legs wider for him, arched her back, pushed her hips up and sank her nails deep in his shoulder blades, he couldn’t help but groan and surge forward. The sensation of him filling her to the hilt only made him that much more hungrier, greedy. And she was there with him all the way.
He thrust into her again and again, each stroke more hard and determined than the one before; the need to mate life staining, elemental, a necessity. And when he felt her thighs begin to quiver with the impact of her release, he followed her, right over the edge into oblivion. This woman who had given him a little Dare, who gave him more love than he rightly deserved would have his heart forever.

A shiver of awareness course down the length of Shelly’s spine when Dare placed several kisses there. She opened her eyes and met his warm gaze.
“Do you know this is the first time we’ve made love in a bed since you’ve been back,” he said huskily, as an amused smile touched his lips.
She tipped her head to the side and smiled. “Is that good or bad?”
His long fingers reached out and begin skimming a path from her waist toward the center of her legs. “It’s better.” He leaned down and placed a kiss on her lips. “Stay with me tonight.”
The heat shimmering in his eyes made her body feverish. With AJ spending the weekend away there was no problem with her staying with him. “Umm, what do I get if I stay?” She closed her eyes and sighed when his fingers touched her, caressed her, intent on a mission to drive her insane.
“Do you have to ask?” he rasped, his voice low and teasing against her lips.
“No, I don’t,” she replied in breathless anticipation.
She trembled as Dare began inflaming her body the same way he had inflamed her heart. They had endured a lot, but through it all their love had survived and for the first time since returning to College Park, she felt she had finally come home.







Epilogue 
A month later

S helly couldn’t help but notice the frown on the Dare’s face. It was a frown directed at Storm, who had just kissed her on the lips.
“I thought I warned you about doing that, Storm,” Dare said in a very irritated tone of voice.
“But I can get away with it today because she’s the bride and any well-wisher can kiss a bride on her wedding day.”
Dare raised a brow. “Are you also willing to kiss the groom?”
Now it was Storm who frowned. “Kiss you? Hell no!”
Dare smiled. “Then I suggest you keep your lips off the bride,” he said, bringing Shelly closer to his side. “And there’s enough single women here for you to kiss so go try your lips on someone else.”
Storm chuckled. “The only other woman I’d want to kiss is Tara and I’m not crazy enough to try it. You’re all talk, but Thorn really would kill me.”
Shelly chuckled at Storm’s comment as her gaze went to the woman the brothers had labeled Thorn’s challenge, Tara Matthews. She was standing across the room talking to Delaney. Shelly thought that Tara was strikingly beautiful in an awe-inspiring, simply breathtaking way, and she couldn’t help noticing that most of the men at the reception, both young and old, were finding it hard to keep their eyes off her. Every man except for Thorn. He was merely standing alone on the other side of the room looking bored.
“How can the two of you think that Thorn is interested in Tara when he hasn’t said anything to her at all, other than giving her a courtesy nod? And he’s not paying her any attention.”
Dare chuckled. “Oh, don’t let that nonchalant look fool you. He’s paying her plenty of attention, right down to her painted toenails. He’s just doing a good job of pretending not to.”
“Yeah,” Storm chimed in, grinning. “And he’s been brooding ever since Delaney mentioned at breakfast this morning that Tara is moving to Atlanta to finish up her residency at a hospital here. The fact that she’ll be in such close proximity has Thorn sweating. The heat is on and he doesn’t like it at all.”

A short while later Dare and Shelly had a talk with their son. “It’s almost time for us to leave for our cruise, AJ. We want you on your best behavior with Grandma and Grandpa Westmoreland.”
“All right.” AJ looked at his father with bright eyes. “Dad, Uncle Chase and Uncle Storm said all of us are going fishing when you get back.”
Dare smiled. He had news for his brothers. If they thought for one minute that he would prefer spending a weekend with them rather than somewhere in bed with his wife, they had another thought coming. “Oh, they did, did they?”
“Yes.”
He nodded as he glanced over at his brothers who were talking to Tara—all of them except for Thorn. He also noted the Westmoreland cousins—brothers Jared, Durango, Spencer, Ian and Reggie—were standing in the group as well. The only one missing was Quade, and because of his covert activities for the government, there was no telling where that particular Westmoreland was or what he was doing at any given moment. “We’ll talk about it when I get back,” Dare said absently to AJ, wondering at the same time just where Thorn had gone off to. Although he didn’t see him, he would bet any amount of money that he was somewhere close by with his eyes on Tara.
Dare shrugged. He was glad Tara was Thorn’s challenge and not his. He then returned his full attention to his son. “When school is out for the holidays, your mom and I are thinking about taking you to Disney World.”
