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Chapter One
The Kickoff
 
“All men are assholes.”
Stacy Halligan slouched in a corner of her couch, feet propped up on the coffee table. A half-finished glass of wine—her third—rested on the side table by her hand. Somehow, the smooth flavor of the merlot hadn’t eased the sharp edge of pain she rode. Instead, it tasted more like vinegar.
“I assume present company excepted?” Max Sullivan, stretched out in her big armchair, grinned at her, and took a swallow of beer.
“You’re just a man in the generic meaning of the word,” she grumped.
His smile disappeared. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“Don’t get your shorts in a twist.” Stacy levered herself up and took a sip of the wine, making a face. “I mean, you have all the right equipment.” She ran her gaze over his tall, muscular body. “At least, I assume you do, since I haven’t seen it firsthand. But I never think of you as a man. Exactly.”
He frowned. “And exactly how do you think of me?”
“You’re my best friend. My bud. My comfort zone.” She flopped a hand at him. “You know. We hang out together. Drink beer and eat pizza. Tell each other shit. I don’t have to worry if my makeup’s messed up or I’m wearing the right clothes.”
“Yeah?” Max cocked his head. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered or insulted.”
Stacy scowled. What bothered him tonight? Usually he sat there listening while she vented about her latest romantic disaster, making appropriate comments. At least, appropriate to her.
They’d been neighbors for three years, ever since she bought the condo next to his. When he came over to introduce himself and she learned he was a football player, backup quarterback for the city’s NFL team, the Warriors, she blew him off. She had been ready to write him off as a muscle-bound jerk who used and discarded women and barely had room to fit himself and his ego in the same room.
Max, however, was persistent in his and actually turned out to be a nice guy with a great sense of humor. Since neither of them seemed to fit the other’s dating profile, they didn’t have to do the usual mating dance. Instead, they became very comfortable together, hanging out on weekends when they had no other plans, helping out when circumstances called for it.
Like now, when her latest so-called romance crashed and burned like a comet falling from the sky.
She liked Max. Really liked him. He made no demands on her except to take in his mail and keep an eye on his place when he traveled with the team. In return, he provided refreshments on nights like tonight when her life fragmented again and she needed someone to help her pick up the pieces.
How did she make such consistently poor choices where men were concerned? You’d think the feature writer for a woman’s magazine would have a better grasp of what men were all about. Would have a stronger bullshit meter. But no, she simply kept going from one disaster to another. Maybe it came from being the gray dove to a peacock of an older sister. Or a hangover from college where her roommate barely passed her classes yet scored very high in hot men. So she’d concentrated on her writing, her career, secretly hoping some man would come along and coax her out of her bland environment.
Unfortunately, she chose men very unwisely.
Assholes.
Why couldn’t she fall for someone like Max? And why suddenly think of Max and romance in the same breath?
She had to admit he was damn appealing, with his tall, muscular athlete’s body. Mouthwatering, even in the ragged T-shirt and worn jeans he wore. His midnight black hair, the thick kind women loved to run their fingers through, and his ocean blue eyes, framed by equally dark eyebrows and lashes, were what romance novels would call mesmerizing. Lips that looked as if they knew their way around a woman’s mouth.
Jeez, Stacy. Get over it. What’s with you? This is Max. Solid, comfortable, dependable Max. My brain must be cooked because of my latest self-inflicted disaster.
“Stacy?”
She blinked, suddenly aware he spoke to her.
“Huh?” She blinked again. “What?”
“Where did you go in that pretty head of yours? You zoned right out on me.”
Giving herself a mental shake, she reached for the wine again. One word stuck in her mind.
“You think I’m pretty?”
Max tilted his head, studying her. “Of course I do. You’re a damn fine looking woman.”
“Oh, great. Damn fine looking. You sound like you’re describing my mother. Or worse, my grandmother.” She lifted her wine glass then set it back down. It had truly lost its flavor for her tonight.
Max set his beer on the floor beside him and hitched forward in his chair.
“What’s this really all about, Stace? Is it that jerk, Kurt? I told you he was a loser. You should have listened to me.”
“You say that about every man I introduce you to,” she pointed out.
“Maybe you take up with the wrong men,” he suggested.
“What?” She gritted her teeth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Don’t get your panties in a twist. It’s just that ever since I’ve known you, the men you hook up with have been asswipes.”
“Asswipes? Good word. I like that better than assholes.”
“Anyway, you’ve had breakups before. Plenty since I’ve known you. What’s so bad about the latest one that it’s got you all uptight?”
She chewed on her bottom lip. How could she explain it to him? She shared the blame. She obviously didn’t put thought into the men she chose or the relationships that developed with them. She spent so much time on assignments for the magazine she just hadn’t put the right kind of effort into her dating situation.
She already knew the other females at work thought her a dating loser. When they talked about hot weekends, she slugged down nonfat decaf lattes and wrapped herself in the misery of her latest breakup. She’d stopped contributing to their dating adventure stories since hers always had such pathetic endings. Why couldn’t she hold onto a man?
Kurt was merely the latest mistake, but also the worst. She never should have dated someone on the staff, especially the hot marketing guy everyone lusted over. Her problem? Flattered he asked her out, she’d ignored the warnings from her colleagues that she was not his type and she’d just get hurt. Not his type? What the hell did that mean? Did they have such a low opinion of her because she didn’t flaunt her body and make an ass of herself the way a lot of the other females did? Well, whatever. Now, not only had she been dumped but she’d also been exposed to a humiliation way too public for her satisfaction. She did her best to ignore the I-told-you-so looks even as she imagined all the whispered comments.
“Stacy?” Max prompted her again, his voice gentle. “Aren’t you the same woman who’s been telling me for three years romance is nothing but a myth made up by greeting card companies and florists? The one who keeps saying it’s a line men hand out to women? That you didn’t have time for more than meaningless sex and a lot of laughs?”
“It was easier that way,” she mumbled.
“Excuse me? I can’t hear you.” He cupped his ear. “Could you repeat that, please?”
“You heard me. I said, it’s easier. You guys are all alike. All you want is a lot of laughs and a lot of sex and then a handshake when it’s over. Or maybe not even the handshake. So if I don’t take things seriously, I don’t get hurt.”
“Let’s be clear. When you say ‘you guys,’ I assume you’re lumping me in with the general male population?”
”If the shoe fits.”
He stared. “I think I’m insulted. How the hell would you know if I’m like that? Do you follow me around?”
Her cheeks heated again. “No, of course not. But I see the parade of female characters in and out of your townhouse. They could almost be interchangeable.”
“It’s hardly a parade.” Max leaned back and rested an ankle on the opposite knee. “Anyway, you’re making a lot of assumptions here, Stacy. Maybe I just haven’t found the right woman to get serious with yet. I lead a pretty busy life, you know.”
“That’s nothing but an excuse.” She flapped a hand at him. “You make time in your life for me.”
“That’s—”
“That’s what?” she demanded.
“Different,” he finished in a lame voice.
“Because I’m not like a real woman, right?” she snapped. “I want conversation instead of getting naked fifteen seconds after we meet. I want to do something besides roll around on the sheets. And I don’t want to have to fluff up the packaging every time I turn around. Go ahead. Say it. Out loud.”
“Don’t put words in my mouth.”
“I’m sorry. Really. I’m just so depressed right now.”
“Don’t take what I’m saying the wrong way, but I’d think someone who writes features for a woman’s magazine would have a different take. Or have you been so busy producing stuff—articles, whatever—to give other women their dreams that you forgot what it takes to have your own? So again, what’s so different this time? And what makes Kurt so special?”
“He broke up with me two weeks before Valentine’s Day.” The words popped out of her mouth before she could stop them. “He told me he had something special planned. I guess this was it, damn it.”
“Valentine’s Day?” Max parroted.
“Yeah, you know. Big day for lovers? Hearts and flowers? Candy? Wine? Maybe jewelry? Big romantic dinner? The works?”
“Valentine’s Day,” Max said again, taking another swallow of beer.
“You say that like it’s a foreign concept,” she snarked. “It happens every February fourteenth. Surely you’ve heard of it before. Sent flowers to your gaggle of females. Oh, wait. You probably have so many, you order an assistant do it. Someone at the team complex.”
Max slammed his beer bottle down on the floor beside his chair. “Stacy, what in the fuck has gotten into you tonight? I don’t have a—what did you call it?—a gaggle of women, and you know that. I’m better than that. And I didn’t think you were so shallow all that crap meant life or death to you.”
She wanted to cry, something she seldom did. Why be nasty to Max because of her disappointment in herself, in what her life had become? All work and meaningless play.
“Stace?” he prompted.
“Every year we do a special issue for V-Day.” She nibbled a fingernail. “Our issue this year is spectacular. Lots of shots of lovers in romantic settings. Great ads that promise all kinds of fantasies from pleasant dreams to gigantic orgasms. With the situation so hot and heavy with Kurt, I bought into the myth myself.”
Max’s eyebrows rose. “Gigantic orgasms? Where’s that ad?”
She waved a hand at him. “You know what I mean.”
He looked at her, curiosity stamped on his face. “I do?”
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, dropping her gaze to the floor. “I don’t know if it was Kurt himself, to tell you the truth. All the women drooled over him, though, and I finally thought I was a big deal because we were a couple. He made it no secret when we broke up because he’s trolling for his next conquest.”
“And he’s the guy you’re crying over?” Max had an incredulous look on his face.
“Okay, I’ll say it. He fed my ego.” She let out a long sigh. “And now, I won’t have a date for the big Valentine’s party. Again. What makes it worse is he’ll be at the event. The publisher demands everyone’s attendance, so I’ll have to show up and watch him playing touchy-feely with someone else while putting up with everyone’s pity all night long.” She brushed a stray hair from her cheek. “Damn, Max. How did I get it so wrong?”
“Maybe, subconsciously, you knew all these other guys weren’t worth your time, so you forced the breakup. Did you ever think of that?”
“Huh?” She stared at him.
“Stace, don’t get mad at me but think for a minute. If you were really into any of them, you’d be a lot more than ticked off. You’d be devastated. They might just not be what you’re looking for. Maybe first you have to figure out what you really want.”
“If I tell you what I want, you’ll think I’m a brainless female.”
“You’re not,” he protested. “You are a beautiful, desirable woman who happens to pick men who are self-centered jerks.”
“Yeah, right,” she snorted.
“Come on, honey,” he coaxed. “This is me. Good old Max. We can say whatever we want to each other, right? So let’s hear it.”
“I’m going to sound really stupid.” She sighed.
“The only stupid thing is not saying what’s on your mind.” His mouth curved in a crooked grin. “Go ahead. Let’s hear it.”
Stacy dropped her gaze to her lap. “I want—” She shook her head. “Never mind.”
Max leaned his elbows on his knees. “What would you really like here, Stacy? Another man in your life? Someone to make Kurt jealous? Make him realize what he’s thrown away so he’ll come crawling back to you? Someone you can show off to the females you work with?”
Was that what she wanted?
Stacy nodded. “Yes. Like that. Sort of. Let him—all of them—see what they’re missing.” She chuffed a laugh. “And I want a really hot date for the Valentine’s party.”
“Clue me in on the party you keep talking about.”
“The publisher hosts one every year for everyone on the editorial staff and in the marketing and sales departments. For five years, I’ve always been on the downside of a breakup. My so-called dates have usually been someone I coerced into going with me, or else I went alone.” She glanced down in her lap. “Three of the women on the staff recently got engaged, and two more are in the middle of planning their weddings. One time—one time—I want someone to say, ‘Wow! Look who Stacy showed up with.’”
“That’s what you want.”
“Uh huh. Oh, and preferably a guy who’ll romance me for a week or so leading up to it, so the office gossips will be full of jealousy rather than pity.”
“Romance you,” he repeated. “Take you to the party.”
“Yes. See? I told you it was stupid. “ She rubbed her forehead.” Forget I even brought it up.”
“No, no, no. Not forgetting anything.” Max picked up his bottle, drained the rest of his beer, set it back down. “Okay, then. I’ve got a suggestion.”
 
 
I have to be out of my fucking mind.
Max studied the woman across from him and wondered what level of insanity prompted him to speak so freely. Putting his hand in a vat of boiling water might cause less distress, yet he couldn’t seem to stop himself.
His very well-kept secret was he’d wanted Stacy Halligan from the day she moved in next door to him. His first glimpse of her—trim figure clad in cutoffs hugging a very sweet ass, a ragged University of Michigan T-shirt, thick auburn hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, kissable lips in a face free of makeup that he sure didn’t think it needed.
Even then, she’d had attitude. The movers carried in the heavy pieces for her, but she seemed determined to haul the stuff from her car herself, refusing help when the movers offered. The day was hot and within an hour she’d sweated through that T-shirt, her nipples like sweet cherries nudging the soft fabric. And every time she bent over to get another armful from the trunk or the back seat, those shorts outlined every inch of her delectable ass.
He could have hidden in his condo. However, curiosity got the better of him. So, he pulled his car out of the garage and proceeded to wash it in the heat of the day, despite the inevitable water-spotting. It gave him a chance to watch her, and also allowed him to hide behind the vehicle to disguise the painful erection poking at his jeans.
Finally, he couldn’t stand it anymore. Waiting until the last of the boxes and bags and suitcases were in her place, he grabbed two bottles of beer from his fridge and carried them over there. She opened the door, her face set in a fierce frown. He’d never met a woman with quite so much attitude, and he wondered where the hell it came from. For a moment, he thought she might send him away. But he held up the beer and offered a hopeful smile. “Hi, I’m the welcome wagon.”
Then her eyes lit on the beer and her tight mouth relaxed into a rueful grin. “I sure could use one of those—moving day is always a bear.”
Not that Max didn’t have plenty of women in his life. Even as a backup on the team, he was sought after by the football groupies. Plus, all his friends who were coupled kept trying to fix him up. He played it casually, never indicating a situation was anything but relaxed and fun. He had yet to find a woman he wanted to see more than three or four times, and certainly not one he considered making a part of his life.
Then Stacy marched into his life, and he’d been hooked ever since.
He struggled with being her friend when he wanted to rip her clothes off, drag her into his bed, and tell her how he felt. Especially since, from their conversations, she considered him a friend, no more, so he took what he could get. Only it burned his ass the way she constantly chose—okay, her word—assholes who didn’t treat her the way he thought they should.
Three years later, he remained in the first quarter, except here was a chance to revise the game plan. He would have to do it very carefully, like the field general he was.
“Max?”
Stacy’s voice penetrated his mental fog, startling him.
“Your suggestion?” she reminded him. “Although you’ve been looking at me like I have grease on my face or something, so I’m not sure I want to hear it.”
He cleared his throat. “Got any more beer?”
She waved a hand toward the kitchen. “Help yourself. And bring me one, too.”
He frowned. “Really? You’ve been sucking down that wine, and I don’t think they go together too well.”
“Who are you, my mother?” she snapped.
“Not hardly,” he said in a soft voice. “I’m your very good friend.” And then so low he half-hoped she didn’t hear it, “And maybe even a little more than that.”
When they were each holding ice-cold ones, he sat down, hunched forward, elbows on his knees, and took a long swallow of the cool, fortifying liquid. If she said no to his suggestion, he was shit out of luck. All the way around.
“I have a game plan to propose.”
She lifted one eyebrow. “Oh? Well, give.”
Another swallow. Jesus, he wasn’t this nervous even before a kickoff.
“What if we pretend to be a couple? I could be the guy who sweeps you off your feet. Sends you chocolates and flowers.” When her eyes flew wide, he hurried on. “Just hear me out. Not to brag or anything, but I am the Warriors’ number one backup quarterback. I get my share of publicity. Women tell me I’m not bad looking. I know not to wipe my nose with my hand, and I always wear clean clothes. I’ve been told I have a high profile in the hot guy department.”
She gaped at him.
“I can certainly do the whole Valentine’s schtick you mentioned before,” he continued. “You know, come to your office to pick you up for lunch. Send flowers and gifts. Give you a little squeeze and a peck so word gets back to the asshole. And anyone else who needs an attitude adjustment.”
He waited for her to make a comment. Why didn’t she say anything?
“Well?” His nerves were doing a jitterbug. Had he blown his chance with her? “What do you think? We could make it work.” He paused. “Unless, of course, you hate the idea.”
“Um, no.” Finally, she snapped out of her trance. “No, I don’t hate it.”
“Then what’s with the funny expression on your face?”
She gave an unsteady chuckle. “I’m stunned you would make such an offer. For me. Like this.”
“Hey.” He tried to smooth his features. “That’s what friends are for, right?”
“Don’t you have your own women to romance? Do all the romance crap with? I’d hate for some jealous female to show up and scratch my eyes out.”
“No.” He shrugged. “No one special.”
“And what about all the stuff the Warriors always do over holidays? For instance, I happen to know the owner and his wife have a huge party every year. Remember, we did a story about it last year?”
“One night. Big deal. When’s your shindig?”
“On Valentine’s Day itself. A week from Saturday.”
“Well, there you are.” He leaned back and took a calming sip of his beer. “The Warriors party is on Friday night. No conflict. Anyway, all I have to do is put in an appearance there then split.” His eyes lit up. “Hey! Why don’t you come with?”
Stacy frowned. “Get real. I don’t fit in with that crowd. I refuse to wear a barely-there cocktail dress, flaunt my boobs, and trowel on enough makeup to pave a sidewalk.”
Max laughed. “I should be insulted, you know. Don’t you think I have better taste than that? Besides, there are a lot of really nice women at these parties. Wives, fiancées. Like that. So does that mean you won’t be my date?”
“I think Saturday night will be enough obligatory duty for you. Thanks anyway, though.”
“You know I mean the invitation,” he insisted.
“And I appreciate it.” She chewed her thumbnail again. “You know this will get in the papers. The starting quarterback has been hurt so often, you’ve played in a bunch of games the past season. It certainly elevated your profile. The media will sniff out what’s happening and be all over it like white on rice.”
He laughed. “I’ll have a hotshot writer on my arm. And a gorgeous one at that. Besides, it will be a big improvement over the women they usually pair me up with.”
“Hah!” she snorted. “As if.”
“Whatever.” How could he tell her no woman measured up to her in his mind? She’d never believe him. At least, not right now. “We’ll put on a good show and have some fun doing it, right?” He waited another heartbeat. “So, what’s the answer? Shall we do it?”
“Uh, well, okay. If you’re positive you want to.” She grinned at him. “There’s going to be gossip for sure. Everyone will be stunned that a handsome stud like you has scooped me up.”
“Stacy.” His voice sobered. “You sell yourself way too short in that department. I keep telling you, you’re—”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she spat. “All those things you said. So, how do we go about it? When do we start?”
“Tomorrow’s good for me, if it works for you. It’s Monday, and we have almost two full weeks until Valentine’s Day. By then, we’ll have the jerk begging you to take him back. How about if I pick you up for lunch?” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth, objection written all over her face. “No, you’re not meeting me at the restaurant. The plan only works if we do it where everyone can see us. Right?”
“Uh, right. Okay. Wow!” She took a sip of beer. “This will be an eye opener for everyone.”
“Which is exactly what it’s supposed to be.” He set his empty bottle aside and stood up. “I should probably let you get to sleep so you can be bright-eyed and sharp tomorrow.”
“So I can play my part.” She nodded.
“Absolutely.” But I won’t be playing at all. For me, it will be real.
“Thanks again, Max,” she told him as she walked him to the door.
“My pleasure, sweet lady.” He turned and put his hands on her shoulders. “I probably will kiss you when I come to get you tomorrow, so maybe we should have a couple of practice ones. You know, so we can get it right.”
“K-kiss?” She swallowed hard. “P-Practice?”
”Sure.” He grinned. “It’s easy. Let me show you.”
Arms around her, he cupped her head in one hand. Expecting he’d have to take his time, coax her into it, he brushed his lips over hers very slowly and carefully. At first, she stiffened, but he kept her in a light embrace and continued to tease at her mouth. Then he pressed a little harder before running the tip of his tongue across the seam of her lips. He didn’t know what he expected. It certainly wasn’t the jolt of electricity that singed its way through his body.
When she opened for him with a sigh, his tongue slipped inside. Nothing he had imagined even came close to the hot sizzle of the kiss, to the explosive connection between them. Jesus! His cock hardened, butting against her thigh. Lucky for him, she didn’t try to pull away. He couldn’t have backed off if his life depended on it. The taste of her mouth was so sweet, her tongue like liquid velvet. Unexpectedly, she slid it across his and joined him in a sensual dance.
He wanted to keep at it all night. This, and a lot more. But some remnant of his brain told him not to push the issue. With more control than he thought he had, he lifted his mouth from hers and eased his hold on her. He had to swallow a smile at her stunned expression.
“Yeah, I think this will work okay. Don’t you?”
She nodded, touching her lips with the tips of her fingers.
“Okay, then. Lunch, tomorrow. I’ll be at your office at twelve-thirty. Oh, and wear something sexy.”
He could almost feel her eyes boring into his back as he walked away.
Tomorrow was the kickoff.
He had one chance to let Stacy know how he felt about her. If his plan worked, maybe they could finally have the relationship he’d been dreaming about. But as he walked next door to his own place, two questions rattled around in his brain. How would he get to sleep tonight with a shaft hard enough to pound nails? And how could he keep their little charade from blowing up in his face?
 



Chapter Two
The Snap from Center
 
Stacy frowned at the disheveled pile of clothes on her bed. She had already chosen and discarded four different outfits. What did one wear to lunch, anyway, with a very sexy guy who pretended to be your guy to raise your hot babe quotient? All the outfits were somehow wrong: too fussy, too plain, too businesslike—What the hell? I am in business—or too casual.
Why couldn’t she simply pull some kind of ensemble together today without all the dithering?
Because Max, the devil, had said, “Wear something sexy.”
Max. The man whose goodnight kiss had left her wanting to get naked with him and leap onto his cock. The thought startled her so she nearly dropped the clothes she held. Then another thought hit her.
And wouldn’t that just shock the hell out of him?
Why on earth have erotic thoughts about Max, anyway? Good old Max. Doing her a favor.
Staring at herself standing in her bra and thong before her mirror, she wondered what Max would think of her body. She pinched one of her nipples through the satin covering, trying to imagine Max’s touch there instead of hers. Sliding her hand down across her tummy and inside the silk of her thong, she paused at her mound. As if they had a mind of their own, her fingers stole into the wet slit and found her clitoris.
Ohhh!
Closing her eyes, she pretended the touch belonged to Max. That he rubbed the bundle of hot flesh in a steady rhythm. Plunging two fingers into her soaked cunt. Lifting her hand to lick her juices from the skin.
Her eyes flew open.
What the hell?
I’m losing my mind. It’s that crazy plan I agreed to. And my bruised ego.
But was it? Really?
It was the damn kiss. It had to be. Who knew good old familiar Max Sullivan could kiss like a devil? Or that the mere touch of his mouth would set her entire body on fire?
Shaking herself out of the sensual fog, she turned back to the problem at hand. They’d planned a Valentine’s Day campaign, so she should probably choose an outfit accordingly. Start out right. She found a flirty red skirt she had forgotten about in the back of her closet and matched it with a white cami and a red and white jacket. She took extra pains with her makeup, even pulling out a red lipstick she hadn’t used in forever. On a whim, she decided to wear her hair loose instead of pulled back in a clip, and dug out a large pair of gold hoop earrings.
Stacy considered her reflection again. Was she making a mistake?
Hope I don’t look like I’m going to a costume party. Or trolling for tricks.
Well, never up never in, as they say in golf. Or at least as one boring date used to quote all the time.
In the elevator riding up to the magazine offices, she noticed some of the men slanting glances at her. Usually she ignored them—not that any of them had shown blatant interest. Today, however, her lips curved in a tiny smile as she stared straight ahead.
“Wow!” Deedee, the receptionist, stared at her. “New hairdo? You look—amazing.”
“Thanks.” She passed out another smile as she picked up her messages and breezed down the hall to her cubicle.
“Hey, Stacy.” Janelle, one of the other writers, entered from the break room. “Did you get—?” She stopped so suddenly, coffee sloshed over the rim of her mug. “Wow, Stacy.” She raked her gaze from top to bottom. “Just wow! What did you do to yourself?”
Stacy didn’t know whether to laugh or punch the woman out. Instead, she gave a nonchalant shrug as she put her purse away. “Nothing special. I thought I’d wear a little brighter getup than usual.”
“Brighter? You’re a whole new person.” Janelle’s face reddened. “I mean, not that you don’t always look fab—”
Stacy waved a hand at her. “It’s okay. I know my fashion sense sometimes leaves a lot to be desired.” A sin for a woman’s mag writer. Why hadn’t she thought about that before? “No problem. Anything going on I should know about?”
“New assignments at the staff meeting later this morning.” Janelle lifted a shoulder. “That’s about it.”
“Okay, then. Good. Well, I guess I’ll get to work.”
Concentrating became harder as each hour passed. Would Max actually show up as he promised? Take her to lunch? What would everyone say when quarterback Max Sullivan came to pick her up? She tried not to fidget during the staff meeting, dutifully taking assignments notes on her iPad, but she rose with relief when it was over.
Everyone was leaving the conference room when Deedee charged in, carrying a huge padded envelope.
“Stacy,” she squealed. “A delivery guy brought this for you.”
“What’s that?” Stacy stared at what the receptionist was holding as if it might bite her.
“Whatever it is, what’s inside sure is huge.” Janelle kept her eyes glued to the package.
“Open it,” someone urged.
The outside had only her name and office number on it. No return address. She set it on the table, pulled back the sealed flap, and eased out the biggest heart-shaped box she had ever seen. She lifted the lid, her eyes widening at the enormous array of chocolates displayed inside.
“Holy crap!” Janelle said. “That’s some box of sweets. Who sent it? Are you keeping secrets from us, Stacy?”
Max came to mind immediately. He’d said candy and flowers. What an outrageous gesture to kick off their campaign. She swallowed her smile.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen such an elaborate box of chocolates,” one of the other writers said. “Except in a magazine. Or a store in New York.”
“There’s no return address or anything,” Stacy addressed Deedee. “Did the messenger give you a clue who ordered the delivery?”
The receptionist shrugged. “He wouldn’t tell me a thing. Just said he got a call from the candy store for a pickup and delivery.” She slipped her hand inside the envelope. “Oh, look. There’s a card.” She flipped it open. “From your secret admirer. Will you be my Valentine? Holy shit, Stacy. When did you get a secret admirer?”
If only it were an admirer, unless Max…but no, despite the practice kiss, we’re just friends.
“Well?” Deedee prodded. “Where did you come up with a guy like this?”
Stacy frowned at the other woman. “You don’t think I can attract one? Am I so unappealing?”
“That’s not what I meant.” Deedee fluffed her hair, a gesture Stacy always found annoying. “Except you never…”
I know, I know. I never. “Never mind.”
The other women around her wore expressions of avid curiosity and pointed to the open box.
“Have a piece of chocolate, everyone. Have several. I’ll never eat it all by myself. If I do, I won’t fit behind my desk.”
The sweet confections were melt-in-your-mouth heavenly. Stacy let one roll around on her tongue, the rich flavor of the chocolate and peppermint exploding. Whoever ordered the delivery deserved a big kiss. She hoped it was Max because she sure had enjoyed that kiss the night before. Even if the unexpected sizzle had totally shocked her.
She carried the candy back to her cubicle and booted up her computer, determined to get some work done. She had assignments already in the works, one due the following week. Focused on her writing, she jerked her head up at a familiar voice.
“Knock knock.”
Kurt lounged in her doorway, jacketless, sleeves rolled up, a big grin on his face. Butterflies danced a jitterbug in her stomach as she remembered the last time they’d been naked together.
“Rumor has it you’re the new queen of chocolates.” He chuckled.
She saved her document and turned to face him. “And they are delicious.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t think of sending them myself.” His gaze raked over her as if his eyes were undressing her. “New outfit? I like it. Very sexy.”
Oh, my God. Men are so predictable. Max called it. How interesting what a flirty outfit and a mysterious admirer could do to a situation. If she’d shown up in her usual slacks and sweater, without the secret admirer, would he even have known she came to work?
“Thanks.” She gestured at the box. “Have some candy, why don’t you?”
“Won’t your ‘secret admirer’ object to you giving them to another guy?” He used his fingers to gesture air quotes.
“Why?” She deliberately plucked a chocolate from where it nestled in the box and popped it into her mouth. “Is there some reason he should be jealous?”
Kurt unkinked himself from the doorjamb and ambled over to her desk. “There might be. Who is this guy, anyway? How come no one has ever met him? And where was he when you and I were doing the horizontal tango?”
“He was there all the time,” a deep voice boomed from behind him.
Kurt’s head whipped around.
Max appeared behind Kurt, a fake smile plastered on his face although a touch of anger flashed in his eyes. “Stacy and I had a little misunderstanding. No biggie. It’s all patched up now. Anyway, she won’t be doing the tango with anyone else anymore. Her dance card is filled.”
Deedee stood in the doorway, eyes wide, face flushed with excitement. “Sorry, Stacy. He said you were expecting him and just breezed on past me.”
“No problem. He’s right. Go on back to your desk.”
Deedee was a statue in the doorway eyed Max like he was a piece of candy in that box.
“Go on, Deedee,” Stacy repeated.
Kurt narrowed his eyes. “Wait, you’re Max Sullivan, right?”
Max put on his professional smile—the one he used when local news interviewed him after a triumph on the field.
“Yes. And you would be?”
“Kurt Macallister.” He reached out a hand. “I never miss a Warriors game. ESPN is still replaying that video of the Hail Mary pass you threw in the game against the Patriots.”
“Yeah, my fifteen minutes of fame,” he joked.
Stacy watched the two men in her tiny office space and smiled to herself. She could almost hear Kurt’s brain burning as he tried to figure out what she was doing with Max Sullivan. Max, on the other hand, behaved pleasant but aloof and looked as if he wished Kurt would get out of there already.
Winking at Stacy, he walked around the other man, lifted her from her chair, and pulled her in tight to his chest. Then, without further warning, he brought his lips down on hers in a kiss that curled her toes and sent moisture flooding her panties. His body was hard against hers. All of him was hard including his rock-hard penis imprinting itself on her flesh through her flirty little skirt.
If he gave a performance, it was a damn good one. So good her wits scattered like leaves in a breeze.
“Well.” Vaguely, Stacy heard someone clearing his throat. “Apparently this isn’t a good time to chat with you.”
She opened her eyes and glanced over Max’s shoulder. Kurt still stood in front of her desk, hands in his pockets, irritation and maybe jealousy lining his face.
Max lifted his mouth from hers. “Yeah, that’s right. Stacy’s leaving for lunch and won’t be back for a while.” He turned his face to Stacy, still holding her close to him. “You ready, sugar?”
Stacy’s head spun. She barely heard whatever comeback Kurt made, too busy staring at Max through lust-clouded eyes. Lordy, the man was gorgeous. Clad in black slacks and a black V-neck sweater, with a smidgen of sexy chest hair peeking over the ribbing, his outfit practically matched his hair, and the blue in his eyes appeared deeper than ever. He topped it all with an elegant camel colored sport jacket and a smile that came straight from the devil himself.
“Get your purse, Stacy,” he told her. “Time to go.”
“Um,” was all she could manage.
Max took a step back, his sensuous mouth crooked up in a smile. Sensuous mouth? When had she put those two words and Max together?
“Stacy? You ready, sweetheart?” His warm voice wrapped itself around her like an erotic blanket.
“Uh, yes. Let me get my purse.”
Pulling her scrambled brains together, she managed to retrieve her bag from her desk drawer without dropping it.
“She may be late getting back,” he told a dumbfounded Deedee as they sailed into the hallway.
It was almost humorous the way heads popped out of cubicles and eyes stared at them as they made their way to the elevator. Almost, but not quite because, again, it brought home to Stacy people’s surprise at a man—any man, let alone one like Max Sullivan—sending her giant boxes of chocolates, giving her the kiss of the century in her office, then sweeping her off to lunch. She might have dwelt on it longer only Max urged her into the elevator and pressed the Down button so the doors would close immediately.
“Think that made an impression?” he asked with a grin.
“More like a sinkhole,” she told him now that she could catch her breath. “Wow!”
“The guy in your office who glared as if he wanted to shoot me. I take it he’s resident asshole?”
She nodded. “That’s Kurt.”
“Forgive me for saying so, Stacy. That guy even looks like an asshole. I need to talk to you about your taste in men.”
“Not today, okay?” How to tell him she really wanted to pretend what they were enjoying was a fun, romantic luncheon and she didn’t want to talk about Kurt or anyone else? He’d think her nuts. The whole plan was all pretend and she had to keep that in mind. Even though her brain was still fogged from that kiss.
“I can already tell he’s a loser.” He hugged her against him and gave her a playful grin. “I’m so much handsomer. And much nicer.”
Was he only teasing her? More of his usual Max-type jokes? For an insane moment, she wanted this to be real.
While she wondered, he kissed her on the cheek. Just a gentle brush of lips against her overheated skin, but fire cascaded through her blood as if struck with a match. What went on with her body and Max? He’d kissed her three times, each completely different than the others. And each one had scorched her inside out and made every erogenous zone in her body do an up-tempo happy dance.
With Max?
Good thing they were going someplace with people around. She needed to clear her head.
“You know,” she told him, “you don’t really have to take me to lunch. I can grab a bite, stay away an appropriate length of time, then go back to the office.”
He turned her to face him. “We have a deal,” he reminded her. “And I always keep my word. Maybe we should go somewhere people who know the asshole will see us and word can get back to him.”
“I just don’t want you to—”
He touched the tip of a finger to her lips. “Don’t you want to have lunch with me? I think my feelings are hurt.”
He looked so cute with his fake pout she couldn’t help smiling.
“Of course I want to. You pick the restaurant. I don’t care who sees us or not.”
He took her to a restaurant called Morrie’s. Although the place bustled with the lunchtime crowd, the hostess took time to greet Max.
“Hey, handsome.” She turned her cheek to his for a light peck. “You always brighten up this place when you come in.”
“Thanks, Gwen.” He pulled Stacy forward. “Meet Stacy Halligan.”
Gwen gave her a practiced smile. “Nice to meet you.”
“Got our table ready?” Max asked.
The woman eyed Stacy with blatant interest but nodded.
“I do. Just follow me.”
Stacy had never been there before so, as they made their way to a table in the corner, she took in all the details. She noted the quiet ambience, muted conversation, the understated elegance of tables draped in white linen, the carved wainscoting on the walls, and the recessed lights.
“Very nice,” she said when they were seated.
“I like it. The food’s great, and it’s quiet enough to have a decent conversation.”
She scanned the room, curious. “Is Morrie’s one of your usual hangouts?”
Max laughed. “I don’t have hangouts, Stacy. Unless you consider my townhouse. Just places I like to go.”
A few other customers spotted him, nodded, and smiled. “People know you here. Aren’t you worried they might misconstrue you being with me?”
“I don’t care who sees us.” He reached for one of her hands. “Do you?”
“No. Of course not. I only meant—”
“Quit worrying. I have a plan and I’m sticking to it. Now.” He released her hand and opened his menu. “Let me tell you what’s really good here.”
 
