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Sophie Jackson is an English teacher from Chorley. Although she read and wrote furiously as a child, she first started writing as an adult, to scratch the creative itch, for the website FanFiction.net, after reading the Twilight series in 2008. She wrote and posted a number of Twilight fanfics, chapter by chapter, and built up an impressive readership.

For more information, visit Sophie’s website www.sophiejacksonauthor.com, and find her on Facebook at www.facebook.com/SophieJacksonRomance and on Twitter @sophiejax.


Prepare to fall for the powerful storytelling of Sophie Jackson:

‘[Sophie] writes the type of stories today’s reader wants: beautifully created characters filled with emotion, and a storyline that sticks with you long after you turn the last page’ Tara Sue Me, New York Times bestselling author of the Submissive series

‘A Pound of Flesh is an intriguing tale of acceptance, and understanding, and finding love in unexpected circumstances. What sets it apart from others is the way Sophie weaves storylines to build suspense before everything ultimately comes together, leaving the reader guessing and gasping until the very end’

J. M. Darhower

‘This forbidden love story is rife with danger and will impart that feeling of sneaking risqué books under the bedcovers with a flashlight and staying up past your bedtime to finish an amazing story. Jackson convinces readers that love can be found in the most unlikely places and situations. This one is entirely heartfelt, hot and should be the very next book on your TBR list’

Romantic Times

‘This book truly was outstanding and I can’t express just how much I loved reading it. It’s the kind of book that I felt in my chest and made me angry when life got in the way of my reading. I was thinking about Kat and Carter whenever the cruel world required me to put it down. The writing was beautiful and poetic; Jackson made me feel every single feeling and emotion. A Pound of Flesh is a breathtakingly beautiful story about conquering your fears, finding love, redeeming oneself, and reminds us all to never judge a book by its cover’

Holly’s Red Hot Reviews

‘Their relationship was intense, drama-filled and certainly filled with sex. But I couldn’t have loved them more if I tried. It reminded me of Travis and Abby’s relationship from Beautiful Disaster by Jamie McGuire and it certainly holds the appeal of Fifty Shades of Grey fans. This may be the book of the year for me, and I cannot wait to get my hands on An Ounce of Hope’

Book Bitch Reviews

‘The romantic telling of this story held us captive. The reading of literature and poetry woven throughout was mesmerising as were the many memorable moments in this story of fate, hope, redemption and second chances. A Pound of Flesh is a book we’d definitely recommend’

Totally Booked

‘Wow!! I loved, loved, loved every single thing about this book. If you are a fan of forbidden love stories, you are going to love this one . . . Sophie Jackson has incorporated everything I love into this delicious story. It is a must-read’

Hopeless Romantics

‘Star-crossed lovers Wes Carter and Kat Lane share a passion that will sweep you off your feet . . . what makes A Pound of Flesh stand out from the rest is Jackson’s powerful, elegant storytelling and a love affair so hot that you could get your fingers burned turning the pages . . . Jackson plays a blinder in this stunning debut, creating a vivid, seductive story that tingles with emotionally-charged tension, weaves in some cleverly worked literary parallels and rounds off with a suitably satisfying surprise in the tail. As Shakespeare so beautifully put it . . . “This is the very ecstasy of love”’

Lancashire Evening Post
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Can true love heal the deepest scars?

Max O’Hare

Tortured by memories of the woman he loved, the child he lost and the drugs that numbed his pain, Max is haunted by his past.

Grace Brooks

An eternal optimist, Grace appears to be the perfect girl, but she keeps the truth of her own difficult history closely guarded.

Fresh out of rehab, the last thing Max is looking for is a relationship.
Yet he’s drawn to Grace, sensing that she too is looking for escape. Bound by their greatest fears and deepest secrets, Grace and Max must learn to trust again. And the key to opening their hearts lies in one another . . .

Loyalty. Redemption. All-consuming love against the odds. Prepare to fall for the powerful storytelling of Sophie Jackson. It all began in A Pound of Flesh and continued in Love and Always . . .


For the most amazing fandom, my online family.

You are all of you amazing. Don’t ever change.
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Hope is like the sun, which, as we journey toward it, casts the shadow of our burden behind us.