“Wow!”
Dare chuckled. “I take it you’d like that?”
“Yes, I’d love it. I’ve been to Disneyland before but not Disney World and I’ve been wanting to go there.”
“Good.” Dare pulled Shelly into his arms after checking his watch. It was time for them to leave for the airport. They would be flying to Miami to board the cruise ship to St. Thomas. “And keep an eye on your uncles, AJ, while I’m gone. They have a tendency to get a little rowdy when I’m not here to keep them in line.”
AJ laughed. “Sure, Dad.”
Dare clutched AJ’s shoulder and pulled him closer. “Thanks. I knew that I could count on you.”
He breathed in deeply as he gathered his family close. With Shelly on one side and AJ on the other, he felt intensely happy on this day, his wedding day, and hoped that each of his brothers and cousins would one day find this same happiness. It was well worth all the time and effort he had put into it.
When he met Shelly’s gaze one side of his mouth tilted into a hopelessly I-love-you-so much smile, and the one she returned said likewise. And Dare knew in his heart that he was very happy man.
His mission had been accomplished. He had won the hearts of his son and of the woman that he loved.
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Prologue T he son Dare Westmoreland didn’t know he had, needed him. Shelly Brockman knew that admission was long overdue as she stood in the living room of the house that had been her childhood home. The last box had been carried in and now the task of unpacking awaited her. Even with everything she faced, she felt good about being back in a place that filled her with many fond memories. Her thoughts were cut short with the slamming of the front door. She turned and met her son’s angry expression. “I’m going to hate it here!” He all but screamed at the top of his lungs. “I want to go back to Los Angeles! No matter what you say, this will never be my home!” Shelly winced at his words and watched as he threw down the last bag filled with his belongings before racing up the stairs. Instead of calling after him, she closed her eyes, remembering why she had made the move from California to Georgia, and knew that no matter how AJ felt, the move was the best thing for him. For the past year h
Prologue
One Two weeks later—early September S heriff Dare Westmoreland leaned forward in the chair behind his desk. From the defiant look on the face of the boy standing in front of him he could tell it would be one of those days. “Look, kid, I’m only going to ask you one more time. What is your name?” The boy crossed his arms over his chest and had the nerve to glare at him and say, “And I’ve told you that I don’t like cops and have no intention of giving you my name or anything else. And if you don’t like it, arrest me.” Dare stood to his full height of six-feet-four, feeling every bit of his thirty-six years as he came from behind his desk to stare at the boy. He estimated the kid, who he’d caught throwing rocks at passing cars on the highway, to be around twelve or thirteen. It had been a long time since any kid living in his jurisdiction had outright sassed him. None of them would have dared, so it stood to reason that the kid was probably new in town. “You will get your wish. Since you w
Two A ir suddenly washed from Dare’s lung as if someone had cut off the oxygen supply in the room and he couldn’t breathe. Everything started spinning around him and he held on to his desk with a tight grip. However, that didn’t work since his hands were shaking worse than a volcano about to explode. In fact his entire body shook with the force of the one question that immediately torpedoed through his brain. Why would she name her son after him? Unless .. He met her gaze and saw the look of guilt in her eyes and knew. Yet he had to have it confirmed. He stood on non-steady legs and crossed the room to stand in front of Shelly. He grasped her elbow and brought her closer to him, so close he could see the dark irises of her eyes. “When is his birth date?” he growled, quickly finding his equilibrium. Shelly swallowed so deeply she knew for certain Dare could see her throat tighten, but she refused to let his reaction unsettle her any more than it had. She lifted her chin. “November twent
Three D are reached across his desk and hit the buzzer. “Yes, sheriff?” “McKade, please bring in John Doe.” Shelly frowned when she glanced over at Dare. “John Doe?” Dare shrugged. “That’s the usual name for any unidentified person we get in here, and since he refused to give us his name, we had no choice.” She nodded. “Oh.” Before Dare could say anything else, McKade walked in with AJ. The boy frowned when he saw his mother. “I wondered if you were ever going to come, Mom.” Shelly smiled wryly. “Of course I was going to come. Had you given them your name they would have called me sooner. You have a lot of explaining to do as to why you weren’t in school today. It’s a good thing Sheriff Westmoreland stopped you before you could cause harm to anyone.” AJ turned and glared at Dare. “Yeah, but I still don’t like cops.” Dare crossed his arms on his chest. “And I don’t like boys with bad attitudes. To be frank, it doesn’t matter whether or not you like cops, but you’d sure better learn to r