 
Max insisted on ordering a glass of wine for her. She was wound so tight, he feared she might release like a spring.
“One glass,” he coaxed. “Your favorite.”
He desperately wanted one himself only he couldn’t afford to make a careless mistake. Too much depended on what happened going forward. A good field general had his wits about him at all times.
So far, his plan was right on track. He’d shocked the hell out of her with the hot kiss in her office. And telling himself it was all for show was a big fat lie. A good quarterback had to be able to read the field and know when certain plays were called for. Besides, he’d wanted to make sure the electric sizzle from the night before hadn’t been a mistake. Or his imagination.
Seeing her in her work environment, desk stacked with projects, gave him a better picture of her. Especially her coworkers’ stunned expressions when he swept in, gave her a kiss to sizzle the air, and hauled her off to lunch. He was not one of those athletes who gorged on his celebrity , but if he could use it to make Stacy’s life more exciting, maybe, along the way, he’d show her they belonged together. The candy that morning had already started the gossips buzzing. He hoped his appearance at her office ramped it up. And not just because she deserved it.
Had her total immersion in her job blunted her ability to make smart choices where men were concerned? If so, fine, because it gave him the opening he’d been waiting for.
When she’d first moved in next door and figured out who he was, he’d waited for the usual reactions. It stunned him when she didn’t try to get her picture taken with him, wasn’t jonesing to meet the other players, and actually liked to talk football with him. Stacy offered a refreshing change from the women who gravitated to him.
Okay, friends, he’d thought. Good. Someone he could relax around. Bitch about stuff to. He even ignored his initial reaction to her because he liked hanging out with her in a no-pressure situation.

Max couldn’t have said exactly when he realized, at least for him, what they were doing had turned into a whole lot more. It was so easy to be with her—he didn’t have to be anyone but himself—that his attitude changed before he even realized it. He made sure he didn’t give her any hint of his feelings. She was always hot after these metrosexual losers, and he felt her pain as one after the other of the so-called relationships turned out to be duds.
Then, one day, he realized he had a much harder time concealing his feelings for her. He wanted her, physically and emotionally. They fit. However, he still had no idea how to convince her of that without ruining what they already shared. Fate had dropped an opportunity into his lap, though, and he planned to make the most of it.
Electricity crackled between them if she’d only give it half a chance. Those incendiary kisses really blew his mind. Man, the woman had a hot mouth and a tongue like velvet. So pretty, sexy, funny, the complete package. The men in this town must have their heads up their asses if they didn’t appreciate her.
But good for me, or I might never have been able to make this happen. And I’m not just in it for show.
He had two weeks to prove to her they were good together, and he planned to pull out all the stops. The night before, when he kissed her, his body stood up and begged for more. Not even in his dreams had he realized how explosive kissing Stacy Halligan would be. Now he wanted more. Of her. In his bed. And in his life.
The problem would be convincing her, since their big romance was supposed to be nothing more than an act.
Think of it like a football game and put a plan together, with lots of option plays. Maybe even an end around.
He chuckled to himself at that.
“This is very nice of you.”
Stacy’s voice jerked him out of his thoughts. She smiled at him, her plump lips begging for him to take a taste. He wanted to lick every inch of them. He could still feel the aftereffects of their kiss. Both kisses, as a matter of fact.
Easy, boy. You’re in a public place.
“I’m having fun.” He winked. “What’s not to enjoy? A great lunch with a beautiful, sexy lady? I’ll bet every man in here would pay to change places with me.”
She tilted her head. “You really think that?”
He frowned. “Think what?”
“That I’m beautiful? Sexy? You know, those things.”
The waiter had cleared their plates, so Max reached across the table and took one of her hands in both of his. He rubbed his thumb casually back and forth across her palm.
“Of course, I do. I always have.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Always?”
He nodded.
“Max, you only ever see me in sloppy clothes, with no makeup. And half the time in a bad mood.”
“And still,” he teased, “I think you’re beautiful and sexy.”
She started to reply again when the waiter appeared bearing a plated chocolate heart.
“Our red velvet cake heart for two,” he explained, setting the plate between them. “A pre-Valentine special. And two forks, for sharing.” He positioned the utensils precisely then bowed away.
“Valentine’s Day again,” she sighed. “When everyone has a Valentine except me.”
“Uh uh uh.” He waggled his finger at her. “You aren’t complaining, are you? This year you’ll be celebrating in style. With me. We’ll show the asshole and every other jerk who doesn’t treat you right exactly what they lost.”
“We will?” She wasn’t so sure of that.
“Yeah. Not to mention how jealous everyone at the magazine will be,” he went on. “I’ll bet every woman there would give her entire wardrobe of bikini panties to be romanced by a hotshot quarterback. And I chose you. Keep that in mind.”
“But we’ll know it’s nothing but a part of my image campaign, right?” she asked.
“Maybe.” He gave her a slow seductive grin. “Then again, maybe you won’t be able to resist my incredible charms. Come on, Stace. Loosen up. We’ll have fun whatever we’re doing.” He lifted her hand, leaned across the table, and placed a kiss in the center of her palm.
As if a switch clicked on inside her, her face lit up in a smile, even though tension still ran through her body. He wanted to pull her across the table and into his lap. This tension radiating from her would not do. He needed to get her to unwind.
“You’re right. Fun. To show Kurt and all the others what they lost.”
“Right,” he repeated.
We’re going to have fun, all right. I don’t give a shit about Kurt. My campaign is all about making Stacy realize how special she is to me. And what we could have going. Maybe already do.
Her smile faded, as if she wasn’t quite sure she knew how to play this game, and his heart ached for her.
“Right now what I want is to share this red velvet heart-shaped cake with you.” She picked up one of the forks, cut off a small piece of the heart, and slid it into her mouth.
Watching her lips close over the confection and the tip of her tongue lick the residual frosting nearly gave his cock a heart attack. Then she sliced off another piece and held out the fork to him. When he slid his mouth over the utensil, he was positive he could still feel the lingering touch of her lips. The cake was rich and creamy and, for a shocking moment, he visualized rubbing it on her luscious body and slowly licking off every bit of it.
Jesus, Max! In a minute, you’ll come in your pants like a horny teenager.
She took another bite for herself, and he stared at the play of muscles in her jaw as she chewed. One tiny piece of frosting clung to her lips, tantalizing him. He reached over with his thumb to blot it then put the thumb in his mouth to suck it clean. Would her nipples taste as good as the cake, or even better? And if her pussy was as sweet as—
She glanced at him from beneath those insanely long lashes. “You aren’t eating your share. Don’t you like it?”
Oh, he wanted to eat his share all right. Only his mouth didn’t water for the dessert in front of him. The thought of how good every bit of her body would taste was what drove him crazy. He needed to do something. Now.
A thought jumped into his head. If he could make it work, they’d both have an afternoon to remember. And the start of what he hoped would be the relationship he longed for.
“I have an idea,” he said slowly. “Can you be spur of the moment? Impulsive?”
She frowned. “Not usually. Why?”
“I want to take you someplace. Right now.”
“Now?” She stared at him. “I have to go back to work. Lunch was really nice, Max, only—”
“Yes, it was great. And I don’t want the afternoon to end.” He grinned at her. “Come on, Stacy. Break the mold. Be spontaneous.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “You never know what you’ll find if you do.”
“Coal in my stocking for Christmas?” she asked.
“Maybe a whole new view of life. Let’s get out of here.” He put his napkin on the table and signaled for the waiter.
Stacy blinked at him, startled. “What? Wait. We didn’t finish our dessert.”
“We can take it with us.” He gave orders to the waiter to box it up as he handed over his credit card. “You might find a surprise you enjoy even more.”
He forced himself to take a deep breath before he leaped across the table and ripped off her clothes. Some things should be done in private. “Call your office and tell them you won’t be back for the rest of the day.”
She frowned at him. “Max, what’s going on here? What crazy idea are you cooking up?”
“I’m cooking up fun. You know, crazy can be fun. Spontaneous can be fun.” He winked. “And I think it’s time you had some fun.”
“Doing what?”
“You’ll see. Call your office,” he urged. “Go on. Live dangerously.”
“I’m probably nuts, but okay.” She picked up her phone. “Be right back.”
If only he didn’t worry so much that his plan would backfire on him. As she headed for the restroom, he took out his cell and punched in a number.
“Are you crazy?” his friend Arnie asked. “I need more than five minutes to prepare for what you want.”
“Pretend I’m helping you prepare for the Valentine’s Day thing you always do. Don’t you need some practice?”
“No,” Arnie snapped. “Not as long as we’ve been doing it.”
“Then it should be easy,” Max told him. “I have faith, my man. Just ask Josie to help.”
Arnie laughed. “My wife will do it if only to get a peek at a woman who has you obviously outside your comfort zone.”
“Whatever. As long as you get it done. Okay?”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”
“Did you call your office?” he asked when they were back in his car.
“Yes. When I went to the ladies room.” She gave an unsteady little laugh. “They think I’m crazy. I never take off in the middle of the day.”
“Then maybe it’s time you did. If none of those idiots you hung out with talked you into it, then they really are assholes.”
“They have obligations,” she protested. “The same as I do.”
“Your obligation today is to yourself.”
He reached for one of her hands and folded his around it. The campaign had changed in tenor, becoming more about winning her for himself than making others jealous. Yes, he wanted her to feel special. Because she was special. To him. And he was finally having to admit what he’d kept hidden all this time. That he wanted something strong with her. Something in the forever category.
He definitely had his work cut out for him.
“Where are we going?” She stared out the windshield as he turned off the highway onto a country road.
“You’ll see. It’s a surprise.”
Surprisingly, she didn’t pull her hand away from his. Instead, she let him continue holding it all the way down the road. It felt so good against his skin. It would feel even better wrapped around his cock. Maybe stroking up and down.
He swallowed a groan. The imagery wasn’t doing much for his self-control. Neither was his desire to strip her clothes off and lick every inch of her delicious-looking body. He could imagine her sweet ass beneath that flirty red skirt, his hands itching to cup its roundness. And the jacket barely counteracted the swelling of her breasts peeking over the top of the cami.
Jesus! I’m driving myself nuts.
He shifted in his seat, trying to ease the pressure in his groin.
“Are you okay?” Her voice was edged with concern. “Why are you twitching around like that?”
“What? I’m not. I mean, I’m fine.” He slid a glance in her direction and caught her frowning at him. “No scowling. Only fun today.”
He made a turn into a long driveway, and Stacy leaned forward in her seat.
“A ranch?” She almost squeaked. “You took me to a ranch?”
He laughed. “With horses and everything.”
“Max, I’m hardly dressed for the country,” she protested.
“You’ll be fine. They won’t expect you to muck out the stalls or stuff like that. I promise.”
She looked at him as if he was speaking a strange language. Nevertheless, she let him help her from the car and lead her toward the barn.
“I don’t think these shoes are made for walking on gravel.” She wobbled on her high heels.
“No problem. I can fix that.”
Without giving her a chance to protest, he swept her up into his arms. The feel of her soft body against his was nearly his undoing. Her breasts were warm and full, even through her jacket, and her ass fit so nicely in his hand.
“Max?” she prompted.
He realized he had stopped and just stood there, holding her. Shifting her slightly, he carried her through the open doorway of the barn. Arnie was giving a final check to the bridle of the horse hitched to the old-fashioned cab. Beside him, his wife, Josie, grinned from ear to ear.
“Usually it’s the women trying to seduce you, Max,” she chuckled.
Stacy tensed in his arms. “You can put me down,” she said, pushing against his chest.
“Who said anything about seducing?” He stole a quick kiss then set her on her feet before she could object.
“What are we doing here, anyway?”
“Stacy Halligan, meet Arnie and Josie Durand.”
“Nice to meet you.” Stacy shook hands with them. He could hear the confusion in her voice. “Wait. Arnie Durand. Didn’t you use to play—?”
“With the Warriors.” He nodded. “That’s where the stud here and I got to be friends.”
“The stud?” She quirked an eyebrow at him. “Have you been keeping interesting details from me all this time?
Max could feel the red creeping up his face. “Pay no attention to him. Please. Cut it out, Arnie, okay?”
Around any other female, he would have reveled in the nickname, but not with Stacy. He had avoided discussing his sexual exploits with her, not always proud of the way he behaved. Now, it was even more important for her to get the right impression of him.
“Can I tell her you helped me get the ranch going after I blew out my knee and couldn’t play anymore?” Arnie asked.
This time when Stacy faced him, admiration shone in her eyes. Damn. Better, only he didn’t want hero worship, either. He wanted her to…to want him. As a man.
“He’s kind of kept an eye on us,” Josie added. “Even passed the word with all the stud muffins about our Valentine’s Day deal. The publicity helps promote the ranch.”
“What kind of deal?” Stacy wanted to know.
Max would have given her the abbreviated version, anxious to get going, but there was no stopping Josie.
“We mostly breed and train cutting horses,” the woman said. “Then we got involved with a rescue group. That led to buying these old-fashioned buggies and—”
“They do special rides for Valentine’s Day,” Max cut in. “And if they’ll shut up, I can show you what they’re talking about. Open that door, Arnie.”
Arnie opened the door to the cab and offered Stacy his hand. She hesitated a moment before stepping up to the running board.
“Just go with the flow, okay?” Max said. “I promise you’ll have a good time.” He followed her inside and sat next to her, his arm pulling her against him.
 
She inhaled the tantalizing aroma of his aftershave mixed with his clean male scent and every erogenous zone pounded with desire.
“I think she’s a keeper, stud.” Josie chuckled before the woman closed the door.
“We’re good to go,” he called to Arnie. Then he reached down and pressed a button beneath the seat.
Music began to play softly around them, mingling with the clopping of the horse’s hooves on the barn floor and the buggy began to move forward.
Well, he promised me an adventure, and I guess I’m getting one.
She hoped it involved more of those drugging kisses.
 



Chapter Three
Short Pass Play
 
Stacy was both bewildered and enchanted. She could have objected at any time. If she had told Max she didn’t want to go along with whatever he had planned, she knew he’d have taken her home again. She was curious, though, about what came next, as well as about his motive. Maybe she should take Max’s advice and shake up her life a little. Setting off on a Valentine’s adventure with him offered an enticing way to do it. Besides, the ride was one of the most romantic things anyone had ever done for her. And what could she lose except an afternoon at work?
What had prompted this change in plans? Why was he doing it? An unexpected thread of sexual excitement wiggled its way through her body.
Ohmigod!
Sex and Max? Was that even possible?
Still, as the enclosed buggy jostled along over the terrain, music drifting through the space, the memory of their kisses kept replaying in her mind. God, the man could certainly kiss. And that tongue. How would it feel on other parts of her body? Immediately, the pulse in her cunt throbbed with the intensity of a jungle drum and her nipples tightened.
Wait a minute!
Again, her brain hit the pause button.
This is Max! I don’t have sexual thoughts about my best friend. What’s wrong with me?
What was wrong with her was that, for the first time in three years, she saw Max as a hot man and wanted to spend hours fucking him every way possible. Ohmigod! Exactly when had that thought popped into her mind?
It was the damn kisses, she kept reminding herself. Apparently, they turned her brain into a sponge and her body into a furnace of sexual desire. Because ever since that first unexpected kiss, her body had been on full throttle, and the desire to get naked with Max and do whatever she could think of was becoming an obsession.
February in the Texas Hill Country could sometimes be very cold. Today, however, a rare warm spell made it more like fall. Through the cab window, she saw the acres of rolling green dotted with copses of trees and native shrubbery growing in wild profusion, all bathed in golden sunlight. Close to the barn, horses romped in the pasture. Now they were well past that, and the landscape was suddenly dotted with a variety of wildlife—white tail deer, squirrels, and a variety of birds.
Then Max distracted her, playing with her hair and stroking the nape of her neck, skimming the line of her jaw. When he leaned closer and tickled her ear with his tongue, desire raced through her.
Kisses. I want more of those kisses.
As if he’d heard her thoughts, Max turned her face and placed his mouth softly on hers, the touch as feathery as an angel’s wing, a feather brushing across the surface of her lips. He traced the seam with the tip of his tongue, coaxing her to open for him. When she did, he thrust his tongue inside, and the kiss turned hungry and fierce.
So lost in the power of the moment, she barely noticed when he unbuttoned her jacket and slid one hand up her rib cage to cup a breast. But when a thumb rasped back and forth over the nipple, the walls of her pussy began to spasm and heat suffused her body. A tiny portion of her brain insisted she should back off, move his hand away. Only it felt so damn good, and the kissing was even better than she remembered.
“Moving too fast for you?” he asked in a rough voice.
“No.” She could barely get the word out. She wanted to say if he stopped or slowed down, she’d kill him.
Max gently squeezed her breasts, and his groan vibrated through her. She danced her tongue over his, loving the taste of him. Loving his hand on her.
Just do it. Go with it.
So, she gave herself over to the feelings racing through her.
When his hand left her breast and coasted down over her hip and thigh to slide beneath her skirt, she widened her legs to give him better access. For the first time, she regretted wearing pantyhose to work, but the touch of his fingers pressing the fabric into the lips of her cunt was even more erotic than if he stroked bare skin.
They were both gasping for breath when he broke the kiss and cruised his mouth over her cheek and down to her jaw where he traced a line with his tongue.
“God, you taste delicious.” His voice was deep and husky. “I’ll bet your pussy tastes even better.”
Oh, God!
Heat speared her, and a new flood of liquid soaked her crotch.
“Jesus!” he murmured.
Then he slipped his hand free and brought it to his nose, inhaling her essence before licking his fingers. Totally turned on by the sight, barely realizing what she was doing, she eased her hand over his thigh to find the bulge at his groin. Oh, yeah. The hard thickness of his penis pushed against the fabric and into her palm.
His hand was back beneath her skirt, rubbing her mound, when the buggy unexpectedly came to a stop and the music ceased.
Arnie’s voice intruded into the intimacy of the cab. “We’re here, guys.”
“To be continued,” Max whispered then stepped out onto the ground.
He held out his hand to her, but before she could climb down, he swept her up in his arms and pulled her tight to his body.
“Max!” she laughed. “I can walk.”
“Yeah? How romantic would that be?” he teased.
Sure Arnie had some idea of what they’d been doing, she pressed her face to Max’s shoulder to hide her blush.
“It’s all good,” he whispered.
“Where are we?” Her eyes widened as he carried her toward a rustic log cabin sitting beneath two giant oak trees.
“Line shack,” he told her. “At least it was ages ago. When this place was a cattle ranch with a lot more acreage, it offered a stopping place for cowboys riding fence line or out in storms tending to the cattle.”
“What is it now?”
He set her on her feet on the porch and swung the door open. “Take a look. What do you think?”
She was speechless. A king bed with a red satin comforter and piles of pillows sat against a wall of the one-room cabin. Red and white flowers in large clusters filled two vases, and candles decked nearly every surface.
“My God!” She could only stare, trying to take everything in. “Who did all this?”
“Arnie and Josie set it up three years ago. They rent it out for Valentine’s Day, anniversaries, events like that. Starting next Monday, they’ll do one run every afternoon and one every evening. Arnie was kind enough to pull it all together right away for me.”
“Does anyone get to stay overnight?”
He winked at her. “That comes later.”
“It’s so…so…so….“
“Romantic?” he finished, teasing.
“And then some.”
“Don’t move,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
She was still trying to process everything when he returned to place a large wicker basket on the small dining table. When he lifted the lid, she saw that it held two bottles of wine, glasses, and a square box of chocolates.
“They didn’t miss a trick,” she commented, still trying to catch her breath.
“I promised you wine and chocolates, right?” He moved away from the table and came to stand in front of her. His lean fingers sifted through her hair and those midnight blue eyes blazed into hers.
“You always keep your promises?” she whispered.
“You bet. This is going to be a Valentine’s holiday you’ll never forget,” he told her in a gruff voice. “And it’s only the beginning.”
“Wait,” she said. “What…? Are you…?“
“You talk too much.” He brushed his mouth over hers. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this opportunity. I don’t even know where to start, but the wine and candy are rewards for being a bad girl.”
“B–bad girl?” Her eyes widened.
“Uh huh.” Tossing his jacket to the side, he eased hers from her shoulders and slid it down her arms. “Very, very bad.”
When he tilted her chin up with two fingers, she expected another of those combustible kisses. Instead, he trailed his lips down her neck to the hollow at the base of her throat, pressing his tongue at her pulse frantically beating there. He cupped her breasts in his palms as his tasted the upper swell of her breasts. She shook as he teased her with wet kisses and his fingers before, with a quick movement, he pulled the cami over her head.
“Gorgeous,” he murmured as he sucked her nipples hard, one at a time, through the filmy fabric of her bra. Then he bit each one, lightly.
Her legs were so weak she didn’t know how much longer she could stand. As if sensing it, Max walked her backwards to the bed and eased her down on it, all the while laving circles on her bare neck and shoulders.
“Don’t move,” he told her, kneeling in front of her.
He slipped each shoe off, set them aside then, lifting each foot, placed a kiss on the arch. A shiver raced over her skin. He took a moment to open the front clasp of her bra, easing it down her arms and shifting so he could tug it away. Then, sliding his hands beneath her skirt, he reached up for the waist of her pantyhose and very slowly rolled them down, over hips and thighs and ankles, until he could discard the garment.
“If I’d known what would happen, I wouldn’t have worn them,” she told him in a wobbly voice.
“That would have been a shame, because then I wouldn’t have the pleasure of removing them. Right?” His tone was playful but his expression far from teasing.
He lifted one foot again and laid a path of kisses from her ankle up the inside of her thigh to her pussy, flipping back the skirt so he could place his lips directly on her sex. Taking the top of her bikini panties in his teeth, he dragged them unhurriedly down her legs and dropped them on the floor. Lying back on the bed, naked except for the short skirt, she felt unbelievably sexy.
Then he traced a line with his mouth from the other ankle all the way to her pussy. Along the way, he stopped to lick the inside of her thigh, the crease where hip and thigh were joined, the tender skin above her pubic curls. Every touch, every lick, fired nerves she didn’t even know she had, and she couldn’t hold back the moans. God, the man had an educated mouth. By the time he settled at her cunt, she shook with need.
Opening the lips of her pussy with his strong lean fingers, he licked very lightly at her clit, sending tremors slithering through her. Then he did it again, and followed it with a long slow lap the length of her slit. As if he’d been making love to her forever, he seemed to know every place to touch and exactly how to touch it. So aroused, she feared she’d explode on the spot. Tightening her hands into fists, she slid a glance down to where he knelt between her thighs.
“Y-you still have all your clothes on,” she pointed out, her voice far from steady.
“If I get undressed, I’ll embarrass myself,” he rumbled.
“E-embarrass?”
“Uh huh. I’m so ready to come right this second, I feel like a horny teenager.”
“Oh.”
Oh, my God!
“I have wanted to do this with you for so long,” he murmured against her.
The sound of his words vibrated through her. “You have?”
“Uh huh. But I was scared to death I’d ruin a perfectly great friendship.”
“And now you—”
“Want it all. I was so glad you jumped on my suggestion. For the Valentine’s campaign,” he added.
“Um, me, too.” Stunned at what was happening.
“Besides.” He winked. “I’m having a really good time here.”
He turned his attention back to licking every inch of her wet flesh then, without warning, thrusting his tongue inside her. The walls of her cunt convulsed, gripping him, her hips thrusting forward. Max propped her legs wide with his shoulders and held her pussy open while he ate at her, again and again. She writhed in pleasure, an orgasm building inside her, unwinding like coiled steel.
“Go ahead, sugar.” His voice muffled against her body. “Let it go. We aren’t stopping at one.”
He squeezed his lips around her cunt at the same time he thrust two fingers inside her.
“Oh, God,” she cried, eyes shut, unable to hold back even if she wanted to. “Ohhhhhh.”
“Let go,” he murmured around her hot nub. “Go on, sugar.”
He drove his fingers in and out of her, speeding up the pace even as he sucked harder.
And she exploded, shook with convulsions, the walls of her cunt convulsing around his fingers over and over. Nothing existed except Max, his touch and his mouth, and the erotic tornado racing through her.
When she opened her eyes again, he grinned up at her, his fingers still inside her. He eased them gradually from the grip of her flesh and, one by one, carefully licked them in a sight more erotic than she had ever seen.
Max rose from his knees and bent over her, giving her a slow, tender kiss. Her taste on his lips started her quivering all over again. He gentled her with long slow strokes along her arms and shoulders. With kisses from her throat over her breasts to her navel. And finally, one very tender kiss on her silky pubic curls.
When he rose to his feet and pulled his sweater over his head, Stacy almost cried at the perfection of him. He possessed a true athlete’s physique, with broad shoulders, a defined six-pack, and sculptured muscles along his arms. Dark hair scattered over his chest, arrowing down to disappear into the waistband of slacks resting on narrow hips. Just looking at him was enough to make her mouth water. How had she never realized what a hunk Max was before?
His eyes, hot and hungry, burned into hers as he stripped off his slacks and boxer briefs. Her gaze drew at once to his cock, rising long and thick from a tight nest of curls, and she began to shake with need again.
“I think I need to lose the skirt,” she said in a weak voice.
“Actually, it kind of turns me on. You all naked, wearing nothing but that flippy little skirt.” He bent over her, arms caging her on either side. “I think I want to fuck you with that skirt on, sugar.”
She wanted to tell him to get on with it, but her breath stalled in her lungs. Erotic images of the two of them danced in her mind. Finally, she got her tongue unstuck from the roof of her mouth.
”Yes.” Barely a whisper. “I want that, too.”
She pushed on his shoulders and sat up, reaching down to wrap her fingers around his shaft. When she would have stroked him, he folded his own hand over hers.
“After,” he told her between gritted teeth.
“After? After what?”
“After I slide inside you and fill that sweet pussy of yours.” The heat in his eyes could have scorched her skin.
“Then do it,” she told him.
Fumbling for his slacks, he dug a condom from his wallet and ripped the foil open with his teeth. His gaze focused tightly on her as he rolled the latex in place. It excited her to see his hands tremble.
“Now,” he said, moving over her.
Lifting her legs, he braced them on his shoulders and opened the lips of her sex with his thumbs. His breath hissed through his teeth as he stared at her. Nudging her opening with the head of his cock, he gradually inched it inside her. Stacy would have closed her eyes to let sensation wash over her, but she couldn’t drag her gaze away from his. Little by little, he filled her, stretching her tissues until the thick head bumped against the mouth of her womb.
Oh, God!
“You feel so fucking good,” he rasped.
“You…too,” she managed to gasp.
He lowered his head and took one taut nipple into his mouth, the sensation pulling all the way to her pussy. When he grazed the sensitive flesh with his teeth, electricity zapped her, firing every nerve in her body. As he laved and sucked, he moved unhurriedly in and out of the wet clasp of her flesh. Everything else faded away except the hot connection of their bodies, his heavy penis filling every inch of her and the heat of his mouth on her.
In slow increments, he increased his pace, his hips moving as he thrust in and out of her. With each drag of his shaft along her inner walls, he touched her hot spot, sending shivers of need dancing through her. Lifting his head from her breasts, he looked hard into her eyes. What she saw in his gaze was as potent as his movements—need, hunger, desire, and some emotion she was too aroused to even think of identifying.
“Ride with me, sugar,” he rumbled, his voice unsteady.
And then, he took them both up the cliff, hips pistoning, cock driving hard into her, his balls slapping against the cheeks of her ass. Again. Harder. More. Faster.
The climax swept over her with sudden intensity, spinning her into black velvet space, every bit of her in the grip of spasms threatening to shatter her. She was vaguely aware of the shudders subsiding, of Max gently lowering her legs and easing himself from her cunt. When he moved away from her, she wanted to cry out, beg him to come back. And then he did, shifting her on the bed so he could lie down beside her and curl her into him.
Her heart still pounded, his thudding against her back, his ragged panting a counterpoint to her own. They were both damp with perspiration, but Stacy didn’t care. She could have stayed with Max’s strong arms around her, his athlete’s body curved around hers, for a very long time.
At some point, her breathing evened out, her heartbeat steadied, and her brain kicked into gear.
Ohmigod! I’ve had sex with Max Sullivan! My best friend! Ohmigod!
Not to mention that “incredible” barely described what had just happened. What was going on here? What started out as a game was turning into something much more intense, and Stacy didn’t know if she was ready for it.
Max tucked the damp strands of her hair behind her ear and nibbled tenderly on the lobe.
“No thinking,” he murmured, his breath feathery against her skin. “Thinking not allowed today.”
“But what—?”
“Spontaneous, remember?”
His hand drifted lazily along her arm, down the curve of her hip, over to her tummy, and up to cup one breast with his palm.
She gave a breathy little laugh. “Spontaneous, all right. Spontaneous combustion.”
“Why thank you, sugar.” He bit down lightly on her shoulder. “For me, too.”
“Max?”
“Yeah?” He traced lazy circles with his tongue over the spot where he’d taken the little bite.
“What are we doing here, anyway?”
He chuckled softly. “If you have to ask, then I’m doing it wrong.”
“No, idiot. You know what I mean. Us. You and me. Friends.” She let out a slow breath. “Is…is what we did part of the plan?”
 