—Samuel Smiles
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The first time Max O’Hare thought about taking his life was the day of his father’s funeral. It was a bleak mid-October morning, the kind where wind whips at your face, and rain doesn’t fall, but pours in torrents and makes even the most happy-go-lucky of assholes consider what the hell they were cheerful about in the first place.

Max had watched them lower his father’s casket into the ground, right next to Hazel O’Hare’s, Max’s mother. The beautiful headstone above her plot, which showed in stunning gold lettering how she was only twenty-six when she was killed in a head-on collision on her way to her son’s second birthday party, now had a neighbor. After a courageous eighteen-month battle with pancreatic cancer, Connor O’Hare had finally succumbed to the cruel disease at the age of forty-five, leaving Max an orphan.

An orphan who couldn’t help but wonder just what the fuck he was meant to do with his life.

Sure, there was the family business, a specialist auto body shop where Max had learned his father’s trade as a mechanic with an enthusiastic eye and a hero-worshipping ear, but that shit became superfluous when Connor was no longer able to work. The fuck hot muscle cars and the roaring engines; none of it mattered. All that mattered was when the next round of chemo was, and what ridiculous figure the medical bills were amounting to.

Not that Max’s father ever complained or worried about that. He’d smile when Max started to stress about appointments and money, and tell him life was too damned short to sweat the small stuff. But that was the way Connor O’Hare was. Maybe that’s why he never lost his shit when, as a teenager, Max was brought home numerous times in a police cruiser, or when he was arrested for dope possession and car boosting. You’ll find your way, his father would say with a disappointed shrug that made Max’s teeth grind in guilt; these are just bumps in the road, son.

Max wasn’t so sure, but similarly, he didn’t know why he got into the shit he did. Boredom maybe? Hell, he couldn’t even use having a shitty home life as an excuse. His father was a good man who did his best raising his son alone. No. Max was a law unto himself, his own worst enemy. He wished to be strong like his dad, noble and dedicated, but he failed every damned time.

True to form, Max’s father’s battle against his illness was valiant, and he stayed brave to the very end, but his death wasn’t that of a warrior. It wasn’t romantic. There were no whispered words of love or declarations of life lessons and regret, what with him being unable to speak—the cancer had affected his lungs and throat by then. Max simply watched his father become more and more ravaged by an illness, which stole away the tough vibrancy he’d known and respected. All that was left was an aged shell of a man who slipped away in his sleep while Max held his hand from his permanent vigil at the side of the hospital bed.

Such was the grief that gripped Max, that he didn’t even cry. His eyes stayed resolutely dry, as though sorrow blocked every part of him, every tear duct, vein, and artery. Yeah, that shit was grim.

He had friends around him, of course. Friends—who were more like family—and were prepared to bend over backward for him. Anything we can do. I’m here if you want to talk. Jesus, he could barely get out of bed in the morning and they were expecting him to talk. He appreciated it, sure, but their words were breaths on a breeze that, as time passed, continued to guide Max into a dark depression. That darkness culminated in his downing a bottle of vodka and snorting a dozen lines of coke, while staring passively at a bottle of pills he’d found among his father’s things.

It’d be so easy, he’d thought.

So fucking easy.

And painless.

That’s what he wanted above all other things: a pain-free existence.

But he hadn’t gone through with it. Cowardice was not something Max was proud of, but, like his best friend, Carter, had explained: he was twenty years old and had his whole life to live. And live it he did. He got shitfaced, fucked women, dealt in shit he had no business getting involved in, became a regular dealer, got shot at, got arrested, got bailed . . . rinse and repeat.

Not a life so much as an extended hangover, punctuated with pockets of deliriousness. He kept the body shop afloat with the money he made from dealing, paid his employees, and partied from sunset to sunrise. And as the months passed, the pain Max had felt the day of the funeral slowly ebbed, leaving a numbness in which he freely basked. He didn’t feel pain. Christ, he didn’t feel anything. And that was just fine.

He doubted he’d ever feel again. He wasn’t sure he even wanted to.

Until she tumbled into his life . . .