Four D are glanced at the clock again and sighed deeply. Where was AJ? School had let out over an hour ago and he still hadn’t arrived. According to what Shelly had told him that morning at breakfast, AJ had ridden his bike to school and been told to report to the sheriff’s office as soon as school was out. Dare wondered if AJ had blatantly disobeyed his mother. Although Shelly had given him her cell-phone number—as a home healthcare nurse she would be making various house calls today—he didn’t want to call and get her worried or upset. If he had to, he would go looking for their son himself and when he found him, he intended to—” The sound of the buzzer interrupted his thoughts. “Yes, McKade, what is it?” “That Brockman kid is here.” Dare nodded and sighed with relief. Then he recalled what McKade had said—that Brockman kid. He frowned. The first thing he planned to do when everything settled was to give his son his last name. That Westmoreland kid sounded more to his liking. “Okay, I
Five “S heriff Westmoreland!” AJ shouted as he jumped out of his seat. He stood in front of his mother and lifted his chin angrily, defiantly. “It can’t be him. No way.” Shelly smiled slightly. “Trust me, it is him. I of all people should know.” “But—but, I don’t want him to be my father,” he huffed loudly. Shelly looked directly at AJ, at how badly he was taking the news, which really wasn’t unexpected, considering the way he and Dare had clashed. “I’m sorry you feel that way because he is and there’s nothing you can do about it. Alisdare Julian Westmoreland is your father.” When she saw the look that crossed his face, she added. “And I didn’t make up that part either. You really were named after him, AJ. He merely shortens the Alisdare to Dare.” She felt AJ’s need to deny what she’d just told him, but there was no way she could let him do that. “The question is, now that you know he’s your father, what are we going to do about it?” She watched his forehead scrunch into a frown, then
Six H er mouth still knew him. A multitude of emotions tightened Dare’s chest as he sat at his desk and thought about the kiss he and Shelly had shared. Very slowly and very deliberately, he took his finger and rubbed it across his lips, lips that less than an hour ago had tasted sweetness of the most gut-wrenching kind. It was the kind of sweetness that made you crave something so delightful and pleasurable that it could become habit forming. But what got to him more than anything was the fact that even after ten years, her mouth still knew him. That much was evident in the way her lips had molded to his, the familiarity of the way she had parted her mouth and the ease in which his tongue had slid inside, staking a claim he hadn’t known he had a right to make until he had felt her response. He leaned back in the chair. When it came to responding to him, that was something Shelly could never hold back from doing. He’d always gotten the greatest pleasure and enjoyment from hearing the s
Seven “D ad, Mom, I’d like you to meet, AJ. He’s Shelly’s boy.” Dare knew his father wouldn’t give anything away, but he wasn’t so convinced about his mother as he saw the play of emotions that crossed her features. She was looking into the face of a grandson she hadn’t known she’d had; a grandson she was very eager to claim. Luckily for Dare, his father understood the strategy that he and Shelly were using with AJ and spoke up before his wife had a chance to react to the emotions she was trying to hold inside. “You’re a fine-looking young man, but I would expect no less coming from Shelly.” He reached out and touched AJ’s shoulder and smiled. “I’m glad you’re joining us for dinner. How’s your mother?” “She’s fine,” AJ said quietly, bowing his head and studying his shoes. Dare wondered what kind of docile act the kid was performing, but then another part of him wondered if when taken out of his comfort zone, AJ had a tendency to feel uneasy around people he didn’t know. Dare recalled a
Eight “M om? Mom? Are you okay?” Shelly heard the sound of AJ’s voice as he tried gently to shake her awake. “Mom, wake up. Please say something.” She quickly opened her eyes when her mind registered the panic in his tone. She blinked, feeling dazed and disoriented, and tried to focus on him, but at the moment she felt completely wrung out. “AJ? What are you doing out of bed?” Confusion appeared in his face. “Mom, I’m supposed to be out of bed. It’s morning and I have to go to school today. You forgot to wake me up. And why did you sleep on the sofa all night in the same clothes you had on yesterday?” Somehow, Shelly found the strength to sit up. She yawned, feeling bone-tired. “It’s morning already?” The last thing she remembered was having her fourth orgasm in Dare’s arms and slumping against him without any strength left even to hold up her head. He must have brought her into the house and placed her on the sofa, thinking she would eventually come around and go up the stairs. Instea
Nine D are walked into Coleman’s Florist knowing that within ten minutes of the time he walked out, everyone in College Park would know he had sent flowers to Shelly. Luanne Coleman was one of the town’s biggest gossips, but then he couldn’t worry about that, especially since for once her penchant to gab would work in his favor. Before nightfall he wanted everyone to know that he was in hot pursuit of Shelly Brockman. Due to the escape of a convict in another county, he had spent the last day and a half helping the sheriff of Stone Mountain track down the man. Now, thirty-six hours after the man had been recaptured, Dare was bone tired and regretted he had missed the opportunity to see Shelly two nights ago as he’d planned. The best he could do was go home and get some sleep to be ready for the martial arts training he had promised the boys in the morning. He also regretted that he had not been there when AJ had arrived after school yesterday. It had officially been the last time he wa