 
Max weighed his words carefully. Whatever he said next would either make or break the situation. After three painfully long years, he finally had Stacy right where he wanted her—in bed, in his arms. And, hopefully, in his life as much more than just best friends. He’d known they’d be explosive together, yet, not in his wildest dreams had he imagined how all-consuming, soul-shredding sex with Stacy Halligan could be. If he made a mistake here, said or did the wrong thing, it would all go up in smoke, and his plan to make her his forever would disappear.
“Max?”
He realized she still waited for an answer from him.
“It’s definitely part of the bigger picture, Stacy. Will I scare you away, ruin the big Valentine’s Day game plan if I tell you I’ve wanted this forever? With you?”
“Sex?” She tensed in his arms. “Is that what this is about?”
“Not even a little.” He dropped a kiss on her shoulder. “Well, maybe a little. But what’s happening here is so much more.” He continued stroking her body lightly, teasing her nipples and drifting his hand down to brush the softness of her pubic curls.
“I can’t think when you do that,” she told him.
“That’s the idea.” He nipped her earlobe again. “Sure, I want to do anything for you to wipe away the pain the jerks like Kurt have caused you, raise your profile with the ditsy females where you work. But, Stace, I’ve wanted to take our relationship to a different place for a long time. I saw a chance here to convince you we could be together.”
She was silent for so long, his nerves began to do a jittery dance.
“Stacy?”
“I-I never thought of us that way. Besides, I know the kind of women you hang out with. I’m not even in the same ballpark.”
“Window dressing.” He pulled her tighter against him. “I never wanted all those shiny pennies the other guys go for. I want someone real. Like you. So…what do you say? Can we see if what’s happening really works between us?”
Again she took her time answering. He simply kept stroking her body, trying to convey to her how he felt.
“What if…what if it doesn’t work? What if we crash and burn? What if we end up hating each other? I don’t think I could handle that.”
“I don’t believe that will happen. I think we’ll have a happy ending. I’m counting on it. So, let me suggest something. Let’s follow my Valentine’s Day game plan. If after February fourteenth we discover the spark—make that bonfire—burns itself out and we decide we’re not good couple material, I promise we’ll go back to being best friends.” My ass.
“Really? We could do that?”
“I will never do anything to hurt you, Stacy. If we mutually agree what we started here won’t go anywhere, I’ll make sure our friendship is still intact.”
He wanted to scream while he waited for her answer, but he reined in his impatience.
“Okay,” she said at last. Then she wiggled her ass against him, doing dangerously arousing things to his semi-hard cock. “Let’s go for it.” She turned her head enough to look at him over her shoulder. “The sex is really good, you know.”
Max laughed. “I take that as the highest compliment.”
“Only no football fannies,” she warned. “We’re exclusive.”
“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” His mind eased, at least for the moment, he shifted her in his arms so they were facing each other. “I think it’s time to open that wine Josie was kind enough to pack for us, don’t you?”
“I can definitely get on board with that.”
He uncorked the wine and poured it into the two crystal glasses from the basket, then touched his glass to hers. “To Valentine’s Day.”
“Valentine’s Day,” she smiled.
Max dragged his gaze away from Stacy’s mouthwatering nude body long enough to remind himself he needed to carefully design the next step in the game plan. He had never played a game he was more determined to win.
 



Chapter Four
Play Action Pass
 
The women at the magazine were in an absolute tizzy. No one came right out and said it, but Stacy could tell by the tone of their comments they all wondered how she had managed to snag the hunky football player. Kurt showed up every day for a week to check out her desk and see whatever new gift she might be displaying. His efforts to rekindle whatever had been going on between them actually made her laugh. What had she ever seen in him, anyway? She’d taken great pleasure in brushing him off with a smile, turning down every invitation until he finally gave up, only doing it with very bad grace.
The whole whatever-this-was with Max gave her a sense of power she’d never enjoyed before. Amazing that a man who could have nearly any woman he wanted chose her. And if she could believe him, he did it because he really wanted to be much more than friends. Had hidden that desire all this time.
If she could believe him.
She couldn’t help harboring that secret fear he’d wake up one morning, realize his so-called campaign had all been a mistake on his part, and decide to hook up with a woman more like those she was used to seeing him with. No matter how many times Max told her how he felt, she couldn’t make the tiny insect of fear disappear.
It didn’t, however, keep her from enjoying the wild ride. She couldn’t believe how ravenous for her he was the minute she’d walked in the door tonight. Before she could say hello, he had her up against the door, her slacks and panties off, his cock sheathed and inside her. It seemed to take only seconds before they climaxed together in a detonation of desire.
Hunger for her body temporarily satisfied, he stripped them both out of their clothes and fed her wine and finger foods on a thick quilt in front of the fireplace.
“I never knew how much fun getting ready for Valentine’s Day could be.” Stacy grinned, lying naked on the smooth fabric.
“We’re going to have even more fun in a minute.” He lowered one eyelid as he moved lithely to his feet and headed for the kitchen.
She watched the flex of muscles in his naked ass as he walked, her mouth watering as she remembered how it felt when she clutched at him during a climax.
“What do you have in mind?” she called out.
“You’ll see.”
Then he returned, and her eyes widened as she saw what he held—a bowl of chocolate frosting and a spatula.
“Planning to put that on something?” she asked.
“Uh huh.” He knelt beside her. “You.” He gently applied the first stroke. “I warmed it a little in the microwave first. I read it makes it spread more easily.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve been studying about applying frosting to bodies?”
“You won’t believe what you can find on the World Wide Web.” He chuckled. “All you have to do lie quietly. I’m an artist painting a canvas.”
She struggled to be still as he covered her body one small area at a time, working slowly, stopping to tease her nipples with the spatula. Urging her legs apart, he applied the confection to her legs, along the insides of her thighs, down to her ankles. When he reached her pussy, he used his finger, spreading a thin coating over her sensitized skin. When he swirled a drop of it around her clit, she had to grit her teeth to keep from moving or squeezing her legs together.
At last he finished, but then the real torture began. So slowly she thought she’d scream in frustration, he began to lick every inch of the frosting from her body. The touch of his tongue was so completely erotic that in seconds her cunt was so wet she could smell her own scent.
Apparently, so could Max. He lifted his head and inhaled, then grabbed one of her hands and wrapped her fingers around his cock. She was amazed at how quickly it had become hard and thick again.
“Does it ever get tired?” she giggled.
“Not much when you’re around. Now, hush and let me finish.”
He took his time licking around her nipples, dragging his tongue across the beaded tips before closing his lips and sucking the remaining icing from them. He grazed the sensitive skin with his teeth before lapping at the confection covering her breasts. By the time he worked his way down her stomach to her cunt, she was begging him to hurry. To just do it!
“Uh uh uh. A good project takes time. Lots of time. Be patient.”
“I’ll ‘be patient’ you. Wait till it’s your turn, though.”
A hot flame flickered in his eyes. “I look forward to it.”
Then he went back to work, laving her pussy with slow, deliberate strokes, tracing teasing lines around her clit, and rimming her opening.
“Delicious,” he murmured, thrusting his educated tongue inside her. “Better than anything I’ve ever tasted.”
“Please,” she begged, lifting her hips to him.
“Please what?” He closed his lips around the bundle of nerves in her slit.
“Please make me come.” Every nerve in her body crackled with heat, her pulse thudded like a base drum, and her inner walls pulsated. Deep inside her, the thread of a climax unwound like a taut spool of thread.
“Please, Max, make me come,” he said, watching her avidly.
“Please, Max, make me come! Yes. You. Max. Oh, God, please, please, please.”
And then he gave her what she wanted. Pushing three fingers into her well-lubricated channel, he locked his mouth around her clit again and drove her up and over the cliff.
Long afterwards, when Stacy finally regained her breath and some of her strength, she let Max carry her into his large shower and prop her against the cool tile of the wall. They stood there, letting the soft spray from multiple rainheads wash away the traces of their most recent erotic adventure.
Max rested his hands on her shoulders and took her mouth in a soft, gentle kiss. She pressed her body to his and immediately felt the heated thickness of his shaft imprinting itself on her.
“You didn’t get to, you know, come yet,” she pointed out.
One corner of his mouth turned up in a quirky grin. ”I saved the best for last.”
“Well, since you seem to have such great recuperative powers, I think you deserve to have a little treat and still save the best for later.”
She dropped to her knees and took him in her hand, rubbing her thumb over the soft velvet of the head.
“Stacy,” he began, reaching down and trying to urge her to her feet.
She shook her head. “Nope. My turn. Now it’s your turn to relax and enjoy it.”
She heard the hiss of his breath as she took the length of him in her mouth and closed her lips over him, sliding them down to the root then back up to the top. The plump head had already darkened with the rush of blood and even the shower spray couldn’t wash away the thick precum on the slit. Lapping it greedily, she swallowed then licked the traces of it from her lips.
“Jesus, Stacy,” he breathed, his hands tight on her shoulders. “Your tongue is a lethal weapon.”
She laughed as she took all of him inside again, barely managing to find room to ease her tongue over the satiny skin. Gripping the base of the shaft, she rolled up and down the length of him, slowly at first, then faster. The rough edge of his breath blended with the fine misting sound of the shower in an erotic symphony that impelled her to move faster and faster.
He groaned as she worked him, hardening against her touch. She tilted her head back to take him even deeper and reached between his thighs to cup his balls in the palm of her hand. Sensitive to the signals of his body, she knew when he hovered on the edge and squeezed his sac with enough pressure to push him past the tipping point.
“Damn, damn, damn!” His voice echoed off the tile walls.
His long fingers gripped her head, holding it in place as his release roared up from inside him and he spurted into the well of her mouth. He came and came, his body jerking with each eruption. Stacy worked him with her lips and her hands until she’d wrung the last drop from him. Then she let his shaft slide free and sat back on her heels, her lips curved in a smile.
Max leaned weakly against the shower wall, stroking her wet hair.
“I thought you might give me a heart attack,” he said.
“No more than all that chocolate,” she told him.
“Speaking of which.”
He urged her to her feet, took the bottle of liquid soap from the built-in shelf, and poured a generous amount in his hands.
“My turn again,” he told her.
Very deliberately and sensuously, he proceeded to soap every inch of her body, checking every crevice for remnants of the frosting, even places like the cleft between the cheeks of her ass where he hadn’t applied the creamy confection at all. By the time he finished, she was thoroughly aroused all over again, and by the looks of him, so was Max.
“Hold tight, sugar,” he crooned as he rinsed her off.
Sliding open the shower door he reached out for a drawer in the vanity and yanked out one of the condoms Stacy had learned he kept there. In seconds, he sheathed himself. Lifting her in his strong, athlete’s arms, he guided her onto the head of his cock and slowly lowered her into position. Pressing her against the wall of the shower, he took her fast and hard, his fingers digging into her hips as he held her steady.
They climaxed together, shuddering in the wet mist of the shower, hearts pounding, lungs dragging in air. They stood there, arms wrapped around each other, water sluicing over them, until Max finally eased himself from her body and stripped off the condom.
“I think we need to recharge our batteries a little.” He touched his mouth to hers briefly.
“No kidding,” she told him in an unsteady voice.
She laughed when she saw the towels he had ready for them were red with hearts on them.
“I can’t believe it. That is so not you.”
“Yeah, it is.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “At least with you. I want to guarantee you a Valentine’s Day with all the trimmings.”
“You’re doing a great job so far,” she told him.
“The best is yet to come.” He wrapped her in one of the towels and lifted her in his arms. “Come on. I think we need to rest a little, don’t you?”
*****
“You know I would love to have you come with me.” Max repeated the sentence for about the hundredth time.
He had a very uneasy feeling about going to the Warrens’ party without her.
“It’s fine. I’m fine.” She grinned. “Besides, it will give me a chance to rest up for our big night tomorrow.”
“That’s right. Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day, and I have a big surprise for you.” He had a slight attack of nerves when he thought about the agenda. He was ready for it, though, and he hoped she was, too.
“Are you even going to give me a clue?”
“Nope.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Not one tiny hint. Just be sure to wear that outfit we bought last weekend.”
He had insisted on taking her shopping, picking out a red dress of silky material that clung to her body in all the right places. Then, ignoring her blushing embarrassment, he’d hauled her into a lingerie shop and picked out the sexiest red bra and thong the salesgirl could find for them.
“Everyone knows what you have in mind now,” she’d told him, her face almost matching the fabrics.
“Good. I want everyone to know you belong to me and every man to be jealous of what we’ve got going on.”
“Are you positive that’s what you want?” she asked.
“More than I’ve ever been of anything before. So. Cinnamon rolls in the morning? I’ll go out and pick them up.”
“You won’t be too tired from partying all night?”
“Sugar, I’ll be in and out of there so fast they’ll hardly know I showed up.”
She frowned. “I don’t want you to get in trouble with the owners.”
“I’m fine. I keep telling you that.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small white bag.
“What have you got there?”
“Take a look. Go ahead.”
“Oh, Max.” She peered up at him. “Max, I—”
The bag brimmed with tiny hearts, the kind with printing on them. And they all said I love you. He was getting to the final play of the game, and this was the setup. He’d been very careful about not telling her any more until he thought the moment right. Tomorrow night he’d lay it all out for her, give her his real heart.
“Wait until tomorrow.”
She widened her gaze. “More surprises?”
“Maybe. And now I’ve gotta go.”
He only allowed himself a brief kiss. More than that and he’d never get out of there. But shit, he hated going off and leaving her. He never got very excited about the Warrens’ party, and this time he didn’t even want to go at all. Maybe if Stacy had agreed to go with him. But she’d made it clear she had no interest in going, and the time hadn’t been right to force the issue. Not with all the other plans he’d made.
They sign my paycheck. I can go and make nice for a little while.
Tony Warren was the second generation of his family to own the team. His father had been awarded the franchise and built it into a winner before stepping down. At thirty-five, Tony was taking it to an even higher level and doing it well. He was considered one of the best owners in the business. Because he and his wife took very good care of the team, Max always made it his business to attend any obligatory events, of which this was one.
Coach lights on metal poles glowed outside the house in the darkness, and spotlights set in the earth highlighted very expensive landscaping. A young kid doing valet service took his car and another one opened the door of the house for him, letting the light and noise from inside spill out.
“Come in, come in.” Tony Warren shook his hand. “Come get yourself a drink and relax.” He grinned at Max. “Lots of pretty girls here tonight.”
“Yes, thank you sir, but—”
“All the old married folks are socializing in the television room. The rest of you single people can let it all hang out wherever.” He tugged Max into the foyer.
“Yes, sir, but I—”
“Oh, Max, there you are!” Rina Warren hurried up and gave him a hug. “I say it’s never a party until Max gets here.” She held a drink in one hand as she guided him toward the living room with the other.
“I appreciate you saying that, except I’m hardly the star here.”
“I don’t care,” she teased. “You’ll always be my star. I tell Tony that all the time. Come on, say hello to all these nice young ladies waiting for you.”
Max used every bit of discipline to hold himself together for the next hour. He made polite conversation as he worked the room, chatting up the important guests the Warrens had invited. As politely as possible, he fended off the advances of the “pretty girls” looking to score with a football star and made it a point to say a few words to the sports reporters in the crowd.
As if I even qualify for a star.
He knew, however, to a lot of females, that didn’t matter. Single women who were friends of the Warrens spent the entire year working to get an invite to the Valentine’s Day event, hoping to get lucky. He was finally making his way to the front door, watching for one of the Warrens so he could say good-bye, when a blonde in a tight sweater and skirt grabbed his arm.
“I’ve been trying to catch your eye all night,” she said, giving him a grin he could only call salacious. “You’re very much in demand.”
“Not really.” Trouble, he told himself, and tried to extricate himself as politely as he could.
“I’m Alana Russell, a friend of Rina’s. I live out of town, but I told her, this year, I was coming to visit especially so I could attend their party.”
“I expect she’s very happy about that.”
“Oh, sure, sure, sure. Now, Max, I’d love it if I could have a souvenir. Can I bother you for a sec so a friend of mine can take a picture of us together?” Before he could answer, she hurried right along, “Oh, thank you so much,” and waved in the general direction of someone.”
Sliding her arm around his back, she plastered herself against him, her head against his shoulder. Max dug out his best company smile.
“Oh, and just one more,” she begged. “It won’t take but a sec.”
Before he realized what was happening, she had gone up on tiptoe, cupped his cheeks with both hands, and planted a kiss on his lips.
Max was so shocked for a long moment he couldn’t even move. Then he grabbed her arms as gently as possible and eased her away.
“I hope you don’t plan to show them to anyone except yourself,” he cautioned. “I’d hate for people to get the wrong idea.”
“Oh, honey, I think where you Warriors are concerned, there’s only one idea, and it’s the right one.”
“Actually, I’m seeing someone and—”
“And maybe you can see me, too.” She nudged him suggestively with her shoulder. “I told Rina she absolutely has to give me your number.”
It took another two or three minutes before Max could get away from the woman, and another five before he could say good-bye to the Warrens.
“My friend, Alana thinks you’re the hottest guy on the team,” Rina whispered to him at the door. ”She’s been dying to meet you. I’ll bet you guys would have fun together.”
Max shifted uncomfortably. “Yes, well—”
“Rina!” Tony hollered at her. “Come over here a minute.”
“Gotta go. Happy Valentine’s Day.”
Finally back in his car, he headed toward home. He felt as if he’d been run over by a lawn mower. Tomorrow he’d have to call Tony Warren and, as delicately as possible, ask him to make sure those pictures never saw the light of day except in Alana’s home.
He only wished he could get rid of the feeling they were somehow going to bite him in the ass.
 