Max lifted his eyes from the sumptuous cream carpet under his feet, settling them on the man sitting opposite him. Elliot waited patiently for Max to say something else, but Max knew he was done. He’d said more than he’d wanted to already. He hadn’t spoken about his father for a long time and scratching at that particular scab was as agonizing as it had been on the day of the funeral eight years before.

He reached for the glass of water on the small wooden table at the side of his chair and took a long sip. The silence was suffocating in its expectancy, causing Max to fidget and shift in his seat.

“From your quiet, I assume we’re done for the day.” Elliot smiled and wrote quickly on the legal pad resting, as it always did, on his knee. Max didn’t answer, but took a deep breath, knowing he’d been let off the hook. Max had learned quickly that Dr. Elliot Watts was a persistent bastard. Yeah, he was a therapist and that shit was his job, but he’d been relentless from the get-go. Nevertheless, Max had to admit he liked him, no matter what dark paths of the past the doc asked him to travel.

“You made some good progress here today, Max,” Elliot continued with a small nod. “I know talking about your father isn’t easy.”

Yeah, no shit.

Scribble, scribble. “So, you’re fifteen days in. How are you finding the medication?”

Max shrugged. He was on a plethora of funky-looking pills, which he had to take each morning: antidepressants, Ritalin, amantadine. Each one had a very specific purpose in helping with the aching despair, sleepless nights, and the cravings. And they did. For the most part. Hell, drugs were drugs.

They weren’t the drugs he wanted, the drugs he knew would kick his anxiety’s ass, the drugs that would stop his dick from being a flaccid waste of time, the drugs that would supress the monstrous appetite that was adding to his waistline, the drugs that beckoned like a fucking siren’s call every time he tried to close his eyes at night.

But drugs were drugs.

With every half-assed beat of his heart, his blood moved sluggishly around his body. It was desperate for the fire of a line, the life, the euphoric detachment. Jesus, he needed a hit. Just one fucking hit.

Elliot sat up a little straighter, as if sensing the hunger that practically crippled Max from the inside out. “How are the night terrors?”

Dread seized Max’s bones. He swallowed and rubbed his hands together. His discomfort spoke volumes. The night terrors were just that: terrifying. Nightmares so vivid and distressing the mere thought of sleep left Max cold. They’d started just days off the powder, just days after he’d been admitted, and, despite Elliot’s prescribed medication, they weren’t abating. The bags under his eyes could attest to that shit.

“We can increase the dose if you need it, Max,” Elliot said softly. “You need your rest.”

Max sighed and gave an imperceptible dip of his chin, his pride unable to outweigh the fear of what waited for him when he slept.

“Okay. I’ll get that changed for you.”

“Thank you.” Max’s voice was quiet, but his gratitude was immeasurable.

“Do you want to talk about the terrors?”

“No.” Max rubbed at his temples, where the grotesque images that accosted him at night threatened to claw out.

Elliot’s silence made Max lift his head. “That bad.”

Max pulled the hood of his sweatshirt farther around his face, burying himself in an attempt to hide. He wore his hood up for both his individual and the group sessions, and weirdly, Elliot didn’t seem to mind. Max wasn’t entirely sure why he did it, but it helped take the edge off the stress he felt at the thought of talking to strangers about shit that had happened years ago. It was a cocoon, a wall that made his stay in rehab a little bit easier.

“Maybe you could write about the terrors in the notebook I gave you last week. I know it’s still empty.” Elliot smiled wryly at the derisive look Max shot him.

Writing in a fucking notebook? No, thanks.

“Fine, look,” Elliot said, sitting forward, “you know where I am if you want to talk more. We’re all here to help you through this. You’re not alone, okay?”

Max scoffed inwardly, holding his eye roll. Sure, he was surrounded by people who had his “very best interests at heart,” people who wanted to “help him get clean,” wanted to “talk it all out together,” wanted to make sure that he was “comfortable,” “at ease,” and not frantic with the need to bust out of the fucking place and find the nearest junkie stash.

Yeah, he was well and truly surrounded by well-meaning folk.

And he’d never felt more alone.
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Seven years ago . . .

The party, as they always did, had descended into chaos. It was nearly midnight and Riley Moore, flanked by three of his friends, was—using only his teeth to lift the glasses—shooting vodka shots off the naked breasts of two unnamed girls. Max smiled as the guys cheered and whooped, high-fived and chest-bumped with each shot that spilled gloriously over the skin of the girls, chased by Riley’s eager tongue.