Ten S helly felt a moment of panic. One part of her mind tried telling her that she didn’t want this, but another part, the one ruled by her body, quickly convinced her that she did. Her mind was swamped with the belief that it didn’t matter that it hadn’t been a full week since she laid eyes on Dare again after ten years. Nor did it matter that there were issues yet unresolved between them. The only thing that mattered was that this was the man she had once loved to distraction, the man she had given her virginity to at seventeen; the man who had taught her all the pleasures a man and woman could share, and the man who had given her a son. And, she inwardly told herself, this has nothing to do with love but with gratifying our needs. Realizing that and accepting it, her body trembled as she lifted her face to meet his, and at that moment everything, including the ten years that had separated them, evaporated and was replaced by hunger, intense, sexual hunger that was waiting to explod
Eleven S helly stretched out in her bed with a sensuous sigh. Almost two weeks had passed since she and Dare had spent the night together on a blanket in her backyard. Since then, nightly meetings in the backyard on a blanket had become almost a ritual. He had become almost a fixture in her home, dropping by for dinner, and inviting her and AJ to a movie or some other function in town. AJ was beginning to let his guard down around Dare, but as yet he had not acknowledged him as his father. Shelly knew Dare’s patience was wearing thin; he was eager to claim his son, but as she had explained to Dare weeks ago, AJ had to believe in his heart that his father wanted him for a son before he could give Dare his complete love and trust. She then thought about her own feelings for Dare. She had to fight hard to keep from falling in love with Dare all over again. She had to remember they were playacting for AJ’s sake. To anyone observing them, it seemed that he was wooing her. He was giving the
Twelve S helly smiled as she looked at the young woman sitting in the chair across from her on the patio at Dare’s parents’ home. The last time she had seen Delaney Westmoreland she’d been a teenager, a few months shy of her sixteenth birthday, a rebellious, feisty opponent who’d been trying to stand up to her five overprotective and oftentimes overbearing brothers. Now she was a self-assured, confident young woman, a medical doctor, mother to a beautiful baby boy and wife to a gorgeous sheikh from a country in the Middle East called Tahran. And from the looks the prince was constantly giving his wife, there was no doubt in her mind that Delaney was also a woman well loved and desired. And, Shelly thought further, Delaney was breathtakingly stunning. Even all those years back there had never been any doubt in Shelly’s mind that Delaney would grow up to become a beauty. She was sure there hadn’t been any doubt in the brothers’ minds of that as well, which was probably the reason they ha
Thirteen D are hung up the phone and met AJ’s expectant gaze. “That was Chase. One of his waitresses called in sick. He’ll have to pitch in for the weekend and won’t be able to make it.” He saw the disappointment cloud AJ’s eyes. So far since arriving at the cabin they had received no-show calls from everyone except Thorn, and he expected Thorn to call any minute. “Does that mean we have to cancel this weekend?” AJ asked in such a disappointed voice that a part of Dare felt like a heel. “Not unless you want to. There’s still a possibility that Thorn might show.” Although he’d said the words, Dare knew they weren’t true. His brothers and Jamal had understood his need to be alone with AJ this weekend and had agreed to bow out of the picture and plan something else to do. When AJ didn’t say anything, Dare said. “You know what I think we should do?” AJ lifted a brow. “What?” “Enjoy the three days anyway. I’ve been looking forward to a few days of rest and relaxation, and I’m sure you’re gl
Fourteen T he first thing Shelly noticed as she entered the subdivision where Dare’s home was located was that all the houses were stately and huge and sat on beautiful acreages. This was a newly developed section of town that had several shopping outlets and grocery stores. She could vividly remember it being a thickly wooded area when she had left town ten years ago. She glanced at her watch. Dare had called and said that he and AJ had decided to return a day early and asked that she come over to his place and pick up AJ because Dare needed to stay at home and wait for the arrival of some important package. All of it sounded rather secretive, and the only thing she could come up with was that it pertained to some police business. After reading the number posted on the front of the mailbox, she knew the regal-looking house that sat on a hill with a long, circular driveway belonged to Dare. She and Delaney had spent the day shopping yesterday and one of the things Delaney had mentioned
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