Chapter Five
Touchdown
 
Max rose before six in the morning, having slept uneasily. He couldn’t shake the feeling the sword of doom was about strike him. Those damn pictures. If only he’d been able to push the woman away, but she’d been worse than a vulture. As soon as the clock hit a decent time, he planned to call Tony Warren and ask him to help. You just never knew when a picture would show up on someone’s phone and make its way out into cyberspace. Unfortunately, he didn’t think the Warrens would be taking any calls before noon today.
He downed two cups of coffee while he watched the clock. Valentine’s Day. He had big plans for Stacy, along with a special event tonight, before the magazine party. Maybe that was why he was so nervous. By eight o’clock, he was ready to jump out of his skin. Showered and dressed, he hurried down to the bakery in the nearby strip center and bought the cinnamon rolls she told him she had a real obsession for. At eight forty-five, he rang her bell, excitement at the upcoming day racing through his veins.
Instead of opening the door, Stacy merely hollered through it.
“Go away, Max. Go home.”
What? “Stacy? What’s wrong? I have cinnamon rolls.”
“I don’t want your cinnamon rolls. I don’t want anything from you. I don’t even want you. So, go away.”
Shit. “I’m not leaving until you open up and tell me what’s wrong.” He waited a minute, but nothing happened. “The neighbors are probably going to call the cops if I stand out here yelling much longer. Open the damn door.”
He was considering breaking it down when he heard the rattle of the chain and the snick of the deadbolt, then there she was. His heart dropped at the sight of her. She had the rattiest robe he’d ever seen on over an equally ratty sleep shirt. Her hair clumped around a messy ponytail and her eyes were swollen and red.
“I don’t want those.” She pointed at the box. “I don’t want anything from you. I knew it was too good to be true, and I was right. At least the other assholes didn’t dump me so publicly.”
“Stacy, I have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about. I didn’t dump you.”
“Yeah? Well, I don’t share, either. I told you that.”
“Will you make sense here? What is going on?”
She held up a finger. “Wait a minute.”
She closed the door, leaving Max still standing on the little porch. In seconds it was opened again. Stacy shoved her phone in his face.
“Look. On the Friends of the Warriors Facebook page this morning. Janelle couldn’t wait to call me and tell me.”
Max’s heart sank. Those fucking photos with that fucking Alana. He should have grabbed the fucking phone last night and smashed it.
“Stacy, the picture is not what it looks like. I didn’t—”
“You can’t imagine how humiliated I am. Do you have any idea how many millions of people have probably seen you and whoever she is already?”
“Please let me explain. I hardly even know her. She—”
“Good-bye, Max. Don’t come over here again. And don’t call me or text me or try to communicate with me in any way. We’re done.”
Then another hard slam that he felt through every bone in his body.
Fuck, fuck, fuck.
Somehow he had to make it all right. He wasn’t going to lose the love of his life on Valentine’s Day.
*****
Stacy tried to remember if she’d ever felt more miserable in her life, but she didn’t think so. She didn’t think it was possible for anyone to cry as much as she had or to feel as completely devastated. It wouldn’t be so bad if she hadn’t trusted Max so completely. After all, she’d known him for three years. They’d been best friends. She’d shared her deepest secrets with him. Exposed herself down to her rawest nerves.
And he’d taken all that knowledge and played her. Betrayed her. None of the other assholes had really mattered. And mostly she’d been able to hide her state of being dumped because, except for Kurt, she never shared with anyone. Too bad for her Max had insisted on making their activities as public as possible.
She hated thinking he’d had this in mind all along.
Maybe not. Maybe he’d really thought they could be special together. A real relationship. Maybe. Hah! Then another hot female came on to him, and she was left in the dust.
Her landline had been ringing off the hook so often she finally unplugged it. She even turned off her cell. There was no way she could manage to talk to anyone. It was bad enough she had to figure out how to pull herself together to go to the party tonight.
The damn party. If only she could figure out a way to avoid it. Maybe she could call and say she’d come down with a terminal illness of some kind. Showing up at work Monday would be bad enough. But if she wanted a job come next week, she’d better pull herself together.
Only how can I celebrate Valentine’s Day when I’m nobody’s Valentine? Max, how could you do this to me?
At last she dragged herself out of her misery and took a shower, washed her hair, and reluctantly made up her face. She glared at the sexy red dress hanging in the closet, tempted for a moment to cut it up with scissors. Then she thought, what the hell? Maybe she should keep the new Stacy front and center. If Max had dumped her, there were plenty of other fish in the sea. And tonight, she might find one if she chose wisely enough.
By the time she left her place, in the red dress and the sexy lingerie, gold hoops dangling from her ears, and her feet shod in high-heeled sandals, she almost had herself believing she could have a good time.
Almost.
She just needed to get rid of the heaviness where her heart was.
The party was always held in one of the high-end downtown hotels. Adam Devereaux, who owned the magazine, liked to make a splash. Besides the staff, the guest list would include advertisers, media, and major influential people. Adam always preached that image was all.
Parking her car in the hotel garage, she rode the elevator down and took a deep breath before she stepped into the lobby.
And walked right into Adam Devereaux.
“Ah, Stacy. There you are. I need you to come with me for a minute.”
“I…you…what?“
“Over here.” He took her by the arm and quietly guided her across the lobby to one of the smaller private rooms.
“What are we doing in here?” There were chairs stacked against the walls, a table at one end with a laptop on it, and a screen on a stand. “I don’t understand. What’s going on?”
“You will in a minute.”
He pulled a chair off one of the stacks and urged her into it, then walked to the table and typed a command into the computer. She was startled to see a face appear on the screen. A woman. One she’d never met personally but the magazine had done a feature on influential women in sports, and Rina Warren had been one of the ten. She didn’t think this had to do with that feature, so what was it all about, anyway?
She looked up at her boss. “Mr. Devereaux?”
He nodded at the screen. “Just listen.”
“Hello, Stacy.” The woman on the screen smiled at her. “We’ve never met. I’m Rina Warren, sort of Max Sullivan’s boss. Tony and I had a rather desperate meeting with Max today about an incident that happened at our party last night. I’m sorry that one of my friends got a little over eager with Max. None of us knew his heart was already committed or, I can promise you, nothing would have happened.”
Stacy’s jaw dropped.
“I’m sorry you didn’t come to the party with Max last night. If you can make the time, Tony and I would love it if you could drop by our house later this evening. Our major event was last night, and I understand yours is tonight. Max told me he has big plans afterwards, but we are having a few friends in for a low-key Valentine’s celebration. I know it will be late, but that’s okay. We’d love to meet you.”
A man appeared next to her. Tony Warren’s face was very familiar.
“I want to add my apology to Rina’s and reinforce the invitation. Max is a valuable asset to the team, and we’re devastated if in any way we disrupted what appears to be a very special relationship between you. Hope to see you later.”
Stacy looked up at her boss again. “My God!”
“We’re not done yet.”
Another face appeared on the screen. Max, looking completely devastated.
“Please give me another chance, Stacy.” He swallowed so hard she could see his Adam’s apple move. “I haven’t really told you what I’m about to say. I planned to do it in a big way tonight. Please, listen to me now. Me, with no frills.” He paused a moment. “Stacy, I love you. I’ve never loved anyone before the way I love you. Please don’t shut me out of your life.”
Stacy was shocked into silence. Finally, she found her voice. “How did you do everything?” She gestured at the setup. “All this.”
Mr. Devereaux laughed. “A cell phone video and a little influence with the hotel. Tony Warren’s an old friend and glad to help. And an invitation to the owners’ box at the stadium didn’t hurt, either.” He took her hand and urged her up from the chair. “Last night was an embarrassment for the Warrens. An old friend of Rina’s took liberties she shouldn’t then plastered it all over cyberspace. I can assure you that, old friend or not, she has abused both friendship and hospitality and won’t be invited back.”
Stacy frowned. “Really? She won’t? Even though she and Mrs. Warren are friends?”
“I think the woman put the friendship to the wrong test last night. I spoke with Max after we made these plans. He loves you, Stacy. I’ve never heard a man more miserable in my life. On his behalf, I beg you to give him another chance.” He studied her carefully. “Besides, it’s Valentine’s Day. The day of true love, so it says in my magazine. How about it?”
At that moment, the door to the room opened, and Max strode in, the expression on his face both hopeful and fearful.
“Stacy?” He walked over to her and reached tentatively for her hands.
“I’ll leave you two alone.” Adam Devereaux headed toward the door. “Stacy, don’t forget you still have to put in an appearance at the party. Think what a scoop it would be if the two of you had a special announcement to make.”
With that, he was gone.
She stared at Max. “I can’t believe you did all this. For me.”
“For us,” he corrected. “I love you, Stacy. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Please tell me we’re okay again. I couldn’t stand it if we weren’t.”
For the first time since that morning, the anger inside her began to dissolve and the knot in her stomach unwind. There was no doubting the sincerity in his voice. Like clouds on a wind, her doubts blew away. Even she wasn’t stupid enough to think a man would go to all this trouble if he didn’t mean what he said. “How could I not believe you when you went to all so much trouble to convince me.”
“I love you,” he told her again.
The weight in her heart disappeared, and she felt light as a feather. Happiness coursed through her. “I love you, too, Max. I think I probably have since the day we met, but I was too blind to see it.”
He pulled her into a kiss that took her breath away. His tongue probed her mouth and his arms pressed her hard against his body. She inhaled the familiar spicy scent of his aftershave as if she’d never breathe without it again.
“I see you wore the red dress.” His mouth turned up in a crooked grin. “Thank you.”
“Well,” she told him in an offhand manner, “it seemed a shame to let it go to waste. And I thought I needed cheering up.”
“And now?”
“Now I’m glad I did. You can have fun taking it off later.”
“I never want anyone else except you, Stace. Please believe me.” He let out a breath. “Will you marry me and be my Valentine for the rest of our lives?”
“Yes.” She threw her head back and laughed. “Yes, yes, yes.”
He untangled them and reached into his jacket pocket, bringing out a small box. “I’ve been carrying this around all week. I hope you like it.” He opened the box, and she gasped at the diamond sparkling there, surrounded by heart made of rubies, all of it set in a platinum band.
“My God, Max.” She was stunned.
He took it from the box and slipped it onto her finger. “I give you my heart, Stacy. I want you to have it always.”
“And you have mine.”
It was a long time before they got to the party.
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Chapter One
 
“Did you see this? Are you actually looking at this?”
Ryan McCabe leaned back in his chair, aviator shades covering his eyes, and wished his agent, Walt Alston, would disappear. And take his tablet with its vicious headlines with him.
They were sitting on the back patio of Ryan’s home on Davis Islands, an archipelagos formed by two small islands at the mouth of Hillsborough Bay and minutes from Tampa’s bustling downtown area. The rest of the property sloped down to the bay, a scene that up until today had given him a great deal of pleasure. Today he was wondering how many of the pleasure boats cruising past his house were doing so with their sole purpose being to get a glimpse of a headline-busting football player.
“Ryan?” Walt’s voice increased in volume and frustration. “Will you please open your eyes and take a look at the mess you made?”
Ryan lifted his shades enough to see the words leaping off the screen.
Shit. No, double shit.
RUNNING BACK MCCABE TRASHES GIRL FRIEND’S CONDO
And beneath that: Is the famous running back out of control?
They went hand in hand with the other screaming headlines that called him a stalker, an out-of-control jock, a nutcase, and other less favorable terms.
“I explained that,” he said in a gravelly voice. “Let me tell you again. I. Did. Nothing. It was all Marlo. How many times do I have to say it?
“Probably a lot,” Walt ground out, “since she got her licks in first.”
Marlo Andrade. What an idiot he was to ever hook up with her. The physical attraction had been mutual and he’d tried to make sure she understood he wasn’t looking for anything permanent. Anything that even smacked of a relationship. She’d seemed agreeable to everything. Nothing but a fun time for the two of them until it ran its course. How was he supposed to know she was an out of control psychotic?

He was sure he’d never forget the day she broke into his house and trashed it, breaking and destroying things. He’d paid out a fortune to clean up that mess. After that she went to her own place and did the same thing then called the police to tell them he’d done it because she wanted to break up with him. It didn’t help when the team owner insisted he fork over the money to clean and repair her condo. Nobody listened or cared when he told them she’d damaged it herself.
“Because it was all a lie,” Ryan went on. “She wanted center stage here. A way to get back at me for breaking it off with her.”
“Maybe it was,” Walt said, his voice filed with frustration. “But that isn’t the point.”
“Then tell me what is?” He rubbed his temples, wishing the damn headache would go away.
“It’s a goddamn disaster. This female went to every tabloid, every blogger, every shock jock she could contact and spilled her guts.” Walt blew out a breath. “And before you say a word, no one cares any more if it’s true or not. The people she went to never fact check, as we all know. Now the story has taken on a life of its own and it’s gone more than viral. Every social media site is overloaded with it.”
Ryan swallowed the curse words that wanted to leap out of his mouth.
“You think I’m enjoying this? I’m so pissed off I’d like to—” He shook his head. “Never mind what I’d like to do.”
“Listen, stud.” Walt was using his voice of reason tone now. “When you have a rep as a ladies’ man, everything you do is news. You’re always on the Internet and in magazines. You’re the leading trend on Twitter, for god’s sake. Every escapade is news and people eat it up.”
“I know. I know.”
He rubbed his temples, trying to hold back the bitch of a headache threatening to explode. His life seemed to be spinning out of control. The media had invaded exclusive Davis Islands like rats after garbage and he’d had to upgrade his security system and hire security guards to keep them away. His social life was down to zero. He couldn’t even go out for a burger or beer with any of his teammates because the minute he showed his face the media and the public were all over him. He’d tried going out for dinner one night and ended up on so many Facebook pages he lost count of them. He could only blame his very poor choice of a woman for all his troubles. He’d be a lot more careful in the future, if he even had one.
“Frank Morgan wants to have you for lunch, and Tony Amato wants to beat you with a big stick.” Frank owned the Tampa Bay Sharks, the team Ryan played for. Tony was the general manager.
“What, nothing yet from Coach Muller?” he snapped.
“He’s letting the others say it.” Walt heaved a sigh. “This is making the team look very bad, Ryan. They don’t like it one bit. No one is giving interviews. It’s all going through the public relations office. Those people are working overtime to spin this, but I think it’s spun out of control.”
“They can’t cut me,” Ryan pointed out. “It would cost them a ton of money, thanks to the very nice contract you negotiated.”
“If we can’t put a lid on it, they may think it’s worth it to them. You may be the best running back in the league but, at the moment, you’re more of a liability.”
“Shit.”
“No kidding.”
Football had been his life for as long as he could remember. First Pop Warner then high school then college and, finally, his dream job with the NFL Tampa Bay Rough Riders. After ten seasons, with two conference championships and one Super Bowl ring under his belt, he’d been really riding high. Not to mention winning the award for Offensive Player of the Year when they won the Super Bowl.
Sure, he’d gotten a rep as a player, but he’d never been over the top or even over the line. He liked women, plain and simple. Unfortunately, this last time he’d picked the wrong one to like.
“So what am I supposed to do? I’m already a prisoner in my own house.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I don’t even want my friends to come over here and have them exposed to this circus.”
“Yeah. About that.” Walt cleared his throat.
Ryan lifted his sunglasses. “You mean my friends? Now what the hell?”
“Uh, Amato doesn’t want any of the players hanging with you until this gets cleared up.”
“What?” Ryan practically shouted the word. He sat up abruptly and slammed his feet down on either side of the lounge. “What the fuck? Are you serious?”
Walt nodded. “As a heart attack. This has turned into one huge clusterfuck.”
“No shit.” Ryan took a long swallow of the soft drink sitting on the table next to him. The ice had melted but his throat was so dry he needed it. “So they, what, want me to hide out here until this blows over? If it ever does?”
“It will blow over,” his agent assured him. “If you aren’t around, the media will get tired looking for you. And I hired a private detective and put him on Marlo Andrade’s tail. He’ll tear her life apart from the day she was born. This can’t be the first time she’s done something like this. Her history will give us clues where to look.”
“And I’m supposed to do what while this is going on?” Ryan felt the anger rising in him. “I suppose they had a suggestion about that, too.”
“As a matter of fact, they did. Amato has a friend who rents out a lot of cottages at Ft. Myers Beach. I already asked him to make the necessary calls. He’s waiting for the go ahead from me.”
“What’s to stop people from finding me there?” Ryan demanded.
“Got that covered, too.” He watched Ryan carefully. “As soon as we have the lease taken care of on the cottage, a security guard who looks a lot like you is moving in here while you’re gone. He’ll—”
“Wait, wait, wait. Wait just a damn minute. Someone is going to live in my house while I’m gone?” He waved a hand at the house. “Sleep in my bed? Hang out with my stuff?”
“Jesus, Ryan. It’s not like we’re putting a derelict in here. He’s been thoroughly vetted. And we have to have someone for the paparazzi to see or they’ll start looking for you elsewhere. You know how single minded they can be.”
“Exactly how do we get him in here and me out without anyone being the wiser?” Ryan demanded.
“I have a plan. Trust me on this. When it’s all worked out, I’ll give you the details. I don’t want any argument about it. You hooked up with a damn psycho. This is the price you pay.”
Ryan clenched his fists. At the moment, if Marlo had been in front of him, he’d have…he’d have… He didn’t know what he’d do but he was madder than he’d ever been in his life. At himself as much as her, for getting himself into this mess. If he ever got it cleared up, he wouldn’t date another woman until he was fifty.
Oh, right, his inner voice taunted. Big fib.
Well, okay. At least for a good long while.
“Training camp starts in a month,” he pointed out. “I can’t miss that or I really will get tossed off the team.”
Shit, shit, shit.
“If I can’t get this cleaned up by then,” Walt said, “then you should fire me. And I like getting paid too much to let that happen.”
“Good to know.” Ryan drained his glass and resisted the urge to throw it against the wall.
“Okay. I’m going to get on this. I already have some stuff in the works. Started it when this all first blew up. I’ll go meet with Norm. Then I’ll make the arrangements for the cottage and get back to you. Meanwhile, get yourself ready. Figure a month at the beach, so pack accordingly.” He paused. “And stay away from goddamn women. Can you do that or do I need to tie your cock in a knot?”
 
“Yes, Dad,” Ryan snarked.
Walt reached out his hand. “Trust me on this, will you? I haven’t done you wrong yet.”
“You’re right.” Ryan shook his hand. “But I’ll be damn glad when this is over.”
“As will we all.”
 
*****
 
“I’m sorry, Ed, but I just can’t do it.”
Kaitlyn Reese faced her editor across his desk, her hands curled into fists, her body vibrating with repressed rage. “You might not have any scruples, but I still have a few.”
“I think I resent that, Kaitlyn.” Ed Middleton stared at her, his eyes like two black weapons boring into her. “Are you saying I have no principles? No morals?”
She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly, digging for her control. “What I’m saying is, I don’t think it’s good for our reputation to do a story on someone based on nothing but innuendo that could ruin that person’s reputation and destroy his business.”
“We have a source. I told you that.”
She bit down hard on her tongue and chose her words carefully. “The source is a disgruntled employee who was caught with his hand in the cookie jar,” she reminded him. “I don’t consider that person’s information very reliable.”
“James Renzulli does, and that’s good enough for me. The man, I might remind you, who ultimately pays your salary.”
Ah, yes. The aggressive new owner who was rapidly turning Today magazine from a high quality publication with stories on celebrities and other important people in the news to a tabloid rag. He had folded Today into his publishing mega-empire and set about turning it into something she didn’t even know any more. The stories she’d been assigned were becoming more and more about gossip and scandal and less about newsworthy articles. This wasn’t what she gotten her journalism degree for.
“I understand.”
“So then, you’ll do the story, right?” He picked up a folder. “Here’s the raw data we have.”
She took a step back, shoving her hands in the pockets of her slacks and hoping she didn’t throw up before she made her little speech.
“No, sir. I’ve done all the other stories you assigned since the change in ownership, and each was slimier than the one before. For my own self-respect, I have to draw the line somewhere. I’m sorry but the answer is no.”
His eyes widened and his eyebrows rose almost to his hairline.
“You’re refusing an assignment? Is that what I’m hearing? I’m correct in that.”
“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, but I am.” Here it comes.
“Then I’m sorry, too, because it leaves me with no choice. You’re fired. Clear out your desk.”
She stared at her boss, shock vibrating through her. Even though she’d been sort of expecting it, the words still were like a blow to the stomach. Fired. She’d never been fired in her life. Of course, this was only the third job she’d had since graduating college but she’d lasted a long time in each of them. She’d been at Today three years when Renzulli bought the magazine and it all went to hell in a handbasket.
“Fired.” She repeated the word as if it were part of a foreign language. “Clear out my desk.”
“Unless you want to change your mind.” Ed studied her face. “Still time to do that.”
She inhaled and let her breath out slowly. “No. Not changing my mind. But I want my severance. My contract calls for it.” She dug her nails into her palms. “I’m sure that on top of everything else you don’t want a lawsuit.”
Ed’s face twisted as if he’d swallowed something unpleasant.
“I’ll call Human Resources. They’ll have papers for you to sign before they hand over your check.” He picked up his phone. “You’d better get going. I have to tell Renzulli. You know he’ll want you out of here posthaste.”
“Of course.” She was amazed she sounded so calm when her stomach was twisted in knots and anger rose in her like a wash of vinegar.
“Human Resources will be ready for you shortly. Please go clean out your desk now.” He shook his head. “You’re making a big mistake here, Kaitlyn.”
She gritted her teeth. “I doubt that.”
Then she turned and walked out of his office, wishing she had the nerve to smash something against his ugly face. Things only got worse when she reached her cubicle and found a security guard waiting for her.
“Does Renzulli think I’m going to steal his cheap pens and crappy computer?” she snapped.
The guard, standing rigid in his uniform, looked as if he’d rather be anywhere else.
“I’m sorry, Miss Reese. I’m only doing my job.”
“Aren’t we all,” she muttered. She stared at the desk, wondering what she was going to put all her crap in.
“I brought this for you to use.” Emily, the receptionist, stood at the opening to her cubicle, holding a large cardboard box and wearing a sad expression.”
Kaitlyn grabbed the box from her. “Didn’t take long for the word to spread.”
“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” Emily protested. “As far as I’m concerned, this is the biggest mistake they’ve made since Rat-zulli took over.”
Kaitlyn nearly strangled on a laugh. “Rat-zulli? Who gave him that name?”
“Almost everyone who’s had anything to do with him since he bought the magazine.” She stepped in closer. “Come on, Kaitlyn. I’ll give you a hand. The faster you get out of here, the faster you can get rid of the stink of this place. I’ll keep the box up at my desk until you finish with HR.”
The guard, Mr. Unsmiling, was glued to her heels while she went to pick up her check and sign a ton of paperwork. Tim Van Allen, the director of the department, looked decidedly uncomfortable while he processed her out.
“You know, if I had anything to do with it, you’d still be here,” he told her. “I told Ed he’s making a big mistake but he’s just Rat-zulli’s messenger boy.”
Kaitlyn actually laughed. “I guess that’s going to be the owner’s name from now on.”
“Yeah,” he grumbled. “Since we can use really foul language here.”
“He’s going to destroy the magazine, you know.”
“It’s already happening,” Tim said. “Don’t quote me but some of the other writers already have their feelers out for other jobs.”
Kaitlyn sighed. “I probably should have done that myself after the last assignment but I kept thinking things would get better.”
“Good luck to you, Kaitlyn. You’re a talented writer and I wish you every success.”
When she stopped to pick up her cardboard box at the front desk, Emily gave her a huge hug and nearly sobbed on her shoulder.
“I hate losing you like this. It sucks big time.”
Kaitlyn shrugged. It’s probably for the best. This place is turning into a slime pit anyway.”
“I’ll bet you get another job real soon,” Emily called after her.
Kaitlyn headed out the door with the security guard hot on her heels. “I hope so.”
But, two weeks later, she wasn’t so sure.
“I can’t believe that asshole put the word out like that,” she told her friend Liz. “He’s ruining me.”
“Here. Have some of this. It will help us think better.” She handed over a half gallon of salted caramel ice cream. “Ice cream cures everything.”
In minutes, they were settled on the couch, each with a large bowl filled with the rich confection.
“I don’t think it will cure this,” Kaitlyn grumped. “Rat-zulli has put the word out all over town and no one will touch me with a ten foot pole.”
Liz’s eyebrows rose nearly to her hairline. “Can he do that? Is he that powerful?”
“He’s got that much money. And who the hell knows what he even told them.” She waited while a spoonful of ice cream melted in her mouth. “Liz, I can’t even get a job on a weekly rag right now. What am I going to do?”
Liz licked her spoon, brows drawn together. “Are you okay for money? Because I can—”
“No.” Kaitlyn held out a hand, palm forward. She and Liz had been friends for more than ten years. She knew the easiest way to ruin a friendship was to introduce money into it. “Don’t even bring that up. I am not taking a cent from you. Anyway, I’ve been stashing money away for a while so I’m good for another few weeks. Maybe by then this will blow over. Otherwise I’ll have to rethink my career path.”
“Okay, if you won’t take money from me, how about something else?”
“Like what?” She scooped more ice cream into her mouth.
“I have a friend who knows someone who rents out cottages at Fort Myers Beach.”
“In Florida?” Kaitlyn interrupted.
“That’s where it was the last time I looked.”
“But it’s hot in Florida in June,” Kaitlyn protested.
“Which is why the rental agent has empty cottages at an el cheapo rate. Not only that, he’ll give you an even bigger discount because my friend once did him a huge favor and he owes her.”
Kaitlyn stared at her friend. “You already talked to him? Her? Whichever?”
Liz nodded. “Things didn’t seem to be falling into place for you here. I figured if you could get out of Dodge for a couple of weeks or so, things would simmer down. And who knows? You might think about relocating.”
“I don’t know about that. But how much is this very extra cheap rate?”
When Liz quoted her the price, she almost swallowed the spoon along with her ice cream.
“Is that for real? How can he afford that? He’s practically giving it away.”
“Say yes and don’t ask any questions.” She sat up and set her empty bowl on the coffee table. “You need this, Kaitlyn. You need to wash all this stuff out of your system and figure out what you really want to do with the rest of your life.” She grinned. “And maybe you’ll meet a hot guy down there.”
Kaitlyn shook her head. “No, thanks. I’ve got enough troubles without some guy messing up my life. No guys. No. Guys. None.” She leaned back and stretched out her legs. “But a few weeks on the beach sure sound great right now.”
Liz pulled her cell phone out of her pocket. “Then I’ll get right on it.”
 



Chapter Two
 
Ryan stretched and blinked his eyes open, squinting. No wonder. Sunlight was pouring in the window over the bed. Apparently he’d forgotten to close the curtains last night. By the time he got to the cottage on Pelican Lane, all he’d wanted to do was strip off his clothes and fall into bed.
He lay there, letting his body wake up, revisiting the circumstances of the trip down here. He had to give Walt credit for this. He’d pulled this off like a real superspy. Ryan had certainly felt like he was in a covert ops movie. At five o’clock in the afternoon, a black windowless van had rolled up his driveway and into his garage. The same van had made a trip earlier in the day so the assholes camped out in the street would write it off as nothing newsworthy. But, on the last trip, it delivered Rich McClellan, who Walt referred to as the fake Ryan Calhoun. Then they’d hustled Ryan himself, along with his suitcases, into the van and rolled out of the garage and into the street with the paparazzi barely paying attention.
Less than three hours later, they pulled into a driveway next to an anonymous dark sedan. They all climbed out and Walt handed Ryan a set of keys, dipping his head at the car sitting in the driveway.
“Yours for the duration. I didn’t want anything fancy to call attention to you.”
“Prison looks the same, with or without bars.”
“This is not prison,” Walt protested. “It’s a nice cottage where no one will know who the hell you are. Thank god.”
“Yeah.” Ryan couldn’t help the sarcasm in his tone. “Thank god.”
“Maybe this will make you rethink your role as the ladies’ man of the year and choose your women a little more wisely.”
Ryan had no comeback for that because Walt was right. He didn’t always choose wisely or well.
“Is there a grocery store near here or did you want me to starve to death?”
“I sent down a grocery list,” Walt told him, “so the fridge and cupboards are stocked. If you need anything else there’s a grocery store five minutes away.” He handed him a slip of paper with some numbers on it. “The security code for the door. They don’t use keys.”
He helped Ryan haul his stuff inside, checked things out for himself then the two men shook hands.
“Call if you need anything,” Walt told him.
“You’ll keep me up to date on what’s happening?”
“I will. But you need to put it out of your mind for now. I’m not kidding. Don’t get online and start looking for stuff or you’ll drive yourself crazy.”
Ryan scowled. “You mean because of all the shit out there?” Great. Fucking great.
Walt nodded. “With you out of sight and not available for the hounds of hell paparazzi, and the magic my people can work, things should start calming down soon.”
Ryan groaned. “Chased out of my own house by a nutty female. Honest to god, Walt. When I met her I thought she was a lot of fun.”
Walt shook his head. “I think from now on, you ought to let me have all your women vetted before you go out with them.”
“That’s one solution to the problem,” he growled, angry and frustrated.
Walt’s eyes filled with sympathy. “Go be a beach bum for a while and let me handle things.”
“I guess that’s my only choice.” And his own damn fault, he had to admit. Who ever thought he’d make such a poor choice of women he’d be forced to run for cover?
“And, Ryan? One more thing.”
Ryan lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah? Now what?”
“Stay away from women. Can you manage that until this dies down?”
Ryan felt anger surge through him. “Sure, Walt. I’ll go ahead and cancel the hookers first thing in the morning.”
Walt held up his hands, palms outward. “No need to get hot under the collar. Just covering all bases. I’d think, after Marlo, you’d be on a no female kick anyway.”
That was plenty close to the truth. His shoulders sagged. “I’m good. Don’t worry. The last thing I’m looking for right now is another female.”
“Okay. Oh, and keep your cell on at all times so I can reach you if I have to.”
They shook hands and Walt headed back north.
By the time Ryan had unpacked, he was ready to crawl into bed. He was out like a light within seconds and slept without dreams, an unusual occurrence these days.
Now he lay in an unfamiliar bed in unfamiliar surroundings wondering what would happen next. Football was his life. He could do without women before he could do without the game. So, then, why had he been such a ladies’ man he got himself in this fix? Maybe he could pull the covers over his head and hide there until it was all over.
Finally, urged by the call of nature, he climbed out of the bed and made his way into the small, attached bathroom. Necessities taken care of, he wandered around the cottage. Large windows in the living room and dining room let in unimpeded light and gave onto gorgeous views. Looking out the front he could see other cottages like the one he was in, most of them on stilts. In the back, two huge trees provided shade for a porch and a nice yard.
He thought about coffee but decided to go for a run first. Get the lay of the land, so to speak. He dug through his stuff for a pair of jogging shorts and a T-shirt, laced up his shoes, and headed out the door. He deliberately left his cell phone on the counter. Screw Walt. He needed to have a few hours disconnected from everything to let his head air out.
He had no one to blame for his situation. He had to face that fact. He’d enjoyed the high life, enjoyed women, and had few if any problems. If Marlo had exhibited any signs of her insanity, his ego had blinded him to it. Now his life was in turmoil and he was hiding out like some criminal.
Last night, in the dark, he had not been able to take note of his surroundings. Now he got a better view of the cottages on the short street as he passed them. Colorful, with blooming bushes of all kinds surrounding them. At the end of the street was a park, dotted with benches and tables and more tropical shrubs. And, beyond it, the beach, and the waters of San Carlos Bay.
Ryan jogged around the park twice before heading for the beach. By the time he finished, he’d clocked five miles and was ready for that coffee. When he hit the sidewalk of Pelican Lane, he slowed down, taking in more of the environment.
Which was how he spotted the woman carrying a trash bag down the stairs of one of the cottages. And stopped to take a look at her. And nearly swallowed his tongue. Cutoff shorts and a very baggy T-shirt should have hidden most of her assets. Not a glamorous outfit at all. But the very nature of them made her look all the sexier. Her golden hair was pulled up in a ponytail and, when she bent over, her shirt hiked up so he could see an ass that his hands itched to cup.
Stop it!
He could almost hear Walt’s voice in his ear. And the man would be right. He was already in so much hot water because of Psycho Marlo he didn’t need to buy more of it. He’d made up his mind he was off women for the duration. It was the smart thing to do.
But oh, man. He hoped he wasn’t drooling as he took in her gorgeous thighs and the graceful movements of her arms. The lush curve of her hips and the smooth, lightly tanned skin. If she’d bend over a tiny bit more, her T-shirt would fall forward and he could—
He could get himself in a bigger batch of trouble here. But holy shit! His cock sure wasn’t paying much attention to the orders he was issuing. It was practically poking its way out of his shorts. He bent over, eyes on the ground and hands on thighs as he pretended to be dragging in air. He hoped his damn body would get the message to stand down. But then he realized she was standing right in front of him and he was staring at slender ankles and two graceful feet whose toenails were painted a bright pink. With sexy sparkles on them.
Crap!
“Are you okay?”
He looked up at the sound of a musical voice that played havoc with his senses. And found himself staring at eyes as blue as the water of the Bay and a straight nose sprinkled with a light dusting of freckles. God. Freckles. One of his weaknesses. Not to mention a mouth with full lips that he wanted to lick and nibble. Holy shit, he was in a fuckload of trouble.
He managed to straighten himself up, hoping his cock had calmed down a little. “Uh, yeah. Guess I’m a little winded.”
She frowned. “Why don’t you come sit down on my stairs for a minute. I’ll get you a glass of water. You look like you could use it.”
Yeah. Water. Stupid fucker that he was, he’d run out of the house forgetting to take a bottle of water with him. If he had half a brain he’d say thank you and go on to his own place. Apparently, he didn’t even have that, because he heard himself say, “Thanks. That would be great.”
She actually took his arm as if he was some kind of enfeebled idiot and led him to the flight of stairs leading up to the door of her cottage. He froze for a moment as electricity crackled in the air around them. She felt it, too. He knew it by the slight widening of her eyes and the way she yanked her hand back. He wanted to tell her to touch him again, maybe all over, but he kept hearing Walt’s voice in his head.
“Stay away from women.”
But the musical voice overrode the one in his head. “Wait right here. I’ll only be a minute.”
Man, he could listen to her voice forever. He sat down on the steps and watched while she ran up to the front porch and opened the door. Bad move. He could see her sweet ass flex beneath the T-shirt and holy mother! When she straightened up the soft fabric fell right over her breasts.
She returned in a moment. When he looked up, his nursemaid was crouched on the step next to him, carrying a bottle of water, her eyes filled with concern. She put the water in his hands and closed his fingers over it. Great. She thought he was some kind of cripple. Not only that, the barest touch of her fingers against his set off those invisible sparks again. Whatever perfume or shampoo or bath gel she used waved a red flag in front of his hormones. Something vanilla and cinnamon. He was struck with an urge to lick her all over and see if she tasted as good as she smelled.
Before he could do something really stupid, like kiss this woman whose name he didn’t even know, he drew away. He uncapped the bottle, tilted his head back, and took a long drink. When he lowered his head and looked straight into her eyes, a faint blush crept up her cheeks and she scrambled to her feet and retreated two steps.
“If, um, you’re okay now, I’ll go on inside now. Take the rest of the water with you.”
“Thanks a lot.” He gestured to her with the bottle.
“Sure.” Then she rabbited into the house as if he’d grown horns or something.
Smooth, Ryan. You’re supposed to be on a no female diet and you look at this woman like she’s a tempting appetizer. Maybe the whole meal.
Well, fuck. He was supposed to be on a strict program of celibacy. In fact, after the whole thing with Marlo blew up, he was pretty damn sure he didn’t want a female in his life again for a long, long time, if ever. With a heavy sigh, he pushed himself to his feet and headed toward his own place—which he now realized was right next door to hers. Apparently his cock realized it, too, because it was back to making its demands known.
Double fuck.
He climbed his stairs and punched in the code for his front door. A shower. That’s what he needed. Maybe he could wash his neighbor out of his mind.
He turned on the shower, stripped off his clothes and tossed them in the laundry basket, then stepped under the hot stream of water. Tilting his head back, he let the hot water pound against his body. Too bad it didn’t pound away the painful erection Miss Next Door had caused.
Almost as a reflex, he closed the fingers of one big, soapy hand over his throbbing cock and began rubbing it. With his eyes closed, he conjured up a vision of his neighbor. He itched to touch those full breasts hinted at by the T-shirt or cup her nice round ass and squeeze. To taste her mouth with its plump lips and thrust his tongue inside. To feel how wet she was between her thighs, how hot she was. He visualized her naked, straddling him, his mouth closed over one ripe nipple.
The release exploded before he even realized it, thick semen spilling over his fingers while he stroked and stroked and stroked. At last he leaned against the shower wall, gasping, out of breath. But stunned to realize he had hardly taken the edge off his need.
Holy fucking shit. He was in deep, deep trouble.
 