Max laughed at the enthusiastic cleanup job. Meeting through mutual friends, Max had only known Riley for a couple of years. Nevertheless, Max had learned pretty quickly that, despite not knowing too much about the man’s background, Riley was always the life and soul of any shindig and was a monster when it came to drinking. He drank damned near anything as long as it was alcoholic, yet always seemed to stay resolutely sober no matter how many bottles sat around him. He was crazy, but he never touched anything else. Not even weed. Riley always turned it down, saying it never interested him. Max had always been silently in awe of his self-restraint.

No, Riley’s vices were cars and women. Lots of women.

Max’s elbow was bumped hard. He turned to see his best friend, Carter, high and drunk, with his arm wrapped around a cute brunette who was wearing very little.

“Cheer up, man,” Carter said with a wide smile. “Come on. It’s a party.”

Max nodded and lifted his beer bottle, tipping the neck toward his friend. “I’m all good,” he replied, draining his beer, knowing that the line he’d done not an hour before was losing its edge. “Can you hit me up?”

Carter nodded and fumbled in his jeans pocket, pulling out a small Baggie. “Have at it, my friend, and then get drunk, get laid, get something to put a smile on your fucking face!”

Max laughed as he watched Carter stumble over to one of the couches, where he collapsed with his new friend and began sucking face. Bastard was right, though. Max was almost twenty-two years old. He needed to cut loose, have some real fun, and snap out of the grief that still hung around his neck after the loss of his father a year and a half before. He just didn’t know how to do it without a couple of lines and a beer. He knew his partying was teetering on the very edge of dangerous, but, ironically enough, that thrill alone kept Max’s nose in the powder and a drink in his hand.

“You came!” The squealing sound of one of the half-naked vodka shots girls brought Max’s head up from the bag in his hand. The skinny redhead scrambled from the table, pulling on her T-shirt—much to the annoyance of the men in the immediate vicinity—and hurried across the apartment to the open doorway.

Max watched her with a small smile that immediately dropped when he saw the girl she was greeting. Jesus. She was . . . tall and blonde. Very blonde. And natural blonde, too. That shit wasn’t out of a bottle. It was honey and ash and sat on petite shoulders dressed in a red short-sleeved top. The jeans she wore were black and clung to her legs like a second skin. She was . . . Christ, she was lovely.

“Come and meet Riley! We’ve been doing naked shots!” Redhead bounced on the balls of her feet, dragging the intriguing new addition back toward the kitchen.

From Blonde’s expression, as she looked around the mayhem, Max could tell she wasn’t the type of girl who would disrobe and allow random men to shoot drinks off her tits. Bizarrely, that thought comforted an unfamiliar spot in Max’s chest. She was lithe and elegant as she crossed the room, and Max found himself craning his neck to watch her over and around the other people at the party. People he’d forgotten about, didn’t give a shit about.

“Riley, this is my best friend, Lizzie. Lizzie, meet Riley.” Redhead draped herself over Riley’s arm while Lizzie smiled.

And what a fucking smile it was.

All white teeth, sparkle, and fucking rainbows.

“Hey, Liz.” Riley grinned. “You want a drink?”

“It’s Lizzie, and, no, I don’t drink and drive,” she remarked. Max chuckled at her sass and the surprised look on Riley’s face.

Riley’s laughter exploded out of him. “Well, shit, Lizzie, let me get you a Sprite at the very least.”

Before she could respond, Riley had poured her a Sprite and handed it to her with a wink. The smirk that graced Lizzie’s face was sexy as hell. Max shifted closer to where they all stood, pushing the forgotten bag of coke into his back pocket, his attention well and truly diverted.

He observed Lizzie for the forty minutes she stayed, captivated. She was charming and funny, giving as good as she got when the banter started in earnest. She even glanced in Max’s direction a few times. He smiled gently and nodded in reaction. The pink hue that lit her cheeks when he did was delicious.

Ordinarily, Max would have been at her side chatting up a storm with charismatic lines of flowery shit that, experience had taught him, chicks loved.