*****
 
Kaitlyn pulled a bottle of water from the fridge, uncapped it, and leaned against the counter to take a long swallow. With the bottle half empty, she dribbled a little onto her palm and splashed it onto her heated cheeks. She wondered for a moment if she should pour the rest over her entire body, which seemed to be carrying the temperature of a well-stoked furnace.

Holy mother!
The last thing she ever expected to see when she took her trash out this morning was to see Mr. Sex on a Stick jogging down the sidewalk and pausing to catch his breath in front of her cottage. He certainly was a mouthwatering bit of masculinity. Broad shoulders framed a lean muscled body with narrow hips and long legs. Every muscle was toned and well-defined. Shaggy dark brown hair framed a face with a square jaw, high cheekbones, and dark-chocolate eyes that looked out at the world from beneath lush, thick lashes. And damn! Right at one corner of his mouth, a dimple that winked when he smiled. He was most definitely the quintessential model for hero of the year. Maybe of the century.
For a brief moment, she’d thought he looked familiar but then she brushed that thought out of her mind. She’d remember if she’d ever met anyone like him. And, if he was some kind of celebrity, he wouldn’t be staying here. He’d be in a high rent district like Naples or one of the elite island conclaves.
Oh, well. No business of hers. She just needed to tell her body that. She swore the air around them had crackled with sexual electricity but maybe that was her overactive imagination.
Still, she wondered what the hell a sexy popsicle like him was doing in Ft. Myers Beach by himself? Didn’t men like him always have some female or other hooked up to them? Maybe he was planning on a variety and was between arm candy at the moment. Or he night actually have some naked female waiting for him inside his cottage.
Geez, Kaitlyn. Wild imagination much?
He hadn’t made any effort to introduce himself. Of course, neither had she, hiding out here in the place of sun and sand and Jimmy Buffet songs. The reason for it made her stomach suddenly tie itself in knots. Her future didn’t seem to be getting any brighter. She’d been here a week and spent the first few days walking the beach or sitting in the park, trying to sort out her future. The sick feeling about the whole episode was fading at last. Now, she wavered between being depressed and out and out mad.
How dare those assholes fire her for having integrity? Because that was what happened, when you got right down to it. She wondered how Ed managed to deal with it, this whole new slimy direction of Today. During the three years she’d worked for him, he’d always impressed her as dedicated to producing a quality publication. How much money had Renzulli paid him to soften this lapse in morals?
The first few days after she arrived at Ft. Myers Beach, she was still consumed with rage at what happened and the fear of what the future might hold for her. When her brain settled down enough that she could use it productively, she took time to polish up her resume. She also did research on publications that might be marginally interested in her. After that, the drudgework began—sending out query letters along with her resume. Only three days had passed since she emailed the first ones, but the results weren’t very encouraging. Two maybes with a note to contact them again in a few weeks. The others were a flat no.
Today, she’d send out some more, but she had a feeling she’d get the same response. She certainly didn’t have time for a strange man in her life, when she had no idea what her life was going to be next. She’d be better off concentrating on where her next paycheck would be coming from. She was sitting at her laptop with a mug of coffee, contemplating the screen, when her cell rang. Liz’s smiling face came up
“Hey, kiddo,” she answered it. “How’s it going?”
“How’s it going with you?” Liz replied. “I called to see how you are doing?”
Kaitlyn gave a little laugh. “About the same as yesterday and the day before and every other day you’ve called since I’ve been here. Same old same old.” She paused. “So what’s new with you? What’s the latest gossip?”
Liz knew exactly what she meant. She had a friend who worked for a magazine that competed with Today so she’d been after her for information.
“Well.” Big sigh. “Not what you want to hear.”
Kaitlyn swallowed back the nausea surging in her throat. “Go ahead, let me have it.”
“Oh, honey.” Liz sighed again. “That bastard has blackballed your name all over the industry. Everyone at the magazine here is talking about it. Oh, but of course they clam up when I walk into a room. Bitches.”
Kaitlyn’s eyes widened. “Ed? Ed is smearing my name?”
“No, no, no, no. What did you call him? Rat-zulli. He seems to be making it his business that you never get another job in the industry. At least any kind of job you might want. It seems he has an overflowing abundance of money, power, and influence.”
“Shit.” Now she really did want to throw up. “Yeah, his empire is that big and powerful. Slimy, but powerful.”
“Honey. I am so sorry.”
“Not your fault.” Only what did she do now? A headache began to gather behind her eyes.
“Listen. Why don’t you look around where you are? New York isn’t the only place on earth with quality publications. You’ve got Tampa north of you and Miami south of you. Check and see what kinds of things come out of those cities. I’m sure there have to be some really good opportunities there.”
“Oh, yeah. Sure. Maybe.” And maybe she could shoot herself and put herself out of her misery.
“Promise me you’ll at least check things out,” Liz prompted. “Pretty please with sprinkles on it.”
Kaitlyn found herself laughing. “Did you really start saying that when you were a kid?”
“Uh huh. And you know what they say about old habits, right? They die hard.”
“Well, for the chocolate sprinkles, I’ll give it some thought.”
“Good. I have to get back to work but I’ll pester you later.”
“Pester is right,” Kaitlyn agreed. “But since you got me this great cottage for practically nothing, I guess I have to listen to you.”
“See there? You’ve got it right. So get going, girl.”
But Kaitlyn couldn’t seem to make her mind behave. Her brain barely registered that she was drinking coffee and it certainly paid no attention to the laptop open in front of her. All she could seem to think of was the very hot body of her neighbor.
Who was he, anyway? The sense of familiarity she’d felt when she looked at him niggled at her mind.
Quit daydreaming. You probably don’t even know him. Your brain is short-circuiting.
But she couldn’t get him out of her mind. She wasn’t someone who behaved impulsively with men. She tried to be careful in her relationships, well aware of the disasters many of her friends had experienced. So what was it about this guy that made her itch to run her palms over those very well-defined muscles? To sift the chocolate-brown strands of his hair through her fingers. To rub her cheeks against the scruff on his chin.
I’ve been in social hibernation for too long.
Yeah, that had to be it. Otherwise why would she be wondering what he looked like with his clothes off? Were all the muscles of his body so well-defined?
Giving herself a mental slap, she made herself focus on the screen of her laptop. She couldn’t afford to sit around daydreaming about some sexy stranger. She had a nice cushion in the bank, so she wasn’t about to be destitute, but she needed to be careful. And it wasn’t only about the money. She had her reputation to rebuild or she’d be worse than yesterday’s news. The competition in her industry was so fierce it took very little for someone to fall off the radar.
Remembering what Liz said, she did a search for publications similar to Today in Florida. She also decided with some reluctance to go to the JournalismJobs.com web site. Just to see what might be available, she told herself. She was surprised to see the number of ads seeking human interest or breaking news reporters. With a fresh cup of coffee in hand, she began to search through them one by one. Of course, none of them mentioned salary, but she had experience behind her so she knew what she was worth.
But am I still worth it after Renzulli’s hatchet job?
And would she even want to relocate to Florida?
She wondered if that would be a viable alternative. Stay away from New York. Build a new career for herself in Florida and branch out from there. Realizing her options were limited, she decided to at least cast her net in the job pool and see what came back. She certainly couldn’t be any worse off than she was now. She took a fortifying sip of coffee, set her mug down, and began to read about the jobs one by one.
Maybe fortune would smile on her for a change.
If only every time she looked at her laptop screen she saw the text and not the face of her very hot neighbor.
 



Chapter Three
 
Ryan finished his morning run and dropped onto one of the benches in the little park bordering the beach at the end of his street. He rubbed his hand over his face, gathering the beads of sweat, and wiped them on his shorts.
I have to start wearing a T-shirt or bringing a towel.
He’d finally remembered to hook a water bottle in the loop on his shorts. Now, as he sat catching his breath, he opened it and drained half of it before stopping. Slowing his breathing, he looked around the little park. It was a beautiful area, with lots of trees and shrubbery, benches for sitting, and places to set up a grill. He was sure people came here on the weekends or even late in the day to picnic. Only by then he was shut up again in his cottage.
He sighed.
Four days.
Ryan looked at his watch, the one with all the bells and whistles, to make sure he was right. Yup, four days since Walt dumped his disgraced self here in Margaritaville and he was already getting bored. He could only spend so much time jogging. He’d finished the one book he’d brought with him to read. He could only watch so much television and he didn’t have any real hobbies.
Bummer!
Maybe he could go exploring along Estero Boulevard. From what he’d seen when he arrived, it was what everyone expected a beach community’s main street to be—funky shops and bars and restaurants mixed in among the high rises and hotels. He was pretty sure no one would recognize him in board shorts, a T-shirt, and flip-flops. And he’d keep his sunglasses on.
Yeah, that would be good. He’d check out the shops and hit the grocery store to replenish some of his supplies and pick up the things Walt hadn’t included on the list.
He wondered what his neighbor was doing right now. He hadn’t run into her since that first day, even though he’d kept an eye out for her. And she was never out there when he came home from his morning run. He’d thought about knocking on her door and asking her if she wanted to join him, but he didn’t know if she was into running or if she got up that early. Again, he could hear Walt’s voice in his head, as if he were standing right there.
“Stay away from goddamn women. Can you just do that or do I need to tie your cock in a knot?”
Oh, yeah. His agent would not be pleased. But he couldn’t get her sweet ass, her very appealing freckles, and her nicely rounded breasts the T-shirt hinted at out of his head.
Forget breasts. Forget ass. Forget everything. No women. No women!
Fuck. Hadn’t he learned his lesson? For the most part, he thought he chose wisely where women were concerned. So he sampled a lot of them. So what? He was a red-blooded male. But a smart man would look at what happened with Marlo and become celibate for a good long time.
Please tell that to my dick.
Because he could not get this woman and the sexual pull he felt out of his mind.
After draining the rest of the water, he headed back to his cottage, walking at a slow pace. Cooling down, he told himself. Nothing more. Not hoping to see anyone. Right. The street had no sidewalks so he strolled along the edge of the road, past the colorful cottages on stilts, all with carefully tended Florida shrubbery. It could be a scene from a picture postcard, he thought. Certainly a good place to air out his mind, hide from the world, and settle his nerves.
As long as he kept his mind off a certain neighbor.
Which was going to be very difficult because here she came, bringing out her trash again. Today, her T-shirt was knotted at her waist, accentuating her breasts. She had on another ;pair of those sexy cutoff shorts that showed off her toned, tanned legs as she jogged down the stairs to the trash cans. And there went his misbehaving dick with its automatic response. Shit. He could head back the other way and wait until she was back inside. Or walk past and pretend he didn’t see her. Or…
Or what, dipshit?
But at that moment she turned to start back up the stairs, she spotted him and gave him a tentative wave
“Hey.” Her voice had such a nice musical sound to it.
“Hey yourself.” He leaned against the outside railing, positioning his body so his hard-on wasn’t visible.
“You must be big into physical fitness.” She waved at the beach. “I see you out there every morning.”
She did? Was she watching for him? Crap, Calhoun. Get your shit together.
“It keeps me in shape.” He smiled. “You wanna join me tomorrow morning?”
She tilted her head. “Hmm. Maybe. But we probably should introduce ourselves first.” She held out a hand. “Kaitlyn.”
Okay. No last name. Good.
“Nice to meet you, Kaitlyn. I’m Ryan.”
Her hand was soft but her handshake was firm.
“I need to use that hand today.” She grinned.
He was mortified to realize he was still holding onto it and let it go reluctantly.
“So what brings you to Ft. Myers Beach?” she asked. “Surfing? Boating? Fishing?”
He lifted his shoulders in what he hoped was a nonchalant shrug. “Just chilling out. Take some time off from my, uh, business.”
He luscious mouth kicked up in a grin. “Is your business shady? Is that why you don’t want to say what it is?”
“Nah.” Another shrug. “I get enough of it most of the time. While I’m here I want to forget it.”
At least the part of that blowing up in his face.
“Oh.” Now it was her turn to shrug. “Okay. I guess.”
“Now it’s your turn. What are you doing here hanging out at the beach?”
A shadow passed over her face, but so swiftly he almost didn’t catch it. “I’m taking some time off, too.”
Okayyyy. So they each had something to hide.
“Well. I guess I’ll get showered. So tomorrow morning?”
She nodded. “What time?”
“I head out about eight o’clock. Before the real heat of the day. That work for you?”
She nodded. “I’ll be ready.”
She smiled then hurried up the stairs to her front door. Ryan stood there staring at her mouthwatering ass until she was inside. Then he climbed the stairs to his own cottage and headed for the shower. A cold shower.
 
*****
 
I’m crazy. That’s what it is. Certifiable.
Kaitlyn had debated with herself all day after Ryan’s invitation to join him on his run. Who was this guy? She knew nothing about him. Not only that, he hadn’t had one visitor since he’d arrived. Of course, neither had she so what did that say about her? Still, she’d had second, third, and fourth thoughts about this.
She’d almost gone next door to tell him she’d changed her mind, except she didn’t want to. And that was even crazier. She was out of work, with very slim job prospects. She’d sent her resume out to a few places she’d found on the website but either jobs got filled super fast or Renzulli the rat had a wider sphere of influence than she thought. Nobody was interested in her credentials, her resume, or even talking to her.
What does an out of work reporter do when she can’t get a job, anyway?
Go running with the very hot guy next door, apparently. A man she had to admit she lusted after. Damn! So now, the next morning, she took a quick look at herself in the mirror. Her running shorts weren’t too badly faded. She hadn’t come here expecting to socialize with anyone so she’d just thrown whatever in her suitcases. Today she made sure to put on a sports bra under her tank top. No way could she let the boobs flop as she was pounding along the beach. No lipstick, a swipe of protective gloss. Hair up in a ponytail.
Water bottle.
And she was ready.
As she stepped out onto her porch Ryan came striding over from his place. She noticed that although he usually was bare-chested, today he wore a T-shirt. Damn! She sure liked the little glimpses she’d gotten of his six-pack abs and sculpted muscles. Oh, well, it would help to keep her from drooling.
“I wasn’t sure you’d make it,” he said as he waited for her to descend to the sidewalk.
“I always keep my word,” she teased. “Besides, how could I refuse such an enticing invitation?”
“To get all sweaty on the beach?” One corner of his mouth lifted in the hint of a grin.
I’d like to get sweaty with him someplace else.
Wait. What? What is the matter with me? I can’t get involved with anyone right now? My life is a mess.
But then her evil self pointed out that all play and no work made Kaitlyn a dull girl.
But dull is what I need right now.
“Are you okay?”
She looked up to see Ryan watching her with a strange expression on his face.
“What? Oh, yeah. I am. Why?”
He shrugged. “You looked a little weird for a minute.”
“Nope. I’m fine. Let’s get to it.”
They jogged slowly to the park where they stopped at a picnic table and stretched before hitting the beach. The sand was pretty much deserted at this hour of the morning. Only a few dedicated souls were out this early. Ryan set a slow pace to begin with, watching her to see what her tolerance was. But when she matched him stride for stride, he picked up the pace. When they reached the end of the residential section Ryan turned to head back and she was right there with him.
By the time they reached the park again, her fitness tracker on her wrist told her they’d run five miles. She blessed her treadmill at home that she used every day for the conditioning and endurance it gave her. Still, when they dropped onto a bench at a picnic table, it took her a few moments to catch her breath. When Ryan ripped his T-shirt over his head and began mopping his face and neck with it, she had even more trouble breathing.
Holy crap!
She was overcome with an unexpected desire to run her tongue all over his hard muscles, lick the drops of sweat from the matted hair on his chest and his nipples.
Crap, Kaitlyn! Get your shit together.
She uncapped her water bottle and took a long swallow from it, hoping to cool herself off. She noticed Ryan had started carrying water with him, also. Watching the muscles of his throat move so smoothly as he drank did little to lower her temperature. For a brief moment, she wondered if dumping the rest of the water on her head would help.
“So what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?” Ryan grinned as he threw out the famous old line.
Kaitlyn shrugged. “You could say I’m reevaluating my life.”
He cocked one eyebrow. “Yeah? Something wrong with it?”
She sighed. How should she answer him? “Did you ever reach a point or make a decision where you wished you could take it all back?”
Something indefinable flitted across his face and, for a moment, his eyes darkened.
“Yeah, I think we all do. So what happened to you to send you running down here to paradise?”
“No biggy. Decided my life needed to go in another direction.” Oh, wait. No. Other people decided it for me. “What’s your story?”
He lifted his bottle to his mouth and took a long time swallowing the rest. She could almost see the wheels turning in his brain. Okay, something had driven him here, but was it so bad he couldn’t share it? Of course, they barely knew each other, but sometimes strangers were the best people to unload your problems with.
Ryan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Kaitlyn couldn’t help staring as the muscles in his upper arm flexed. Then she blinked, hoping he hadn’t caught her gawking at him.
“You could say I’m like you,” he said at last. “Reevaluating my life.”
“Did something bad happen to you?” She wanted to clap her hands over her mouth as soon as the words were out. He’d probably want to ask her the same thing. “Forget I said anything. You have your secrets, I have mine.”
He gave her that devastating grin again, the one that showed his even white teeth and crinkled the laugh lines around his eyes and mouth.
“Works for me.”
They sat there in silence for a long moment, both of them gazing out at the water. She wondered if his mind was as filled with curiosity as hers was.
“I’m going to grill a steak tonight,” she blurted out. “Want to join me?”
Holy crap, Kaitlyn. Can’t you keep your mouth shut? You know nothing about him.
He studied her face, trying to read her expression. “Do you always invite strange men over for dinner?”
She lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “No, but you don’t seem all that strange. Besides, I have a friend who calls me every day. If I don’t answer, she’ll call out the National Guard.”
Humor flashed in his eyes. “Not the police? Your friend must be pretty influential.”
“You know what I mean. You don’t have to come if you don’t want to.” Oh, great. Couldn’t she have phrased it better? He didn’t have to come? Erotic images began flitting unbidden across her mushy brain.
There was that hint of a smile again. “I’m happy to come.”
Oh, is there a double meaning there? I should just tape my mouth shut.
“Good. That’s good.” She drained the last tiny drop from her water bottle to distract herself. “About six thirty good for you?”
“I’ll check my calendar,” he teased, “but I’m pretty sure I can make it. And thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” She pushed herself off the bench. “I guess we’d better start back.”
Ryan rose, also. “Of course.” Then he winked. “Because we both have very full schedules today, right?”
She laughed. “Right.”
What would he be doing until dinner?
They walked to her house without any further conversation. When they got to her stairs, she turned to him. “See you at six thirty.”
“Wine or beer?”
She drew her brows together. “Excuse me?”
“I’ll bring beverages. Do you prefer wine or beer?”
“Will you think I have no class if I say beer?”
“Will you think I’m uncouth if I say I don’t like wine?”
They stared at each other then both busted out laughing.
“Beer it is.” He nodded. “See you later.”
She climbed the stairs but stayed on her porch, watching until he reached his own door. Her eyes were glued to the flex of muscles in his firm ass beneath the thin jogging shorts. He took the stairs two at a time. When he got to his door, before he punched in the code, he turned and looked over at her.
Busted!
She swallowed and waved at him then hurried inside. Locking the door she leaned against it and closed her eyes. What was wrong with her, inviting a man she knew nothing about over for dinner? The words had flown out of her mouth before she could stop them.
But he’s cute and sexy.
He could also be a rapist.
No, her brain said. Weird maybe but not a rapist. He hadn’t given her his last name. Of course, she hadn’t told him hers, either. Well, maybe that added a little spice to the situation. Right now, she needed something to distract her from the disaster that was currently her career.
Okay. Shower, get dressed, hit the market for the steaks she’d said she was barbecuing.
 



Chapter Four
 
Ryan had just showered—again—and pulled on clean jeans and a T-shirt before heading next door when his cell rang. He looked at the readout. Walt. Of course. Probably more bad news. The man had been calling daily with updates on damage control. He knew agent had the publicity and image people working overtime to spin this and dump all the dirt on Marlo, but it wasn’t happening fast enough to suit Ryan.
“I hope you have something good to tell me for a change,” he growled.
“Working on it.”
“What does that mean?” Ryan demanded.
“It means I have a private investigator digging into the episode to see if we can find someone who did or did not see you that day. Then I—”
“I told you I wasn’t there,” Ryan interrupted.
“I know, I know. But my image people tell me it would help their efforts if we had some actual proof.”
Ryan felt his blood pressure rising. “So my word isn’t good enough?”
“Calm down, will you? Psycho Marlo made a huge splash all over the place so it’s taking time to sort through it.”
“I didn’t do it, damn it.” He hauled in a deep breath to calm his raging anger. “How many times do I have to say it?”
“Ryan. I believe you. We all believe you. But until we have more than your word, we’re doing damage control the best we can.”
Ryan gripped his phone so hard he was afraid he’d crush it. “So is anything working?”
“The image consultant has been putting out a lot of stuff about your charity work,” Walt told him, “and your work with at risk kids. Posting all over social media. Trying to place some strategic articles. Good stuff to change the direction of people’s thinking.”
Ryan grunted.
“People love scandal, Ryan. You need a lot of ammunition to overcome it.”
“Fucking Marlo,” he muttered.
“Yes, and that’s what got you into this in the first place.” He paused a moment.
“What about the team?” Ryan persisted. “What’s the climate like there?”
“Well, they’re happy to have you out of sight and out of mind while they do their own damage control. And they aren’t looking to get rid of you, if that’s what you want to know.”
“Wow. I’m overwhelmed.” That was the thing he’d feared the most. “How’s my double doing?”
“Exactly what we want. Showing himself a few times a day at the windows. Otherwise watching television and playing pool in your game room.”
“Great,” Ryan griped. “I’m so glad I could provide him with all the comforts of home.”
“So how’s it going as a beach bum?” Walt asked, changing the subject.
“Boring,” Ryan growled. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”
“Boring is good. Hang out at the beach or do some sightseeing. And stay away from women.”
“Good-bye, Walt. Call me when you have something good to tell me.”
His disconnected the call and stuffed his cell in his pocket. Good old Walt would split his britches if he knew Ryan was going next door to have dinner with a woman and he didn’t even know her last name. Worse yet, he’d strangle him if he knew how she made his mouth water and his cock stand up and demand to be noticed. Even now, thinking about her luscious body, her natural beauty, those freckles that just did it for him, made his balls ache and his shaft swell with need.
He’d certainly dated more than his fair share of women, and slept with a variety of them, but he didn’t remember a woman ever affecting him like this. He wanted to strip off her clothing and cover every inch of her body with kisses, run his tongue over that tempting flesh. She was so different from any of the other women he’d dated. Maybe that was it. She had a genuine feel to her as opposed to most of the women he played with.
It must be the environment, he told himself. All these pastel houses, and the beach and the water. Everything he drove past when he made his trip to the market for beer. He expected to hear Jimmy Buffet songs playing from loud speakers every time he went outside.
When he glanced at his watch he realized he was already ten minutes late. Bad form, Calhoun. He grabbed the beer from the fridge. Closed and locked the front door and jogged down his stairs and up the ones to Kaitlyn’s place. She opened the door almost as soon as he knocked. Ryan took one look at her and had to roll up his tongue.
Tonight she wore a simple cotton dress with thin straps and a full skirt. A light green that brought out the blonde of her hair and those damn freckles. It was also obvious she wasn’t wearing a bra underneath it, but he didn’t know if he should take that as a signal or a fashion statement. And she was barefoot. She had slender feet and that sparkly pink polish on her toenails. He’d have a damn tough time controlling himself tonight, that was for sure.
He held up two six packs. “Beverages.”
“Wow.” Her eyes widened. “Are you planning to get me drunk?”
Ryan chuckled. “Is that a possibility?”
They stared at each other for a long moment. He could tell she was as aware as he was of the electricity crackling between them. Then she blinked and shook her head.
“Sorry. Let me put that beer in the fridge.”
“I can do it. I’ll crack a couple open for us, if you’d like.”
“Um, sure.” She waved with the barbecue fork in her hand. “Could you bring them out on the back porch? I’ve got the grill going.”
“No problem.” He watched as she moved through the living room out onto the porch, hips swaying beneath the full skirt. His palms itched to lift that material and touch everything beneath it. This was going to be a long evening if he didn’t get his libido under control.
He stashed the beer, keeping back two bottles that he popped the caps on. Should he bring her a glass for hers? Fish in her cupboards for one? Did she like to drink from the bottle?
As if she could read his mind, she hollered, “I don’t need a glass if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“A woman after my own heart.” He tromped out to the porch and handed her one of the beers. “To dinner.” He raised his bottle and clinked it against hers. “And good neighbors.”
She nodded and lifted her bottle to her lips.
Ryan almost forgot to drink his own beer, fascinated by the play of muscles in her throat as she swallowed. He tore his gaze away and looked down. Big mistake. There were those sexy toes with the very feminine nail polish. His cock made a big push against his fly to be free. Shit. He was in such big trouble here.
Kaitlyn turned away from him to test the steaks on the grill. The aroma of the sizzling meat made his mouth water. Okay, good. Something to take his mind off his neighbor and sex, two things that should not go together.
“We’ll be ready to eat in a few,” she told him. “Make yourself comfortable.”
He lowered himself into one of the lounge chairs on the porch, enjoying the scenery. Two ancient trees provided a large canopy over the small patch of yard below, a yard edged with typical Florida shrubbery. The late day sun peeked through the branches casting a golden glow over everything. Including his very sexy hostess.
Ryan took a long swallow of beer, hoping the icy liquid would cool his body to a manageable temperature. Otherwise this was going to be a very uncomfortable night for him.
“So how did you end up here in Ft. Myers on this street?” she asked as she flipped the steaks again. “Are you from around here?”
“Not really.”
She laughed, that wonderful musical sound. “Not really? That’s not a yes or a no.”
“I needed a place to chill out for a while, and a friend knew the rental agent here.” He took another swallow of beer.
“Funny,” She turned to look at him. “My story is practically the same. Think it’s karma?”
“I hope so. Listen, is there anything I can help you with?”
She nodded. “As a matter of fact, yes.” She expertly forked the steaks onto a waiting platter and handed it to him. “If you take this inside for me, I’ll get the salad and potatoes.”
In short order they were seated at the table with their steaks, baked potatoes, and salad and two fresh bottles of beer.
Better go slow, Ryan. You don’t want to make a fool of yourself tonight.
Which he could easily do if he couldn’t put a lid on this insane desire for the woman sitting at his right. He had to drag his eyes away from her and focus on his own dinner, which happened to be excellent. For a while, he was afraid they’d be eating in silence. Then, as if looking for some topic they could be comfortable with, she asked him what movies he liked and they kind of fell into a conversation. Before he realized it, they had finished dinner as well as two more beers each. Ryan wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or the woman sitting at the table with him that made his head woozy and his heartbeat speed up.
Kaitlyn cleared her throat as she pushed her chair back.
“I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for some coffee.”
“Yeah. Me, too.” He stood. “Let me help you clear the table.”
They both reached for his plate at the same time. Their hands connected and Ryan was sure he saw sparks dance in the air. He looked at her and in the dark blue of her eyes saw the same heat he felt in his own body. Her plump lips were so tempting he couldn’t help himself. Forgetting the plate he, cupped her face in his palms and leaned in to touch his mouth to hers.
He thought he would treat himself to a little taste of her lips, a brief contact to satisfy himself that he was imagining the intense connection. But the kiss blindsided him. A brief touch but the electricity that surged through him singed every nerve in his body. It certainly made his cock stand up and beg.
He gave her a moment to draw back and, when she didn’t, he traced the closed seam of her velvety lips with the tip of his tongue. She opened her mouth a little bit and without hesitation he accepted the silent invitation, sweeping his tongue inside, stroking hers, coaxing it to do an erotic dance with him. Still, she didn’t push him away, seemingly as lost in the heat of the kiss as he was.
Her scent filled his nostrils, the satin smoothness of her mouth seducing him. When she closed her slim fingers around his wrists, he was afraid for a moment she was going to push him away. Instead it seemed she was anchoring herself. Fire shot through him, every part of him screaming for more. He tilted her head slightly to give himself better advantage, only breaking the kiss when it seemed they both ran out of breath.
He opened his eyes to find her gaze locked with his, filled with a mixture of hunger and bewilderment. It seemed she was as stunned by the intensity of their connection as he was. With a gentle swipe of his tongue he licked the soft surface of her lips and teased the corners of her mouth before delving inside again to lick every inch of her delicious interior surface. He couldn’t seem to get enough of her. Somewhere in the back of his mind his feeble brain was attempting to warn him this could be dangerously addicting, but he clamped down on the thought as soon as it popped up. If she had told him to stop or done anything to discourage him, he would have backed away at once.
But she was into it as much as he was. Her fingers slipped from his wrists up his arms and threaded into his hair, holding his head as their kiss took on the voltage of a lightning strike. When he came up for air, he knew there was no turning back now. He stroked the smooth skin of her cheek and trailed the tips of his fingers along the shell of her ear.
“Kaitlyn,” he began. Then stopped. What could he say? I want to take you to bed? Have wild sex with you? Such class.
But those delicious lips curved in a tiny smile and she dipped her head in an almost infinitesimal nod.
“The dishes can wait,” she whispered. Taking his hand, she led him down the short hallway to the master bedroom.
Standing beside the bed he cradled her cheeks in his palms again and gave her a searching look.
“I don’t want you to—I’m not usually—” He stopped because to say he usually didn’t do things like this would be a flat-out lie. That’s how he’d ended up with Psycho Marla.
Kaitlyn touched the tip of a finger to his lips. “Ssh. No more talking.” The smile she gave him was one part shy girl and one part sex siren.
He took his cue from her. He was done talking. With fingers that unexpectedly trembled, he skimmed her arms and her shoulders, sprinkling kisses along her exposed collarbone and tracing the hollow at her throat with the tip of his tongue. Jesus, she smelled so good, like flowers and vanilla. He wanted to take a deep breath and just hold her essence inside himself.
As he trailed his tongue along the graceful column of her neck, he reached behind her to ease down the zipper for the sundress. He was right. No bra. Holy shit! Heat scorched through his balls. Still paying homage to her neck and her throat, he eased down the skinny straps of the dress so the top loosened and fell forward, exposing breasts that made his mouth suddenly dry. Nice round plump mounds, with rosy nipples already pebbled and hard. He took one in his mouth, sucking lightly while he continued to stroke her with his hands and his tongue.
She tasted as good as she looked and smelled, her skin still warmed by the sun from the back porch, her breathing speeding up as he touched her everywhere he could. Pushing the top of the dress down to her waist, he cupped her breasts, shifting his mouth to the other equally hard nipple. She kept her fingers anchored in his hair as sexy little moans slipped from her throat. God, he could spend hours worshiping her breasts and their hardened tips if he hadn’t been so eager to explore the rest of her body.
At last he slipped the zipper down the rest of the way and pushed the dress over her hips and down to pool at her feet. Beneath it, she wore a pale-yellow lace and satin thong that nearly made his heart stop beating when he caught sight of it. Kneeling in front of her, he lifted first one foot and then the other, getting rid of her sandals and helping her to step out of the dress.
With something akin to reverence, he ran the flat of his palms up and down the sleek, lush lines of her calves and thighs before gripping the curve of her hips. Her skin was smooth as satin and warm to the touch. He knelt in front of her and traced the delicate lace at the top of her thong before lapping the barely there triangle of fabric with the flat of his tongue. Holding her in place, he took a moment to inhale the sweetly spicy scent of her musk before stroking the silk with his tongue again.
Kaitlyn shivered in his arms, stabilizing herself with a grip on his shoulders.
By now. the thong was soaked from the ministrations of his tongue as well as the flood of her juices. Tugging at the fabric with his teeth, he drew it down over her mound, pausing to rub his lips over the soft curls covering it before dragging the thong down her legs. He wanted to rip the damn thing from her body but he took care instead, lifting first one leg then the other so she could step out of them. He smoothed his hands back up from her slender ankles to her lush hips, feeling the tremors running through her as he did so.
Truth be told, he was pretty damn shaky himself. He couldn’t remember ever being with a woman who reached down deep inside him and affected him in a way that transcended the physical. He gave three seconds of thought to wondering how that was possible with a woman he barely knew before he decided he didn’t want to waste the evening in philosophical introspection.
Running his thumbs along the soft flesh of her pouty labia, he pushed them lightly apart and ran his tongue the length of her slit. God, she tasted like ambrosia, a heavenly elixir that sent a surge of desire straight to his balls and his dick. Kaitlyn dug her fingers into his shoulders as she tried to stabilize herself.
He wanted to take his time tasting her and licking her. But he also wanted her to be in the best place to enjoy it. Lifting her he placed a quick kiss on her lips before lowering her to the bed and nudging her legs apart. Then he fell to his knees and placed an open-mouth kiss on her sweet pussy before dragging his tongue up and down the length of her slit again. God, she tasted so incredible. He lapped at her juices, licking the soft pink flesh then swirling the tip of his tongue around her tender clit.
“Ohhh.” The sound came out on a long exhalation as she arched herself up to him, fingers clutching at the bedclothes to anchor herself.
He licked even harder, determined to pleasure her as much as he could. She was so fucking responsive, so receptive. And so unbelievably sensuous without even realizing it. An unconscious sensuality that was all the more appealing because of it.
He rimmed her opening with the tip of a finger before sliding it inside, her inner walls deliciously slick. Sucking on her clit, tugging it into his mouth, he added a second finger to the first, thrusting them in and out in a steady rhythm.
Kaitlyn began to thrust her hips at him, those soft exhalations of sound slipping from her mouth, sounds that made him just as aroused as touching her did. When he felt the muscles in her inner walls clenching around his fingers he drove them harder and faster, pulling her clit with his lips and curling his fingers to drag the tips against her sweet spot.
“More,” she begged. “More, more, more.”
He added yet another finger, hoping he could keep himself under control as the eroticism of the scene made his cock so hard he was afraid it would break off if he bumped into something. Or worse yet, that he’d come in his pants like some horny teenager, which was exactly how he felt at the moment.
The tremors in her body grew stronger; the walls of her sex gripped him more tightly. He bit down gently on her clit and she exploded, thrusting herself at him, crying out with the intensity of her releases as Ryan rode her through it with his tongue and his fingers and his lips. He soothed her with little kisses on her thighs, her tummy, her hips until the last of the aftershocks had faded. Then he rose and stripped off his clothes, barely remembering to grab his wallet and pull out the condoms he always carried from force of habit. He couldn’t wait to be skin to skin with her. To be inside her. To feel that sweet wet pussy close around his shaft.
Kaitlyn watched him from beneath her thick lashes, her face still rosy from her orgasm. God! He couldn’t remember one time in his life when a woman had made him feel that way. Quickly he lifted her, stripped the covers back and lowered them both onto the bed. The feel of her nakedness next to him send bolts of urgent need spearing through him.
He took a moment to look his fill of her naked body, loving the dips and curves and swells. Her skin was like rich velvet and he was sure he could spend hours worshiping it with his hands and his mouth. It was taking all his self-control at the moment not to leap on her like a savage and plunge himself inside her.
The pulse at the hollow of her throat was beating heavily again. He touched the tip of one finger to it before bending his head to circle it with the tip of his tongue. Kaitlyn ran her fingers through his hair, holding his head close to her body. He drew a line between her breasts with his tongue, licking the fine sheen of perspiration. God! Everything about her had that same erotic, sweet, and spicy taste.
He rose to his knees, eased her legs apart with her knees bent, and settled himself between them. She reached out to touch his cock but he closed his fingers over her wrist and shook his head.
“Next time. I want to be inside you when I come.”
Next time? Would there really be a next time?
Forcing himself to focus, he reached for one of the condoms and rolled it on, all the time watching Kaitlyn, seeing the heat swirling in her eyes. He trailed the tips of his fingers along the inside of her smooth thighs, seduced again by the delectable quality and feel of her skin. Skimming his hands over her gorgeous mound, he licked his lips as he remembered the taste. He wanted that again, sure he’d never get his fill of her taste.
But the swollen heaviness of his shaft was sending him urgent messages. Grasping it with the fingers of one hand, he nudged her opening and eased himself in a tiny amount.
Sweet baby Jesus!
Just that slight penetration nearly took off the top of his head. He closed his eyes and ground his teeth together, grasping for control. He pulled back and thrust in a little more deeply, easing himself into her. Opening his eyes, he drank in the sight of her flushed face, her kiss-swollen lips, and the delicate flush on her cheeks. He was sure merely looking at her would make him come.
Lifting her legs, he draped them over his thighs as he drove into her again and again, loving the feel of her slick inner walls. In and out, back and forth, he set up a rhythm that took him farther and farther inside her each time. Her body clasped him like a tight, wet vise, squeezing him so with each thrust and retreat his swollen cock dragged against her inner walls, teasing all those little nerves inside there.
The familiar tightening of muscles and a wash of icy feeling at his lower back let him know he was about at the end of his control. Driving into her over and over, he found her clit with the fingers of one hand and rubbed and tugged and pinched. The moment he read all the signals that she was ready, too, he thrust harder and took them both over the edge.
The explosion was cataclysmic, shaking them both as if a giant fist had grabbed them. Nothing existed for him beyond the shuddering of his body and the incredible woman he was joined with. Spasm after spasm rocked them until the last of them faded. He collapsed forward, catching himself on his forearms so he wouldn’t crush her with he weight. He was stunned by the intensity of their joining and from the expression on her face and the look in her eyes she felt the same way.
He brushed a soft kiss over her swollen lips then strung little kisses along her jawline and over her cheeks. He didn’t say anything because he wasn’t sure he knew the words to describe the unbelievable experience they had shared. Finally, he eased himself from her body and padded to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. He returned to the bedroom, unsure of what to do next. Would she expect him to leave? Stay? What? He was nowhere near ready for this night to end.
She solved his problem by sliding over toward the middle of the bed and patting the mattress beside her. Breathing a sigh of relief, he slid in next to her, turned her so she was spooned against him and pulled up the covers over them both.
He had no idea what had just happened here and Walt would probably chew his ass out good and proper. But the connection between the two of them was something special and he wanted to explore it further.
Wrapping his arms around her, he closed his eyes and let himself drift off, wondering if the magic would still be there in the light of day.
 



Chapter Five
 
Kaitlyn pulled her hair into a ponytail and examined her face in the mirror. She had the feeling she should look different. When she and Ryan took a trip to the grocery store she’d been sure everyone looking at her knew what she’d been doing for the past four nights. Didn’t stupendous sex somehow change your features?
And stupendous didn’t even come close to describing what was happening between them. At a time when she needed something to lift her from her depression, the fates had sent this gorgeous, sexy, funny man to do exactly that. When yet another turndown showed up in her in-box, she could console herself with Ryan and forget the world was currently shafting her.
They never discussed what would happen when their little idyll in Ft. Myers Beach came to an end. To tell the truth, she had no idea what she wanted to happen. They didn’t even know each other’s last names, for heaven’s sake. Or where they lived, where their everyday lives were. She had the feeling Ryan was hiding from a situation as life changing as hers and the topic was off limits for both of them.
Just as well, she thought. The last thing she needed right now was a man to complicate her life. This way she could pretend she was on vacation instead of hiding from the disaster of her life. It had an end date and she could control the outcome. She hoped. Because she certainly wasn’t having any success with the rest of her life.
She’d sent out a few more resumes to publications in both Tampa and Miami. At first there had been some interest but then the too polite answer came back. “Sorry, it appears we’ve already filled that slot.” Or words to that effect. She knew exactly what was happening. They’d called Today and the call had been routed directly to Ed, who was following Renzulli’s orders to give her a bad reference.
Damn it all, anyway.
The one thing she felt good about was the fact she’d refused to compromise her principles any further. The first assignments she’d had when Renzulli took over hadn’t made her happy but they at least weren’t out and out lies. This last one would have smeared the name of a good man, for no other reason except to sell some magazines. She would never have been able to live with herself.
She checked her watch and realized she was meeting Ryan outside in ten minutes. She’d better get moving. Today they were going to have lunch at this cool place on the water called simply Pete’s on the Water. Mostly they’d been hanging out at her place, running in the morning, swimming in the afternoon, and having off the charts sex at night. But late yesterday they had decided to see what Ft. Myers Beach was all about.
Crowded was one word she’d use to describe it. Estero Boulevard was a colorful conglomerate of one-story pastel shops, high rises, motels and hotels of every size and design. The sidewalks on both sides of the road were jammed with people shopping, strolling, or just hanging out. At the end of Estero, before the road curved to go over the bridge to the mainland, they found the public beach. After parking the car, they bought cones from a nearby ice cream shop and wandered down to the water to eat the sweet confections.
Sitting on the sand, looking out at the Gulf of Mexico, at the people sunning and swimming and playing Frisbee on the beach, she had wished she could capture that moment in time. Freeze it and pull it out whenever the turmoil in her life got to be too much.
The one thing she couldn’t do was think beyond her stay here, and what would happen with Ryan. They both had lives to go back to and she couldn’t afford any distractions while she sorted out her messy life. So she’d sat there with the sexiest hunk of male she’d ever met and let the peacefulness of the scene wash over her. Then they’d walked back to the car, holding hands as if they were actually a couple. That’s when they saw the flyer for Pete’s and decided to give it a try.
Kaitlyn took one last look at herself in the mirror, slicked some gloss over her lips, walked through a mist of cologne, and grabbed her purse. When she opened the front door, Ryan was standing on her porch with his hand raised to knock. His gaze swept over her, taking in the pink T-shirt with dolphins on it, the white shorts and the sandals and familiar hunger flared in his eyes at once.
“I have to say it,” he told her. “You look good enough to eat.”
Heat crept up her cheeks as scenes from the previous nights flashed through her brain. Then she took a long look at Ryan in his jeans and a black T-shirt stretched over his toned upper body and thought she could say the same thing herself.
“Maybe later,” she teased.
“Maybe we should skip lunch and go right for dinner,” he suggested. “With you on the menu.”
“Uh uh.” She set the lock code on the door. “You don’t get out of lunch that easy. Come on. Let’s go.”
Pete’s turned out to be exactly as advertised, a rustic restaurant open on all sides perched directly on the water. To one side was a small marina where moored boats bobbed on the surface of the bay. Ryan nudged her toward a table in a far corner, half hidden by the bar.
He must really like his privacy, she thought. And what was with the Fort Myers Beach ball cap he was wearing, tugged low on his forehead? Of course, she was used to things like that with some of the people she’d interviewed. Settling back in her chair, she took in the scene beyond the pier. Beyond them stretched more marinas and out on the water sailboats and motor launches skimmed the waves. Impulsively she took out her phone and snapped a couple of shots.
She was startled when Ryan’s fingers closed tightly over one wrist and she stared at him.
“You didn’t take a picture of me, did you?” There was no humor in either his words or his expression. His voice was cold, his face set in harsh lines.
What the hell?
“No, I didn’t.” She yanked her hand back. “What’s the matter with you?”
He released his hold on her and picked up his beer. “Sorry. I…just don’t like people taking my picture.”
“Oh? Are you hiding from the law? Or another woman?” Then an unpleasant thought struck her. “Or perhaps a wife you forgot to tell me about?”
Anger flashed in his eyes for a brief moment. “No wife. Kaitlyn, if I had a wife, I wouldn’t be here with you, in either the real or the biblical sense. That’s not who I am.”
She busied herself putting her phone away. “I didn’t think so. I’m not that bad a judge of character.”
“I didn’t mean to snap at you,” he told her. “Sorry about that.”
“It’s okay. Fine, even. Let’s forget it.” She picked up the wine spritzer she’d ordered and sipped at it, taking the moment to compose herself. Ryan was definitely hiding from something and she couldn’t help wondering what it was. She was pretty sure it wasn’t the law. She liked to think she was a good judge of character and he didn’t have that shady feel to him. If it was personal, she could relate to that and wasn’t even sure she wanted to know about it. After all, before too much more time passed they’d both be out of here and she’d probably never see him again.
Setting her drink down, she picked up the menu and tried to study it.
“Kaitlyn?” Ryan’s fingers closed over her hand but this time in a much gentler way. “Look at me. Please.”
She lifted her gaze to his face, where now instead of the severe look he’d worn a few moments ago she saw only embarrassment and apology.
She wet her lips. “I’m looking.”
“I overreacted before, and I’m sorry.” A distant look came into his eyes. “I’m dealing with some personal challenges at the moment, and I can’t have my picture show up anywhere.”
”As long as it’s not a wife or the law, I’m good with it.” She dug up a smile. “So. Should we ask the waiter what their specialties are here?”
By the time they’d each had a second drink and consumed most of a delicious but filling lunch, the earlier tension was all but forgotten. As they split a very fattening dessert, they were back to joking with each other and teasing, taking their time over the remnants of the meal. It was midafternoon by the time they finished eating.
“I’m stuffed,” Kaitlyn said, rubbing her tummy.
“Me, too.” Ryan took her hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. “So we’re all good now?”
She gave him an answering squeeze. “We’re good.”
“After that meal I don’t know if I’m up for a swim this afternoon. Want to walk a bit and check out the shops? We really haven’t done any of that.”
“Sure. Maybe I can find an addition to my collection of very bad and stupid T-shirts.”
Ryan laughed, a warm, full-throated sound. “I don’t think you’ll have any trouble. Most of the T-shirts I’ve ever seen would fit nicely in that category.”
People crammed the shops and the sidewalks, so movement was slow, but they weren’t in any hurry. Aside from that one tense moment, Kaitlyn was happy to be hanging out with Ryan. It took her mind off her devastating career situation and made her think of other things.
By the time they headed back to their cottages, they’d each bought a crazy T-shirt. Hers read, Having a beach of a time and Ryan’s bore the legend, Florida Wild Hog with a picture of the animal on it. She also bought a pair of flip-flops with a crazy colorful design on the soles.
“My friends will think I’ve gone crazy when they see these shoes.” She held them up to let the sunlight enhance them.
“I take it you don’t live in Florida.”
“Nope. Not a sun, sand, and sea gal. At least for now.”
“Oh?” He looked over at her before starting the car. “Planning to make a change in your life?”
She shrugged, reminding herself not to let any more hints drop. “You never really know what’s around the corner for you, do you?”
He blew out a breath. “Lord, that’s the damn truth.”
So there was something. Well, she wasn’t about to go digging around for it. Then she’d have to share hers and— Nope. Not doing it.
“I thought I’d make dinner tonight.” His voice and his words startled her out of her thoughts.
“Really? You cook?”
“You think I’m some kind of Neanderthal?” He stopped at a light on a crosswalk. “I think I’m insulted.”
She had to laugh. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your manly feelings. It’s just that—”
“That the men you know don’t cook?” he finished for her. “You obviously hang out with the wrong men.”
Boy, wasn’t that the damn truth.
“So what are you planning to make tonight? Does it require more than a microwave?”
He chuckled. “I can actually use a stove and an oven, smartass. A friend stocked the place for me and I checked this morning. I’m going to make you my mother’s famous rosemary chicken with new potatoes and peas.”
“Wow! Now I really am impressed. Especially that you know rosemary is a spice.”
He turned onto their street. “I’m going to make you eat those words, along with the chicken and potatoes.”
“We’ll see.” She swallowed a smile. “How about if I bring a salad? I want to contribute something.”
“Sure. Salad is good.” He pulled into the parking space in front of his cottage, shut off the engine, and checked his watch. “How about eight o’clock? That give you enough time to digest that humongous lunch we ate?”
“It will. Actually, I think I might go for a late run. Two big meals in one day and I might turn into a blimp.”
He raked his gaze over her, the look in his eyes telling her he didn’t think that was possible. “I wouldn’t worry if I were you, but go. You’ll work up an appetite.”
Should she tell him her appetite was for more than chicken?
“I’ll do that. And see you around eight o’clock. With a salad.”
Inside her cottage, she closed the door and leaned against it. Today had been a lot of fun, except for that one little blip. She couldn’t recall having such a good time out with a man in a very long time. Obviously she was choosing the wrong men. This thing with Ryan couldn’t go anywhere but she wasn’t going to overthink it. She’d enjoy it for as long as she stayed here. And forget about the fact that he, too, was hiding something.
She thought about checking her email before she went for her run, but it would probably be nothing but more depressing messages. They could wait for another time. For the rest of the day and night she was going to put everything out of her mind and enjoy herself. Tomorrow was soon enough to get mad and depressed again.
Looking at her watch, she decided she’d better get going if she wanted to get her run in and everything else done before dinner tonight.
At eight o’clock, exhilarated from her run, she showered, lotioned, perfumed her body then dressed in her jeans shorts and the funky T-shirt she’d bought today. At the last minute she decided to slip on the psychedelic flip-flops, also. She picked up the bowl of salad she’d made and headed out. After setting the code on the lock for the door, she balanced the salad bowl in one hand and used the other to steady herself as she started down the stairs.
Afterwards she thought if it wasn’t for the damn stupid flip-flops nothing would have happened. But on the third step the sandal on her right foot slid a little and caught on a rough spot on the wood. She tilted forward trying to right herself and grabbed for the railing. But what with the salad bowl and all she was too off balance. In seconds she went flying down the stairs to land on the concrete strip below. Her right foot twisted beneath her and pain shot from her ankle up to her knee. She didn’t even realize she was screaming until Ryan’s door opened and he raced down his stairs.
 