But something held him back. Something foreign and scary. Something that told him this Lizzie would hand him his balls if he tried to be anything but real and honest.

So he watched, knowing as she left that he had to see her again.

The grounds of the rehab center were vast. Fifteen acres, to be exact. Before the south-central Pennsylvania snow had gotten too deep, Max had meandered about the lands, stopped for a smoke, and meandered some more. The quiet was ear piercing and made him twitchy as all get-out. He was used to the hustle and bustle of New York City life, and the sprawling fields and fresh air were hard to get used to.

When he wasn’t at one of his fifteen sessions a week with Elliot, with his sobriety counselor, or wandering aimlessly, Max sat in his room, listened to music, or read. And that was just fine when he was going through the initial cocaine withdrawals, which were fucking awesome and slowed him down to a damned snail’s pace. Two weeks on, however, and he was starting to get itchy feet. Elliot had promised that, once he’d plateaued on his meds, Max could start working out with a personal trainer. Frankly, Max was dying to get into the gym to work off some of the tension and stress that curled his shoulders inward. But he had to wait. As an alternative, Max was offered the chance to join a yoga class.

Something slow. Something easy.

He’d laughed in Elliot’s face. No, he’d explained. He wasn’t a yoga type of guy. Instead, he’d retired back to his room.

Not that he minded being in his room. And honestly, “room” was a broad term. It was more like a hotel suite. It was fixed up sweet with a huge bed, comfortable chairs, nice artwork on the walls, and an en suite bathroom. Apparently Carter had picked the joint because of its more relaxed, homey vibe, as well as it being small with only seventeen “clients” at any one time, ensuring one-on-one, twenty-four-hour care and support. Max knew Carter had paid through the nose to get him in on such short notice.

Although the Narcotics Anonymous twelve steps to recovery were very much part of Max’s healing process, the facility also offered more holistic-type therapy, which Max was sure would benefit someone. Just not him. He wasn’t into all that mind, body, and soul mumbo jumbo. He just wanted to get clean the fastest way possible so he could go home.

Still, after fifteen days, Max had to admit, somewhat begrudgingly, that rehab wasn’t all bad. He missed his friends and the comforts of home like crazy, of course, but it was kind of like being in prison. Only cozier. With nicer smells, nicer drapes, and easier smiles from the staff. Sure, the sessions with Elliot were a heinous chore that made Max want to do nothing but go fetal, and the group sessions were even worse, but the guys he’d met in group had definitely made his stay more interesting. Talk about crackpots.

Take Stan, for example. Stan was twenty-eight years old and a coke addict. Like Max, he’d delved into the white powder time and time again as a way of forgetting life and all the bullshit that came with it. He was a five-foot-six, tenacious Puerto Rican who could talk the hind legs off a motherfucking donkey. And he did. Regularly. But that was just fine with Max. If Stan was talking, that meant Lyle, the group leader, and Hud, a sobriety counselor, weren’t looking in Max’s direction expecting him to say anything.

For the ten group sessions the seventeen of them had had, Max still hadn’t spoken a word. Didn’t want to speak a word. Didn’t know where the hell he’d start putting that shit in organized, fluent sentences. Jesus, being sober and lucid did nothing but encourage his once-quieted thoughts to relentlessly hammer his tortured brain from the minute he opened his eyes every morning. The luscious coke blanket he’d used unashamedly every day, numerous times a day, to silence the fuckery taking place in his head was a distant memory. Max simply pulled the substitute blanket—the hood of his sweater—farther around his face, burrowing deeper into the fabric, and tried to relax.

Easier said than done with Stan waxing lyrical about his regrets. Oh, the regrets.

“I swear to fucking God, does he never shut up?”

Max’s eyes slid across to the owner of the whispered complaint, Dom Hayes, another fellow cokehead with a history of dealing, misdemeanors, time inside for stupid shit, etc. He was twenty-six and, his criminal history notwithstanding, a fairly stand-up guy. He’d shared his smokes with Max on one of the first days at the joint when Max was about ready to bust out of the place and beat a hasty retreat back across the state of Pennsylvania, home. They’d been tight ever since. Interestingly enough, Dom reminded Max a lot of Carter, which was as unbearable as it was comforting.

Christ, Max missed his best friend.