Ryan had turned the oven down to warm when he heard Kaitlyn’s scream outside. Panicked, he raced outside to see her lying on the ground, vegetables all over her, salad bowl in splinters and her right ankle already swelling.
“Don’t move,” he ordered, as she tried to get up. “Let me take a look here.”
“But— Ouch!” Her face contorted in pain as she tried to get up.
“I said don’t move,” he ordered. He swept aside the remnants of the salad and the bowl and crouched on the ground beside her. “Let me see what we’ve got here.”
The ankle was already red and swelling. He prodded it very gently with his fingertips, relieved that nothing seemed broken,
"I don’t think anything's broken," he told her, “but you also should not be walking on it.”
. He lifted her in his arms and carried her up the short flight of stairs to his cottage, placing her on the couch by the big window. There were two throw pillows on one end so he took one of them to prop up her foot.
“Sit,” he ordered. “Don’t move. I want to turn off the oven and make sure the burners are off.”
“Aren’t we going to eat?”
But the tone of her voice told him that was the last thing she wanted.
“After,” he told her.
“After what?”
“After we get your ankle x-rayed and make sure you didn’t break something. Hang on.”
He decided to turn the oven completely off, just in case. Scrounging in the freezer he found some bags of frozen vegetables—and who the hell had Walt told to stock this place who would think of that? Hurrying back to the living room, he gently molded the sack of vegetables around her ankle.
“Ow.” She sucked in a breath.
“I know it hurts, honey. We’re gonna get it taken care of.”
He pulled out his phone then realized he had no idea where to find anything in this town. But everything was out there on the World Wide Web so he punched in what he was looking for.
“Okay,” he told her, “we’re in luck. There’s an urgent care center right down the road on Estero Boulevard that’s open until ten. Let’s go.”
Kaitlyn shook her head. “I’ll be fine. If I stay off it for a few minutes, and ice it, I’ll be okay.”
Ryan ground his teeth. “Trust me on this. You need an x-ray to be sure it’s not broken—”
“But you said it wasn’t,” she interrupted.
He blew out a breath of exasperation. “I’m not a doctor. We’re going to get this checked if I have to tie you up.”
Was that a little flash of heat in her eyes at the idea of him tying her up? No. He had to be mistaken. She was in pain. That’s what he saw.
“Is this your big Neanderthal act?” she asked.
He dipped his head once. “If it has to be.”
She shifted a little on the couch, even that slight movement eliciting a groan from her.
“See? That does it. We’re going now.”
“Wait.” She held up a hand. “I need my purse. It’s got my insurance card in it.”
“I’ll get it. Tell me your code and where the purse is.”
He grabbed his ball cap from the coffee table and shoved it low on his head. He’d discovered people seldom looked at the face below the brim. Then he had her in his car, her purse tucked in next to her, the sofa throw pillows on the floor for her to rest her foot on. Barely ten minutes later they pulled up in front of the urgent care center he’d found.
“I feel like an idiot,” she said, when he lifted her out of the car and carried her inside. “A Class A clumsy idiot.”
He tightened his grip slightly. “Gives me a good excuse to hold onto you.”
Although holding her made his body do things he didn’t need right now. The fragrant scent of flowers and vanilla tantalized his nose and sent a message of need straight to his cock. Driving here he’d caught the faint aroma, but holding her like this he caught it full force. With great care he shifted her enough in his arms so she wouldn’t be aware of how badly he wanted her.
She’s injured, dumbass. Get your head out of your pants.
When he walked in the door, he breathed a sigh of relief that the waiting area was empty. The thought that he’d be in a place where people could look at him and possibly recognize him hadn’t occurred to him. Where the hell was his brain? Walt would kill him. He hoped he didn’t have to give his name for any reason. Maybe he could just stick with his first name. Maybe no one there would be a football fan. Maybe—
Jesus, Ryan. Get the poor woman’s ankle fixed and stop worrying about saving your own ass.
“Broken or sprained?” the receptionist asked, leaning over the counter.
“We think it’s a sprain,” Ryan told her.
“I think it’s nothing,” Kaitlyn said in a raised voice.
The receptionist grinned at him. “They never think it’s anything until they need major surgery.”
“Major surgery?” Kaitlyn squeaked behind him. “All I did was twist my ankle.”
“And we’re making sure it’s nothing more. I need your insurance card.”
Kaitlyn clutched her purse to her breasts. “I’ll give it to her myself.”
He blew out an exasperated breath. “Kaitlyn, you can’t stand on that foot. Give it here.”
She shook her head and tightened her grip on the purse even more. “I can hobble over there.”
Ryan crouched down beside her. “Why can’t I have the card? Is your insurance information a big secret?”
Then it dawned on him. She didn’t want to give him her last name. They’d accepted the first name situation without any hassle, but now he wondered if she was hiding from something the way he was. In any event, this wasn’t the place to hassle it out. Biting back his frustration, he lifted her and carried her to the counter where she took out her card and handed it over.
The receptionist lifted an eyebrow? “You a super spy of some kind, honey? Maybe on the run from the police?” She winked at Ryan. “Should I call the cops, just in case?”
Ryan shook his head. “She’s harmless. Really. But I guess she’d appreciate it if you didn’t repeat her name out loud.”
He was sure this woman thought they were crazy, but if she got Kaitlyn’s ankle taken care of, he figured he could put up with it. After all, he was in hiding, too. Right?
The receptionist shook her head and entered all the information into the computer. When Kaitlyn had her insurance card back, he sat down in the chair, this time holding her on his lap.
“I can sit in a chair by myself,” she protested, her body stiff against his.
“I don’t want you to hurt yourself again.”
Before she could argue with him any more, the door to the clinic proper opened and a man in scrubs waved them back. Again, Ryan ignored her protests and carried her down the short hall to a treatment room where he settled Kaitlyn on the examining table.
The man didn’t look old enough to be a doctor, Ryan thought, so he was a little startled when he introduced himself.
“I’m Doctor Morgan.” He smiled and held out his hand.
Ryan shook it, still not sure if he trusted this guy to diagnose the problem.
Morgan laughed. “I know what you’re thinking. I get the look all the time. I’m older than you think. Been practicing for three years now.”
“Good to know.” But he’d still reserve judgment. If he had to, he’d cart Kaitlyn to the closest hospital emergency room to make sure.
But as he listened to Morgan talk to Kaitlyn and watched his examination of her foot, he breathed a little easier. The guy really did seem to know what he was doing. After a few minutes he fetched a wheelchair and trundled Kaitlyn to another room to get her ankle x-rayed. Then back to the treatment room where Morgan pulled the x-rays up on a laptop computer.
“No break,” he confirmed. “Not even a bad sprain. You were lucky.”
Kaitlyn turned to him. “See? I told you it was nothing.”
Dr. Morgan chuckled. “I wouldn’t say it was nothing. You still need to take care of it.”
“See?” Ryan mimicked her. “I told you it needed to be taken care of.”
The doctor laughed. “Nice to see you both agree about this.” He took an elastic wrap bandage from a cabinet against the wall. “I’ll wrap it for you because it needs to be compressed. Watch how I do it because when you shower you’ll want to take it off and then replace it. Keep the foot elevated and keep ice on it, twenty minutes on and twenty minutes off. And stay off that foot for at least three days. Come back then and I’ll check it again.”
“I’ll make sure she follows instructions,” he assured the doctor.
“I can take care of myself.” There was that feistiness he was coming to really be addicted to.
“We’ll get it done,” he assured Dr. Morgan.
Another few minutes for Kaitlyn to sign some papers and take the list of instructions Dr. Morgan gave her. Then Ryan simply lifted her again and carried her out the front door. Two people were in the waiting room, but again he had his hat pulled low and most of his face was hidden by Kaitlyn.
“I can take care of myself,” was the first thing she said when they were back in the car.
“You have to stay off that foot,” he reminded her.
“We’ll see,” she grumbled. “Just get me home and I’ll be fine.”
Well, he knew that wasn’t the damn truth. But one thing at a time. When they got to their houses he parked and carried her up the stairs to her place and parked her on the couch. He checked her freezer, found a bag of frozen lima—lima beans?—and placed it gently on her ankle.
“Don’t move,” he ordered. “Give me a minute and I’ll be right back.”
He grabbed a wastebasket bag from her kitchen and jogged back down the stairs.
He cleaned up the mess from the salad and broken dish and tossed the bag in his big trash bin. Then he was back upstairs, standing next to Kaitlyn, trying not to laugh at the grumpy look on her face.
“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” he told her.
“Oh. Yeah?” She frowned up at him. “Explain.”
“I’m not leaving you here alone. You’ll insist on moving around and doing stuff and probably fall and injure yourself again.”
She glared at him. “I’m not stupid.”
“No. Just ornery. Anyway, I do the same thing myself so I know what can happen.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “Oh? Have you been injured?”
Shit. He hadn’t meant to let that slip.
“A time or two,” he said as casually as he could. “It never pays. So. Don’t move. I’ll be back in five minutes or less.”
Without waiting for an answer, he hurried back to his place. He knew she’d never let him bring her there so he’d have to move in with her. At once, erotic images began to dance in his mind and he had to shut them off with deliberate force. Nice, asshole. She’s hurt and you want to get her naked. Asshole.
It took him a few minutes to gather the few things he’d need for an overnight and toss them into his gym bag. Then he grabbed the roaster with the chicken and potatoes, locked his door, and took the stairs three at a time back to Kaitlyn’s. He blew out a relieved breath when he saw she was still where he’d left her.
“Good. You’re still here.”
“Where else would I be?” Her tone of voice was definitely snarky. But he also heard the edge of pain in it.
“I didn’t know if you had any acetaminophen so I brought some with me. Let me set this stuff down.”
He carried the roaster into the kitchen and set the oven to preheat then filled a glass with water and fetched the pills from his gym bag. He shook two into his hand and held them out to her along with the water.
“I’m really fine,” she insisted, but distress underlined every word.
“Okay, then, take these so I’ll feel better.”
He knew this was going to be a battle. Nothing to it but to grit his teeth and forge ahead. He didn’t even stop to wonder what Walt would say if he knew what was going on. Ryan was supposed to be low profile, leading a solitary, hidden existence. Yeah, well, good luck to all that now.
“I brought the chicken and potatoes,” he told her when she’d handed the water back to him. Then he grinned. “No salad but I’m sure we’ll make do.”
Kaitlyn grimaced. “Sorry about that.”
“No sweat. The chicken should be ready pretty quick. All it needs is a warm-up. Would you like to—”
At that moment his phone rang. He looked at the readout. Walt. Damn and double damn.
“I need to take this,” he apologized. “I’ll step outside so it doesn’t bother you.”
“Oh, you don’t need to—” she began
But he was already out on her back porch with the door firmly closed, pressing Accept.
“What?” he barked.
“Wow. Pleasant mood you’re in there, sport.”
Ryan inhaled and let his breath out slowly. Calm, he told himself. Be calm.
“Just getting tired of hiding.” That sounded like a plausible excuse. Except, of course, if he wasn’t in hiding he’d never have met Kaitlyn and—
“Well, we’re working our asses off here to bring that to an end,” the agent assured him
“Yeah? What’s going on?”
“Reporters and bloggers are still sniffing around, trying to keep this out there as a ten days’ wonder.”
“Figures.” Ryan groaned. “Damn it all anyway.”
“Next time you meet a woman who makes your dick stand up, send it a stern warning and let me have her investigated first.”
Ryan closed his eyes and thought about Kaitlyn, lying on her couch inside. About what would happen while he stayed here to take care of her. She sure didn’t seem like a crazy lady. Although apparently he had no idea what one was like, if his current circumstances were any indication. But still…
“What else is going on at your end?”
“Same stuff as before. We’re still pumping releases out, touting your work with charities and reminding people of the awards you’ve won. We’ve got stories out there about the work you do with kids and other community activities. Downplaying this whole thing. Public relations has been putting out on the downlow that you were taken in by this crazy female who appeared so normal. That she probably did this with other athletes, and—”
“Did she?” Ryan interrupted.
“Did she what?” he broke in.
“Do this with other athletes.”
“It stands to reason she would, doesn’t it?” The words almost sounded like a growl.
“Has that detective you hired found anything yet?”
“He has some promising leads,” Walt assured him. “He’s pretty confident in another couple of weeks he’ll have all the evidence we need to clear your name. And your stand-in is still doing his job, showing himself at the windows long enough so people think you’re here” He paused. “Meanwhile, you’re hiding in plain sight, right?”
Ryan felt like growling a little himself, although he wasn’t sure if it was because he had to stay longer or because his little so-called vacation night be coming to an end soon. He found himself thinking more and more about Kaitlyn. Since what he kept thinking of as “that night,” they’d spent nearly every minute together. She was sexy and funny, feisty yet feminine. He’d give a healthy chunk of his salary to know who she really was and what her story was but he didn’t want to probe. She’d expect answers from him if he did, and he had none to give her. At least not now.
“Ryan?” Walt’s voice drew him out of his reverie. “You still with me, man?”
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“I’ll get back to you again in a couple of days. Meanwhile, be good and stay out of sight.”
He disconnected the call and stood on the porch for a few minutes longer, thinking about the wild changes in his life lately. Too bad he hadn’t met Kaitlyn before this thing with Psycho Marlo blew up in his face. Then it occurred to him he might not have met her at all if they both hadn’t ended up here in side-by-side cottages
He was pretty sure he could trust her. Still, he’d had poor judgment with Psycho Marlo so who knew? This could all be an act with her.
“Braaady.”
Kaitlyn’s voice brought him back to the present. He slid his phone into his pocket ad walked back inside.
“Sorry about that. A business call and I didn’t want to bore you with it.”
She quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t think you ever told me what business you are in.”
He shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I’m on vacation from business right now so I’m trying to forget about it.”
There. That sounded plausible, didn’t it?
“Is that why you’re getting calls?”
“One call and I told them to put a plug it in until I’m back.” Okay, so a little white lie but it didn’t hurt anything. “What do you need?”
She waved toward the kitchen. “The chicken smells really good. I think it’s done. And um…”
“And um what?” He was startled to see her blush.
“I, uh, have to use the rest room. I would have tried to hobble there myself but I was afraid you’d spank me.”
Every hormone in his body went on full alert at the image that conjured up in his head. He swallowed hard and tried to think of ice water.
“Okay, Sure. Let’s make it happen.” He lifted her from the couch, carried her to the nearest bathroom, and set her down on her one good foot. He helped her balance herself on the vanity before he let go of her.
“I can handle the rest,” she assured him, hopped a little farther inside, and closed the door. Then she yelled out, “What are you planning for me to do when you go home for the night?”
Well, he thought, in for a penny, in for a pound.
“It’s all good. I’m moving in for the duration.”
 



Chapter Six
 
The hardest thing, Kaitlyn kept telling herself, was lying in the same bed with Ryan, both of them close to naked, and not having sex. They’d been doing this for three nights and she was about to tear her hair out.
It was hard to miss the signs of his arousal, the big bulge at the front of the sweat shorts he’d decided to sleep in. But he’d apparently been struck by some sense of nobility because every time she snuggled the least bit closer to him, he rearranged them in the bed. Whenever she turned to face him, he stroked her cheek, brushed a kiss over her lips, then actually lifted her and turned her to face the other way.
“We have to be careful of your ankle,” he kept reminding her.
She wanted to argue with him but, despite the fact he’d taken extra care with her, for the first few days, every time she moved, the ankle throbbed. Sex would not be much fun under those conditions. Still, she’d had a hard time lying next to this man and not ripping off both of their clothes. But every time she turned over and her ankle bumped against him, the stab of pain reminded her what a bad idea sex would be right now.
Not fair. Not fair at all.
She couldn’t complain about her treatment, though. For three days he’d been carrying her around like a princess, even going so far as to rig up a seat for her in the shower and bathing her and washing her hair. Now there was an exercise in self control. Having his soap-slicked hands sliding over her body made every nerve fire and every hormone do a staccato tap dance. But Ryan was not unaffected, either. She was happy to note that his hands trembled as they coasted over her body and touched her in intimate places.
She had to give Ryan mountains of credit. The man kept her occupied each day, supported her back and forth to the bathroom, made sure she iced her ankle, and fed her acetaminophen. Dinner was usually takeout. Tonight it was Chinese food, which they ate on the back porch.
If nothing else, she got her fill of looking at him. Who wouldn’t feel good looking at the sexiest man she’d met in a long time, with his sculpted, muscular body, his dark bad boy hair touching just below the neck of his T-shirt, and that uber sexy dimple at the corner of his mouth that winked whenever he grinned.
She’d certainly never expected to meet anyone like this during her enforced isolation, or become intimate with him the way they were. She hated to think that at some point it would all be over and she’d probably never see him again. At least she could enjoy it while it lasted.
Each morning he carried her out to the back porch and fed her breakfast on the little table. Made sure her tablet was charged each day so she could read while he went out for his run. Asked her all kinds of questions about what she liked to eat so he could get her favorite foods. He looked for things to amuse and entertain her. They laughed over some really old movies they watched on television and played a game to see who could tell the worst knock-knock jokes. No man in her life had ever treated her with such care and attention. She was getting spoiled and she knew it would be hard to go back to reality after this.
She had no idea why he hadn’t dumped her after the trip to the doctor and maybe checked in once a day or so. Sure they’d become sort of friends and were having off the charts sex but still. He didn’t exactly owe her anything.
Maybe he was bored or something. She’d felt pampered and cosseted and all those things. But while the attention was nice, she wanted some independence. Not to mention the hot sex she wanted more of. There was no telling how long this little interlude at the beach was going to last. She still had no job prospects and Ryan hadn’t given any indication of how long he’d be around.
This morning she was determined to see if she could put weight on her ankle. Shafts of sunlight slanted in through the slight opening of the curtains. After another restless night she felt as if she’d been awake for a week. She lay there flat on her back, her arm over her forehead, eyes closed against the intrusion of the light. She was pretty sure Ryan was still sound asleep beside her but she had to get up and go to the bathroom again. She knew she could make it. The swelling was down and the pain had subsided a lot, but would he let her? Maybe she could do it before he woke up.
As slowly as possible, she eased both legs out from beneath the covers and pushed herself to a sitting position. If she could push herself off the bed and land on her good foot, she could balance herself with the wall and hop to the bathroom. Thank the lord there was one off the master bedroom, although it wasn’t as big as her mother’s old broom closet. But as she eased to the edge of the mattress, a strong, muscular arm came around her waist, banding her and pulling her back.
“Sit.” Ryan’s voice was gravelly with the last vestiges of sleep. “I’ll be right there.”
“Ryan, for the love of god. I can go to the bathroom by myself. I’m really a lot better.”
“Maybe later today. Let’s see how it goes when you’re up for a while. In the meantime, just sit.”
She felt stupid when he came around the foot of the bed and lifted her easily into his arms. And even more stupid because he only had to carry her about four steps.
“I could have made it myself,” she insisted.
“Later. Here you go.” He set her down on her good foot and closed the door.
Kaitlyn blew at the strands of hair hanging over her forehead. How in the hell was she going to handle this? She took care of business, washed her hands, and splashed cold water on her face. Found her brush and dragged it through her hair, yanking it up into a messy ponytail. Later, she’d need to take a shower, and wouldn’t that be fun.
She opened the door, clinging to the frame for support, and nearly smacked into Ryan’s hard chest.
“Please tell me you weren’t listening at the door.” She could feel the heat creeping up her cheeks.
“Nope.” He grinned. “I could hear the pipes from the kitchen. These old places aren’t all that well insulated.
“Great.” She wanted to smack him. Or something. Anything, to vent this frustration.
“Come on.” He swept her up. “I’ve got coffee ready. I thought we’d have it out on the back porch.”
By the time he got both of them settled out there with their coffee, Kaitlyn with her foot elevated on an ottoman with a pillow atop it, a soft breeze from the ancient trees washing over them, birds flitting around singing their morning songs, her frustration level had slipped a little. Just a little. Not much.
“Here’s to running on the beach again.” Ryan grinned and lifted his mug.
“I hope that happens soon,” she grumped, and touched her mug to his.
He winked and took a big gulp of his coffee, made a sound of satisfaction, and set the mug down. “Nothing starts the day like good, rich coffee.”
Kaitlyn wanted to smack him. “Pay attention. We’re talking about my ankle here. It’s no joking matter. How long am I going to have to be laid up like this? The doctor said three days. Today is the fourth.”
She could have bathed and dressed herself after the first two days. In fact, she’d even tried to convince Ryan she could handle it but he was both persistent and insistent.
“You’ll fall and break your neck,” he kept warning her.
“I think you’re looking for a chance to get your hands all over me,” she teased.
He’d winked at her. “You got that right.”
He shrugged. “So I’m being extra cautious. That okay with you?”
“And if I said no?”
“I’d say duly noted.”
He grinned, his eyes filled with mischief. “You mean you don’t like having your own houseboy to wait on you hand and foot?”
“Is that what you are?” she teased. “My houseboy?”
“Oh! Wow! She smiles.”
Kaitlyn shook her head. “I am so sorry I’ve been a grouch, Ryan. None of this is your fault. It’s my own clumsiness that got me into this. I don’t mean to take my frustration out on you.”
He leaned forward in his chair, his face as close to hers as he could get.
“As soon as I can take you off the walking wounded list, we’ll both be able to settle our frustrations.” There was no mistaking the hunger in his eyes.
“I’ll hold you to that” she told him, grinning.
“I hope so.” He winked.
After coffee, they went through her shower routine again. Ryan had brought in one of the skinny lawn chairs from the porch and set it in the little stall for her. It barely fit, but it worked so they left it there. He unwound the bandage first then helped her out of her clothes and into the shower stall. When she tried putting some weight on the bad foot, she was pleased that her ankle didn’t scream back at her.
“I think I’m ready to test my wings here,” she told him.
“Let’s give it the rest of today, can we? Keep resting it and icing it for one more day. Humor me, okay?.”
She sighed. “If you insist. But that’s all. After dinner, I’m taking the ankle for a test drive.”
Again, he insisted on helping her dress, although she tried to tell him she could do it herself now.
“Maybe I don’t want to give up my fun.” He winked at her as he helped her into her shorts.
Grudgingly, she allowed him to help her with the process, doing her best to ignore the slide of his hand between her thighs and over her breasts.
“No fair,” she told him, smacking him.
“Not for me either, honey.” He shook his head. “You have no idea how hard it is for me to keep my hands to myself.” He chuckled. “At least I get A for effort.”
“And F for frustration,” she grumbled.
While Ryan went for his usual run on the beach, Kaitlyn sat with her laptop searching for more job opportunities and fine-tuning her resume again. He picked up deli sandwiches for lunch and they spent the afternoon watching old movies on television. Kaitlyn had a craving for seafood so Ryan picked up an order from the restaurant where they’d had lunch the other day.
When they had cleaned their plates and then some, Kaitlyn leaned back in her chair and patted her tummy.
“Much more of this and I’ll need to buy bigger clothes.”
Ryan looked her over from head to toe with heat in his eyes. “I don’t think you have to worry about that yet.”
“So.” She took another sip of beer. “Should I ask you what you do when you’re not being a beach bum?”
“I’ll have you know I’m a top notch beach bum,” he protested, composing his face into an aggrieved expression.
Kaitlyn couldn’t help herself. She burst out laughing. “Okay. Fair enough. But isn’t there anything you can tell me about yourself?”
It hadn’t escaped her attention that no matter how many things they talked about she still knew next to nothing about him. Of course she hadn’t told him a thing about herself, either, so tit for tat, she supposed.
“Don’t you enjoy the mystery of it all?” he winked, trying to inject humor into the situation. “If we let it all hang out, we might decide we don’t even like each other.”
She couldn’t see that happening but she supposed she couldn’t ask anything of him she wasn’t willing to give herself.
Ryan leaned forward in his chair, reached across the table, and brushed his fingertip over the upper slope of her cheeks and her nose.
“Did I tell you I’m a sucker for freckles?” He stroked again.
Shivers raced down her spine. This man had magic in his fingertips.
“No. No, I don’t think you did.” Another stroke. Another shiver.
He took one hand, lifted it to his mouth, and slid his tongue over the knuckles in a light caress. Moisture flooded her panties and her nipples tightened into hard peaks. The pulse low in her sex began to throb with a heavier beat, vibrating through her body. God, what this man could do to her with very little effort.
“Let me clear this food away and take another look at that ankle.”
They’d been icing it all day, as usual, and she kept telling him it was feeling a lot better. Ryan took care of the leftovers and dropped into his seat at the table again. He lifted her foot and placed it on his thighs, taking a minute to stroke her leg. Without thinking she squeezed her thighs together, and Ryan’s wonderful lips curved in a hungry smile. He knew damn well what he was doing to her, the ratfink.
He unwrapped the elastic bandage slowly, placed it on the table and ran his fingers over her ankle.
“You look almost like you know what you’re doing,” she commented. “Are you a doctor or something in real life?”
He dipped his head. “Or something. Okay, let’s try walking on this a little. You game?”
“More than.”
She placed both of her hands in his, using him for balance as she stood up. When she placed her full weight on her feet she felt a slight twinge in her bad ankle and flinched.
“Easy, easy, easy,” he told her. “Too much too soon?”
Kaitlyn shook her head. She was tired of being an invalid. “No. Give me a minute, will you?”
She took in a deep breath, let it out and, still holding to Ryan’s hands, took a step forward on the injured ankle. Little twinge again but not as bad. She indicated to him to walk backwards so she could take a few more steps. With each one she became more confident that she was healing well. She expected it to still be sore for a while but at least she could move around now.
“Well?” he asked.
“I won’t be running on the beach for a while, but definitely better. Much better.” Still holding onto him she walked around the porch twice before sitting down again. Dropping into her chair, she gave him a big grin. “Good job, Doctor Ryan.”
“It’s been my pleasure,” he assured her.
“Taking care of your gimpy neighbor? I’m sure you’ve had much better things to do.” She tilted her head and studied his face “Right?”
One corner of his mouth kicked up in a smile. “Actually it’s been fun. As a matter of fact, I can’t remember when I’ve enjoyed myself more.” The look in his eyes heated. “And I don’t mean just the waiting on.”
Every pulse point in her body throbbed. “Does that mean that we can resume some of our, um, extracurricular activities?”
“You can plan on it. And sooner rather than later.” He swooped her up and carried her into the house.
“Hey! I said I’m almost all better here. Remember? We did the test drive thing.”
“Yeah, but you probably still can’t walk fast and I’m in a hurry.”
“Oh? And why—”
Before she could get the rest of the question out of her mouth, he pressed his lips to hers, urging her mouth to open for him. There was nothing gentle about this kiss. It was voracious and claiming, hot and scorching. He thrust his tongue inside like an erotic sword, dancing against all her nerve endings and coaxing her own small tongue to twist and parry with him.
Kaitlyn wound her arms around his neck and pressed her body close to his. She could feel the heat emanating from it like a well-stoked furnace. She hoped they didn’t spontaneously combust before they got to the bedroom.
 
Four days of pent-up frustration were threatening to boil over in an explosion of epic magnitude. Lying in bed next to Kaitlyn had been pure torture for the past few nights. Ryan thought he should get a medal for his self-control, especially each morning when he helped her with her shower. Touching that toned body with its smooth as velvet skin, those breasts that fit so nicely in his hands, that delectable ass that he wanted to lick all over was pure torture. But he was determined to keep his desire in check. He wasn’t one to take advantage of a woman or do crazy things, regardless of what Psycho Marlo had said.
But now? Now all bets were off. He was going to make sure this was a night to remember for both of them. In the bedroom he set her on her feet, being careful how she put her weight on her bad ankle. Then he cupped her face and indulged himself in another hot, hungry kiss. Her mouth felt and tasted so good he thought he could spend hours doing nothing but exploring the different textures and taste. He’d never met a woman he enjoyed kissing as much as this one. It thrilled him that she was as enthusiastic about it as he was.
Sliding one hand to the curve of her head, he released the ponytail from its holder and threaded his fingers through her hair. Even in the short time she’d been here, the sun had brought out all the highlights and her hair was like a golden waterfall spilling over his hand. He carried strands of it to his face, inhaling the sweet fragrance of it. In fact, every bit of her smelled delectable, that intoxicating blend of flowers and vanilla that he now knew came from the shampoo and body wash she used. No perfume, which surprised him. He’d never met a woman who didn’t douse herself with her favorite fragrance, but Kaitlyn went for the natural scent. He loved it.
Reaching down, he tugged up the hem of her T-shirt, only breaking the kiss when he needed to pull the garment over her head. His eyes widened at the sight of those beautiful breasts lovingly cupped by pink satin and lace he’d helped her with this morning.
No question there, he reminded himself now. His gaze was riveted to the upper swell of her breasts. He couldn’t resist running the flat of his tongue over each of them, drawing a wet line from one side to the other over her delectably smooth skin. At once her nipples beaded to such hard points they were visible through the fabric of her bra. Without taking his eyes from her body, he brought his hands together in front and rubbed his thumbs over the pebbled tips of her breasts.
He loved the way she gave an involuntary gasp and pushed herself against his touch. Damn, but she was responsive. With the tip of his tongue, he traced the line of her collarbone while he reached behind her to unclasp her bra. Cupping her breasts in his hands, he thumbed her beaded nipples while he continued to lick and taste her skin. God, she was addictive. He wondered if he’d ever get enough of tasting her.
Abruptly he pulled back and yanked his own T-shirt over his head then pulled Kaitlyn back to him, pressing her breasts against the hard wall of his chest. God, that felt so good, those soft mounds against his rock hard muscle. He wanted a taste of her again but he didn’t know where to put his mouth first. He wanted to rub himself and run his tongue over every inch of her.
Kaitlyn wound her arms around his neck, pulling herself even more tightly to him. The feel of her body against his was electric, sending sparks to every part of him. It certainly sent a jolt to his already painfully swollen, agonizingly hard cock and his aching balls. He was driven by a need to bury himself inside her but he’d promised himself to take it slow tonight. Not to fall on her like some sex-starved idiot.
Gritting his teeth, he lowered her to the bed and managed to get her shorts and bikini panties off without driving himself over the edge. But the moment he saw that well-tended mound, the soft curls in a dark-honey color covering the core of her, he nearly lost it again. Stripping off his shorts and boxer briefs, he barely took time to grab some condoms from his pocket where he’d hopefully stuffed them that morning, and dropped them on the nightstand.
Then he got to the business of tasting her everywhere, running his hands over every curve, every dip and swell. He didn’t know where he found the self control he exerted to keep from plunging right into her but he was determined to make it good for her. He wanted to imprint himself on her and he had no idea why, except that it seemed like an urgent necessity.
He was so preoccupied with his thoughts that before he realized it she had wriggled away from his grasp and pushed herself to her knees.
“Here.” She patted the bed next to her. “Stretch out right here.”
“But—”
Kaitlyn just looked at him, her finger pressed to her lips. “Don’t move, don’t speak, don’t do anything.”
Without warning she wrapped her slim fingers around his aching cock and ran the flat of her tongue over the sensitive head. A tiny bead of fluid had speared at the slit and she lapped at it with greedy hunger. The sigh drove him nuts and further damaged his rapidly eroding control.
“Kaitlyn—” He cradled her head in his palms and tried to lift it from his body but she would have none of it.
Oh, sweet baby Jesus!
Her mouth was a wet, hot furnace, singeing him and driving him closer and closer to the edge. When she slipped one soft hand between his thighs to cup his balls in her warm palm, he thought he’d lose it for sure. He had to close his eyes and grit his teeth to hang onto some measure of control.
“Kaitlyn.” He could barely speak. “You’re killing me.”
She hummed gently against his shaft, her lips moving up and down in a rhythm so erotic he wasn’t sure how long he could take it. He was so torn. He wanted to come in her mouth, to feel her suck all that juice out of him and swallow it deep inside her. At the same time, for four nights he’d lain next to her unable to make love to her and his overwhelming need was to bury himself inside her hot, welcoming pussy.
At last he could stand it no longer. He gripped her head with both hands and tugged until his cock sprang free of her mouth. She looked at him with a combination of surprise and hurt.
“What—”
But he was past talking. He eased her onto her back, grabbed a condom and rolled it on with an efficiency that almost embarrassed him, slid his hands beneath her bottom to lift her, and drove home into her wet, welcoming warmth.
Holy shit!
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to gather some measure of control. When he opened them, she was looking at him with a mixture of hunger and need and passion and…something else? Whatever it was, he couldn’t think about it now. He set a rhythm, steady and strong, in and out, the wet walls of her pussy clutching at him like a vise. He locked his gaze with hers, trying to read behind the mysterious expression in them.
Then he could think of nothing else. Finding her clit, he rubbed and rubbed with his fingers as the release uncoiled inside him and wound up and up and up. He was so close yet determined to take her with him. There! There it was! He could see it in her face, feel it in the response of her body.
Now!
He wanted to shout it as he gave a last final thrust and took them both over the edge to a whirlpool of sensation, falling into a sensuous cloud that wrapped around them and shook them until the last bit was wrung from each of them. He leaned forward, bracing himself on his forearms. Both of them were gasping for air. He could see by the intensity of her pulse beating at the hollow of her throat that she was as breathless and drained as he was.
At last, the shudders subsided, followed by aftershocks that trembled through them and then they were both quiet. Ryan pressed a soft kiss to her lips before easing himself from her body and disposing of the condom in the bathroom. Rearranging the covers on the bed, he crawled in beside her and pulled her body tight to his. After so many nights of denial, it felt unbelievably good to spoon with her like this.
He tucked a few strands of her soft, silky hair behind one ear and pressed light kisses to her cheek before curling her even more tightly to him. That sweet curve of her ass nestled back against his finally replete dick and one hand cupped a breast.
He was almost asleep when she called his name.
“Ryan?”
“Uh huh.”
“My ankle doesn’t hurt anymore.”
He laughed, a soft and gentle sound because that was all he had the strength for.
 