Even if Carter was an asshole. An asshole who had been there for Max for nearly twenty years. An asshole who had done time in Arthur Kill prison for Max when shit went tits up. An asshole Max had pulled a gun on when he’d finally hit rock bottom. An asshole who, at the end of his patience, had picked an unconscious Max up off the bathroom floor and begged and yelled at him to get a grip, to go to rehab and get clean. An asshole who drove him for nearly four hours to the rehab facility, paid for everything without question, and hugged him hard before he left with tears in his eyes, telling Max that everything would be all right.

Max sighed and closed his eyes briefly, zoning out Stan and the other seventeen men in the room. Max knew that, without Carter, he’d be dead. He knew that, without Carter’s finances and Riley’s business know-how, his father’s auto shop would have been lost along with the reputation his dad had worked so damned hard to build. Without Carter, Max would never have survived losing Lizzie.

As always happened when he thought about her, severe pain sliced through Max’s stomach, up to his chest, clutching his heart and lungs, causing him to sit forward in his seat. He gasped through the unrelenting agony, thankful that everyone’s attention was still on Stan.

Everyone’s except Dom’s. “You okay, man?” he muttered at his side.

Max nodded, cleared his throat, and tried to breathe just the way Elliot had shown him. Slow and steady. Deep and gradual. In. Out. In. Out.

Once such a simple motion and now, without her, and without any white lines, an enduring struggle.

“So tell me about your episode in group.”

Max was starting to realize that Dr. Elliot was fucking omniscient or some shit. Nothing got past him. Bastard must have cameras in every part of the damned center. He knew everything! Either that or his small “episode” in group wasn’t as subtle as Max had hoped.

He shrugged. “It was nothing.”

Why he continued to lie, God alone knew. It certainly didn’t make him feel any better and it certainly wasn’t going to get his ass home any sooner. And wasn’t that the endgame, to get better and then get home?

Scribble. Scribble. “Max, it will help to talk about it.” Elliot sipped from his always-present Phillies mug. Max wondered if it was coffee or something stronger, like cognac. Or whiskey. Dammit, a shot of Jack would have been a real fucking treat right about then.

“It was the same as before,” Max murmured with a slow exhale.

Elliot’s eyes softened. “Lizzie.”

Max’s chest gave an ungrateful squeeze at the sound of the two syllables.

“Tell me,” Elliot said quietly. “Whatever you can. Tell me.”

Whether it was the soft coaxing of Elliot’s voice, or the need to show everyone he could recover, or whether it was the urgent need Max had to not let Carter down, the cracks in his emotional dam slowly started to give way. He began by telling Elliot about the party, the first time he’d seen her and not spoken to her because he’d been too chickenshit. The lighthearted abuse he’d received from Riley and Carter because he wouldn’t pick up the phone and call her for weeks after, despite his desperate need to see her again. Jesus, the need. The need that still crippled him. Fuck, and then there was the sound of her soft, eager voice when he’d finally plucked up the courage to dial the digits written on the battered piece of paper he’d had in his pocket since Riley’s shindig. Their first date at a bowling alley where she whipped his ass by nearly fifty points and then let him kiss her. The kiss, her lips . . .

. . . Max could barely breathe. His chest constricted as the memories pummeled him in torrents, unyielding and fierce. His heart thundered in his chest, causing his vision to tunnel and his face to burn. He had to get out of that fucking office, but his brain couldn’t send the signals to his feet quick enough. And there was pain in his chest. He rubbed at it, while trying to tell Elliot that he thought there was a high chance he was having a heart attack. But no words came from his breathless mouth.

He didn’t see Elliot move, but there he was, kneeling at Max’s side, imploring him to breathe deeply, calmly gripping his forearm. Although Max could feel his psychiatrist’s urgent fingers, he couldn’t answer. The panic choked him. It was almost funny. Here was his shrink, begging for Max to talk, to open up, and the one time Max wanted to, he couldn’t. Now, that shit was ironic. He collapsed in his chair, aware of voices, but unable to respond. It was almost as though he was outside of himself; floating above his body, watching the tsunami of emotion drown him.

And that was his last thought before the jaws of suffocation consumed him completely: I’m dying.
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