Chapter Seven
 
Ryan knocked back the rest of his orange juice, rinsed his glass, and set it in the drain. The past week had been one of the best he had ever known. Nothing beyond Ft. Myers Beach existed for him. Not, Psycho Marlo, the avalanche of bad publicity, the pressure from the team…nothing. He and Kaitlyn had been happy in their own little world. She wasn’t back to running yet but she walked on the beach while he ran and waited for him to come back. Sometimes they waded into the surf for a quick swim. They played tourist, in this typical tourist beach town, strolling the narrow sidewalks, eating ice cream.
The weather was so pleasant that, unless they went out, they ate each night on her porch, with a soft breeze stirring the air and the last of the sun’s dying rays casting everything in a golden glow. And at night, with the moonlight streaming in through the window, they had sex so spectacular he sometimes wondered if he was dreaming it. He wondered if he’d ever been this relaxed or this happy. It was a far cry from the blood-stirring excitement of football or the heady climate of public adoration. This was completely different. He could pretend that he and Kaitlyn were on a distant planet where nothing could touch them.
He had no idea what she was hiding from. Oh, yes, she was definitely hiding. He knew the signs. Sometimes she’d take her laptop out on the back porch and hunch over it for a while, her attitude an obvious Keep Away sign. She kept her cell with her at all times, often checking it obsessively, other times letting whoever called go to voice mail. He was curious what her problem was, but if he asked she’d want to know about his, and he wasn’t going there.
Walt had called a few times, keeping him up to date. The worst of the furor seemed to have died down but people were still dragging the story out on slow news days. The team insisted he’d be better off in Ft. Myers Beach—out of sight, out of mind—until training camp. Under other circumstances, he’d be chomping at the bit and ragging at Walt every other day to get him back to the real world.
But things were different. At least for the moment. This was like a magic interlude where life did not intrude. Selfishly he hoped whatever Kaitlyn’s problem was it didn’t get solved before his did.
He’d meant to bring fresh clothes with him yesterday so he didn’t have to go home to shower today, but by the time he remembered, he was lying naked in bed with Kaitlyn and not inclined to think about clothes or anything else. This morning he wanted to go down to one of the marinas and rent a boat for the day. He’d been around them enough and driven them enough that he was comfortable handling a small one. Maybe they’d bring along a picnic lunch and eat out of the water.
Yeah, that would be a good idea.
The shower stopped running so he knocked on the door.
“Kaitlyn?”
“I’ll be out in a minute,” she answered. “What is it?”
“I’m going to run next door, shower and change. I’ll be right back.”
“I’ll be finished in a couple of minutes,” she promised.
“Be careful of that ankle,” he warned, thinking she was the first women he’d ever dated who didn’t need an hour to get dressed in shorts and a T-shirt.
She opened the bathroom door, letting steam billow out into the room. Her face was scrubbed clean, making those incredible freckles stand out.
“Let’s go out to breakfast, okay?”
“Works for me.”
“Okay. Get going, then.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a mock salute.
He opened the door and stepped out on her porch, thinking about the day ahead. And—
Stopped. And stared.
A black Lincoln Navigator was parked in his driveway and leaning against it was an obviously irritated Walt Alston.
“Hey!” Ryan called, jogging down the stairs. “Did I know you were coming?”
Walt looked at him and frowned. “You would have if you had your cell on. I tried to call you a dozen times and it went to voice mail.”
Ryan frowned as he pulled his cell from his pockets. Dead as a doornail. “I, uh, guess I forgot to charge it.”
“Damn it, Ryan.” Walt blew out an angry breath. “This is no time for shit like that. We have a crucial situation here.”
“Has something else happened?”
“Not exactly, but—”
“Then what?”
When I couldn’t get hold of you, my mind imagined all kinds of things. I even wondered if Marlo had slipped her leash and tracked you down here.” Walt rubbed his jaw. “This is no time to be out of communication, Ryan.”
Ryan leaned against the Navigator and crossed his arms. “Does that mean I’m supposed to lock myself in the house and never come out?”
“No. But make sure your damn phone is charged. It’s my only link to you.” He stared at the cottage next door. “Whose house is that, anyway?” he demanded. “And what were you doing there?”
“My neighbor’s.” Ryan tried to temper his irritation. “Why?”
“Why? I should think that would be obvious. I didn’t bother to have your neighbors vetted because I wasn’t aware you were going to turn into a social butterfly.”
“Jesus, Walt.” Ryan ran his fingers through his hair. “Cut me a break here, will you?”
”A break? You’ll get a break all right.” Walt shook his head. “From football, if you aren’t behaving yourself.”
“There’s nothing for you to concern yourself with,” he insisted. Damn! How could he get rid of him and fast?
Unfortunately for him Kaitlyn chose that moment to step out onto her front porch, looking way too delectable in a purple T-shirt, white shorts, and wearing her hair in a ponytail.
“Hey, Ryan,” she called. “I was just—” She stopped. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you had company.”
“Neither did I,” he ground out.
Walt stared from one to the other. “Holy shit, Ryan. What the hell is going on?”
“Nothing I want to discuss with you.” He fisted his hands at his sides. “You can turn around and go right back up the interstate.”
“Not until we discuss a few things. Come into the house. Now.”
“Go on inside and wait for me,” he called to Kaitlyn. “I’ll only be a minute.”
“You may be a damn sight more than a minute,” Walt told him.
Ryan watched Kaitlyn walk back into her house before he trudged up his stairs and opened his own door. He threw his cell on the counter and turned to glare at Walt.
“So what’s up?”
“First, you always need to be within cell phone contact. That’s nonnegotiable.”
“Fine. But I can tell there’s something else. Spill it.”
Walt nodded his head toward Kaitlyn. “Who’s the broad?”
Ryan could feel his blood pressure rising. “She’s not a broad. She’s a very nice female who happens to be renting the cottage next to me. Why?”
“What does she want?”
“Want? What do you mean, what does she want?” Breathe, Ryan.
“Everyone wants something, Ryan. Haven’t you figured that out yet?” He took his phone out of his pocket again. “We’ll have to find out what little Miss Nosy Neighbor wants.”
“You aren’t going over there to give her the third degree.” Ryan was ready to punch his agent. He wanted to keep Kaitlyn out of this at all costs.
“Don’t have to,” Walt smirked. “I snapped a picture of her. As we speak, I’m sending it to our private investigator to check her out.”
“You what?” Now Ryan was sure his blood pressure would go through the roof. “You can’t invade someone’s privacy like that.” All he needed was for Walt to dig around and find out whatever Kaitlyn’s personal problem was and air it out. That was not going to happen.
“Calm down.” Walt held up his hand. “He’s very discreet. No worries.”
“You can’t barge into someone’s life like that,” he protested.
“I’m not barging. I’m protecting you. That’s what I get paid for.”
“And now I’m paying you to get the hell out of here.” Ryan scowled at hm. “I have plans for the day.”
“I assume with the young lady next door.” He tapped another message on his phone. “Why don’t I take you all out to breakfast? That way I cam get to know her a little.”
“Not on your life.” Ryan slammed his hand down on the kitchen counter.
“Come on, Ryan. If she’s harmless what’s the problem?”
“The problem is I want you out of here so I can go back to hiding away, as you put it. I do not intend to involve her in my problems.”
“But…”
“I’m sorry you drove all the way down here for nothing, Walt. I’ll keep my phone charged from now on. So please. Get in the damn car and go back to Tampa.”
Ryan realized he was being somewhat of an ass to his agent, but the whole situation was pissing him off. Sneaking out of town, hiding away down here, having Walt chew his ass out for nothing. And he wanted the man gone so he could get back to breakfast with Kaitlyn.
“Listen, asshole.” Walt glowered at him. “I’m trying to save your career here.”
“Then go home and do it.”
The other man made a visible effort to control himself. Finally, he nodded. “Fine. I’ll let you know what I find out about your cute little neighbor. If she’s trouble, I’m getting your ass out of here so fast you won’t know what hit you.”
“And taking me where?” Ryan demanded.
“Wherever I have to so you have no contact with female humanity.”
The two men glared at each other. Then Walt shook his head and walked out. Ryan stood in the doorway watching him until the Navigator backed out and headed down Pelican Lane toward Estero Boulevard.
He took the quickest shower he’d taken in a long time, skipping a shave altogether. Yanking on a shirt and cutoffs, he slid his feet into his shoes and headed toward Kaitlyn’s.
“It’s open,” she called when he knocked on the door.
When Ryan walked in, Kaitlyn was standing in the kitchen looking out the window over the sink. Looking directly at his house. And the driveway. And the place where Walt’s Navigator had been parked.
”Your friend doesn’t seem very friendly,” she commented. “I could hear you shouting even from here.”
Great. Just great.
“My friend has very poor manners and a boatload of problems. Try to forgive him for his lack of manners.”
She shrugged. “Not a problem.”
“Yes,” he argued, “it is. He behaved rudely. I apologize for him.”
Kaitlyn turned to face him. “He didn’t stay very long.”
“I don’t like surprise visitors and he didn’t have all that much to say. Besides.” He ran his hands up the length of her arms to her face and cradled her cheeks in the palm of his hands. “I’d much rather spend the time with you.”
He pressed his lips gently to hers, surprised when there was no answering pressure.
“What is it?” he asked. “I’m sorry the jerk disrupted our morning.”
“Does he live nearby? Why hasn’t he visited you before this?” She studied his face as if trying to read his secrets. “Ryan, are you in some kind of trouble? Is that why you’re hanging out here for no apparent reason?”
Was she worried about him? Was that what this was about?
”Taking a little break from work,” he told her. “That’s all. Now can we please forget about this unpleasant little episode and head out for breakfast?” He gave her a lopsided grin. “Arguing with my friends gives me an appetite.”
“Sure. Let me put on some shoes and get my purse.”
But the easy atmosphere between them, the slow intimate connection and sexual satisfaction that had wrapped itself around them for days had disappeared. Ryan could tell she was doing her best to get past it, but the look in her eyes was still a troubled one and conversation between them was stilted.
When they returned to Pelican Lane, he started up the stairs to her cottage, but she stopped him.
“I think I need a little time by myself this morning, Ryan. I have some things I need to take care of that I haven’t been so attentive to lately.”
“Kaitlyn, I told you. This guy had a wild hair up his butt about something. I think he figured since I was hanging out here by myself he’d show up and we could party. I told him to get lost.”
She nibbled her lower lip, the image so sexy his cock swelled and pressed against his fly. He was glad his T-shirt hung low enough to cover it.
“Okay. But I really do have to do some stuff.”
“What stuff?” He’d been with her most of the time since that first night and she hadn’t been doing “stuff.”
“Oh, a couple of things I’ve neglected,” she repeated. Then she smiled at him, although it looked a little forced. “Maybe we could go for a walk on the beach this afternoon. I’m still not up to running but a walk would be nice.”
He relaxed a little. “Okay. Sounds great. Call me when you’re ready.”
She nodded and went inside.
Damn! There suddenly seemed to be an invisible wall between them, frustrating him. Okay, so the scene with Walt in the driveway hadn’t been warm and fuzzy, but it had nothing to do with her. Or had she heard Walt’s little temper tantrum about her identity, and bits and pieces of the lecture?
No. He gave himself a mental headshake. Impossible.
Still, an uneasy feeling settled itself in his stomach and wouldn’t go away. Not even while he did some chores around the house. Not when he tried to lose himself in television. No matter what, it hung on like a barnacle.
Then, at one o’clock, when impatience and edginess drove him to reach for his phone to call Kaitlyn and see if she was ready, the phone chimed in his hand. He looked at the screen. Walt. Wow. The guy couldn’t have been back in Tampa very long. What now?
“What now?” he asked.
“You should listen to me more often, my friend,” his agent said. “I have some news about your little girlfriend next door to you and you aren’t going to like it. Better start packing right away.”
 
*****
 
Kaitlyn refilled her water glass and carried it back to the dining room table where she had her laptop set up. This morning’s episode with Ryan’s friend, whoever he was, still had her unsettled, and she wasn’t sure exactly why. It couldn’t have anything to do with her. She didn’t even know who the guy was. Still, she’d been edgy ever since she stepped outside and caught the scene in Ryan’s driveway.
She’d certainly heard them shouting at each other, loud enough to carry outside his house. Okay, so she’d opened the kitchen window and shamelessly tried to eavesdrop. But the words were still too muffled for her to make out anything. She had an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of her stomach that her magic interlude with Ryan was about to come to an unpleasant stop.
With a sigh, she tapped her computer screen back to life and went back to her chore at hand. She was beginning to think no one was ever going to hire her again. It both startled and frightened her to realize how much power and influence James Renzulli had.
She pulled up her list of publications she’d been working on—way too extensive to her mind—and decided to contact some of them again. There were a few who’d said to get back in a couple of weeks and she’d put an asterisk next to their names. Maybe they liked her resume and were waiting to test the Renzulli waters. To see if everything had died down.
She had just begun to compose a new email when her cell rang. The readout showed Liz’s smiling face on the screen.
“Hey, kiddo,” she greeted her friend. “How come you aren’t at work today?”
Being a sort of beach bum not to mention letting herself become totally absorbed in Ryan had screwed with her calendar. She wasn’t sure which day of the week it was any more until she looked at her calendar icon.
“Taking a long lunch hour,” Liz told her. “We haven’t talked in a few days so I wanted to check up on you. How’s it going now?”
Kaitlyn sighed. “Still nothing on the job front. Next I’m going to get a list of all the smaller publications and try them.”
“Good idea.” Liz snorted “Ratzulli can’t control everything, right?”
“I sure hope not or I might have to move to Siberia.”
“I’m crossing my fingers. Something is sure to break for you.”
“From your lips.” Kaitlyn sighed. She wished she could talk to Kaitlyn about the little scene that morning, but she hadn’t even given her a hint about Ryan. She knew it wouldn’t go anywhere. They were \ two people sharing a lot but not their last names. Nothing more. When this was over it was over.
“I’m going to do a littler digging around,” Liz told her. “Ratzulli doesn’t control or influence everything in the world. I have friends I can reach out to.”
“Liz, don’t—“ Kaitlyn began.
“Strictly for informational purposes,” Liz rushed to say. “Maybe find some leads that aren’t out there on the World Wide Web.”
“Well, okay.” Kaitlyn sat back in her chair. “At this point, any help would be greatly appreciated.”
“Good. I’ll call you sometime tomorrow and let you now if I find out anything.”
She was lucky to have such a good friend, Kaitlyn thought, putting the phone back down and turning to the computer again. She had no idea how long she sat there, revising her resume, pulling up lists of publications as far away as Nebraska—yes, she would even go to Nebraska if she could get a job. Hours passed without her realizing it.
She was taking a break, giving her tired eyes a rest when there was a heavy pounding on her door.
“Kaitlyn?” Ryan’s voice roared from outside. “Kaitlyn, open the damn door. We have to talk.”
Kaitlyn’s stomach cramped, and the unpleasant feeling blossomed into a full-blown anxiety attack. What on earth was going on? She yanked open the door to see a fuming Ryan standing on her porch.
“What’s the problem, Ryan? Why are you shouting?”
He pushed past her into the living room and stood with his hands clenched into fists, anger cutting deep grooves in his face.
“Nice little act you’ve been putting on, Kaitlyn Reese.” He spit her name out like a piece of distasteful food.
“What?” Oh, god. How had he found out her name? Had he dug up any of the stuff Renzulli had been smearing out there? But wait? Why would he even care? It had nothing to do with him.
“Have you been taking notes all this time? Compiling your nasty little information? Mentally rubbing your hands that you’d tracked Ryan McCabe down and were going to write the exposé of the year? Maybe of the century?
She stared at him unable to comprehend anything he said. “Are you crazy? What are you talking about? I didn’t even know your last name until you told me right now.”
“Oh, you’re good, I’ll give you that. Did you laugh at how easily you got me into bed? Were you hoping to trick me into telling you the “real” story? Write an expose for that rag you work for?”
Okay, something was very, very wrong here.
“I do not have the faintest idea what you’re talking about. Are you on some kind of drugs?”
His face got so red she was afraid he’d pop a blood vessel. “The guy at my house this morning was Walt Alston, my agent. He—”
“Your agent?” She lifted her eyebrows. “Are you an actor of some kind?”
“You can cut the act, missy. You’ve been caught out.” He shook his head. “It’s a damn good thing Walt took a picture of you with his cell phone and sent it to the investigator he has working on my problem. It didn’t take him long to find out who you are and what your pathetic story is.”
“He took a picture of me?” She whispered the words. “Did he post it somewhere on the Internet?” Oh, god. If people knew where she was, Renzulli might— Might what? What else could he possibly do to her?
“How did you even find out I was here?” he demanded. “Who did you bribe? You must have given them a lot of money to get a place right next to me.”
“Will you please stop shouting at me? I still have no idea what you’re talking about. How could I find out where you were when I didn’t even know your last name until today? And why would I even be interested?”
He snorted. “Give me a break. I think everyone in the universe knows the story of Ryan McCabe and the psycho bitch who tore up his house and hers then accused him of doing it.”
She heard a tiny little click in her brain. Vaguely she remembered Liz telling her about a big time football player who had gone on a rampage when his latest girl friend dumped him. But not being a huge football fan she’d paid no attention to the name so nothing had rung a bell with her.
“Ryan, please.” She shoved her hands in the front pockets of her shorts. “I don’t know how to make you believe this was nothing but a strange coincidence. I have my own problems. I—”
“Oh, yeah.” He gave her a look of disgust. “I know all about that. Got fired, did you, missy? Thought to use a story about me to get yourself reinstated with your slime ball of a boss?”
Okay, that did it. She was done apologizing.
“First of all, I wouldn’t go back to work for that jackoff under any circumstances. Secondly, the reason I wouldn’t is because he’d wanted me to do a story similar to that about someone who didn’t deserve it. I refused. Hence, the firing.”
“How noble of you.”
“I don’t care any more if you believe me or not. If that’s all you think about me after the last couple of weeks together, then get the hell out of here. Right now.”
“Oh, I’m going,” he assured her. Out of the house and out of Ft. Myers Beach. Don’t try to run me to ground again. And if you print anything about me, be assured we will sue your ass off.” He walked out and slammed the door.
Kaitlyn stood there, shaking with anger. How dare he? How the hell did he dare accuse her without even asking her anything? With all the time they’d spent together could he really believe she was that kind of person? What an unbelievable ass!
When she’d calmed down to a reasonable level, she fixed herself a cup of coffee and sat down at her laptop again. One way or the other, she’d get to the bottom of this, and roast Ryan Calhoun’s ass.



Chapter Eight
 
Kaitlyn pushed her chair back from the table and stood up, stretching. She was still wearing yesterday’s clothes and felt beyond grubby. She’d also slept on the couch off and on, too focused on what she was doing to crawl into bed and conk out completely. She was still more angry than she remembered being since Ed told her she was fired but she had to admit Ryan McCabe had gotten a raw deal.
The first thing she’d done was meticulously dig up everything written about his current problem. No wonder he was hiding out in a cottage in Ft. Myers Beach. Then she began tracing his history with women.
Oh, he was a playboy all right. He’d parlayed his talent and star status with the Tampa Bay Rough Riders into the unofficial title of bachelor of the decade. But, try as she might, she couldn’t find one story that indicated he was anything other than that. No stories of brawls in the media. No ragging on him about his behavior in social media. A lot of men might be envious of his status and appeal and a lot of women probably cried in their wine because he either didn’t date them or broke it off before they wanted.
But… Without exception, all the women interviewed in previous articles had spoken of him as a gentleman. She dug back as far as five years, searching archives and using every Internet search engine, and there was nothing to support the kind of behavior Marlo Andrade had accused him of. So why had everyone been so quick to accept her accusations? The woman must be one hell of an actress to convince people that her story was true.
She wondered where he was now. Had he gone back to his home in Tampa? The stories that had popped up in the past few weeks had all indicated he was hiding out at his house on Tampa’s exclusive Davis Islands. Since he’d actually been in Ft. Myers Beach, she assumed his agent or someone had a guy living in his house to fool the media.
On the one hand, she felt sorry for him having to deal with this. On the other, her snarky self wanted to tell him if he wasn’t such a ladies’ man he might not have brought this on himself. But then she recalled how he’d been during their time together. He was a giving and sensitive lover who always treated her with respect. And she didn’t know too many men who would have waited on her literally hand and foot when she’d sprained her ankle. He’d been genuinely concerned and very caring. She was due to see the doctor again to get it checked out but she knew what he’d tell her. No swelling, no damage and only a little residual pain, which was continuing to ease.
So maybe she owed him a little something, She could be upset that he hadn’t shared his situation with her, or even told her his last name, but she was as guilty of a lack of communication as he was. They’d both been hiding something. She was hurt that he hadn’t given her a chance to explain herself, to convince him she hadn’t tracked him down to this beach resort. Still, after the hell he’d been through, she guessed she couldn’t blame him.
She might not be able to do anything about her own situation at the moment. Still no offers of employment. But she could use her contacts and her skills to help Ryan. Maybe that would convince him he could trust her. Because she’d discovered once she got past the hurt and the anger that she had feelings for him that went way beyond a momentary hookup. Way beyond.
And then what, Kaitlyn?
Yeah, then what? She lived in New York while he lived in Tampa. They each had separate lives. Even if there was more than this interlude between them, where could they go from here?
Well, if it got to that she’d figure it out. First things first.
Searching her email address book she pulled up an addy she hadn’t used in a long time. Probably too long. Bob Del Rio owed her a big favor. When he was launching his sports blog from the second bedroom of his tiny apartment, he’d needed a big publicity boost. He had contacted Kaitlyn and asked for help. His idea fascinated her and she’d put enough of a spin on the story that Ed okayed a sidebar profile. That article launched his blog. Now Before the Game was the hottest blog about both professional and collegiate athletics. Even agents and managers and owners read it to get the latest news. Now it was payback time and Kaitlyn wasn’t afraid to shame him into paying her back.
She was aware how busy he usually was so she was surprised when she got an answer to her email in less than five minutes.
Call me. Here’s my phone #.
Fifteen minutes, later she hung up with a smile on her face. It seemed Bob had his own suspicions about the situation. He’d seen too many like it that created a media stir because one of the people involved made a gigantic fuss and wasn’t averse to telling lies.
“I tried to dig into this,” he told Kaitlyn, “but his agent and the team refused any and all calls remotely related to media. I guess I can’t blame them but I had other stories to deal with. Anyway, you should know I have contacts and can find out things the cops don’t know about.”
“I’m sure you can.”
“I’ll get in touch with them right away and get the ball rolling.”
“Thanks for your help,” she told him.
“I should be thanking you.” He laughed. “This will double the subscribers to Before the Game to even more astronomical figures.”
“I thought everyone in the world already read your blog,” she teased.
“There may be one or two this will drag in.” He laughed again.
“I guess this means you still owe me a favor.”.
“I’ll have to think about that one.” She could almost see him grinning. “Meanwhile, let me get off the phone so I can get busy on this.”
“When will I hear from you?” she asked.
“Give me until tomorrow. I should have what I need by then. I’ll touch base with you before I actually publish this, okay?”
“More than. Thanks so much for this.”
“I should be thanking you. Talk at you later.”
Getting through the hours of waiting rubbed her nerves raw. Her ankle still gave her enough of a twinge that taking a run on the beach was out of the question. A walk didn’t appeal to her. She finally decided to take a long, hot shower, scrubbing the fatigue and grime from her body and her hair. Too bad the cottage didn’t have a bathtub because she could sure use a long hot soak.
Clean at last and dressed in fresh shorts and a T-shirt, she curled up on the couch with a cold drink and started skimming the sports channels on television, looking for any breaking news on the situation. It was old news so no one was paying it a lot of attention at the moment except to wonder where things stood and what the resolution was going to be. People were still digging around but it seemed no one was talking. Reporters were still hot to talk to Ryan, but he continued to be unavailable.
Kaitlyn knew training camp started in a couple of weeks. She was sure everyone wanted this cleared up by then. If Bob Del Rio’s contacts came through right away, he’d be able to get the blog out there just in time.
Kaitlyn had no idea how she got through the rest of that day. Two beers helped her sleep that night, although fitfully, but by the next morning she was itchy in her own skin. A dozen times she started to call Bob and ask him what was happening but she didn’t want to disturb him if he was in the middle of something. She also didn’t want to irritate him and have him drop the whole thing. This was too important. If a story exonerating Ryan appeared in Before the Whistle, it would clear his name faster than cleaner on a whiteboard.
Forcing herself to focus on something else, she went back to doing a search for jobs, this time looking at smaller cities and publications that might not care about what Renzulli said or did or thought. Her grumbling stomach was sending her signals that lunch night be in order when her cell rang. She snatched it up in mid ringtone.
“Bob?”
“Were you expecting someone else?” he joked. “My heart would be broken.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Thanks for the joke. What did you find out?”
“I had my moles start with this woman’s closest friends.” He whistled. “What an eye opener that has been.”
“So give already.”
She took notes as he spoke so she wouldn’t forget anything although she hardly thought that would be possible. This story would be burned on her brain forever. She was tempted to drive up to Tampa and confront the psychotic woman herself except that would do no good. But this, Before the Whistle, would. Definitely.
“Thank you so much,” she told him. “You have more than repaid the favor.”
There was a moment of silence then he said, “Kaitlyn, I know what Renzulli did to you. It’s the talk of the industry.”
“Thanks for letting me know my fame is spread even wider than I thought,” she snarked.
“That’s not my point. You have no idea how many people know you or of you and have a lot of admiration for you. They want to see you back in the business.”
“Good. Maybe one of them will give me a job.”
Another pause. Then, “I actually have one to propose to you?”
Her eyebrows rose. “No kidding? Doing what?”
“Your profile that time helped make me into an entity that people kill to advertise on. I hardly have to look for money. It just comes rolling in.”
“How nice for you.” She took a sip of her cold coffee, making a face.”
“It could be for you, too. I’ve had a lot of people from all aspects of the industry suggest I should have a companion blog writing the news from a female point of view. I’m a lot of things but definitely not a female.”
“That’s for sure.” She laughed.
“I, uh, was wondering if you’d like to be that person.”
For a moment Kaitlyn was so shocked she was speechless, an unusual occurrence for her.
“Bob, I don’t know nearly as much about athletics as you do. I wasn’t even aware of Ryan’s situation although apparently most of the country was.”
“You can learn the mechanics,” he persisted. “I can teach you and a lot of people will answer questions. In fact, it might be even better if you wrote as someone who doesn’t have a lot of knowledge. Most people don’t.”
He went on to outline the job, when he wanted to launch the new blog and then named a salary figure that took her breath away.
“You meant it when you said the money was rolling in.”
“You could live anywhere you want and Renzulli can’t touch you. He has no influence here.” He chuckled. “In fact, people might read it for no other reason than to find out about the woman he blackballed. You could even write a column about that.”
By the time the call ended, Kaitlyn felt the first real excitement since her firing and Ryan walking out after his hurtful accusations. Bob had promised to bump what he had scheduled and run the column on Ryan the next day She wanted to keep herself occupied until then. Energized, she put on a pot of fresh coffee and began to make notes on what she’d use as topics.
 
*****
 
“What’s the big emergency?” Ryan asked, pouring himself a cup of coffee. Looking at the clock he saw it was barely eight in the morning. He needed the caffeine after yet another restless night. “It must be a real disaster to bring you here this early in the morning.”
“Not an emergency.” Walt grinned at him. “And, for a change, not a disaster. Where’s your laptop.”
“My laptop?” Ryan blinked. “Why do I need a computer at the crack of dawn.”
“Just get the damn thing.” Walt was so hyped he sounded like he’d already had more than his share of caffeine.
“It’s right there on the kitchen counter. Help yourself.”
In seconds, Walt had it open and booted up. His fingers danced on the keys as he brought up the browser and typed something into the search bar. When Ryan saw Before the Game come up on the screen, his stomach knotted. Oh, hell. Was his disaster now starring in the most read sports blog on the Internet? But, when he saw the headline, he nearly dropped his coffee.
Ryan McCabe a Victim of Vicious Lies
His eyes bugged out, “What the hell?”
“Read it, for god’s sake,” Walt told him. “I already called the Rough Riders and spoke to the key people there. Then the cops, who have dropped the charges against you like a hot potato. But Marlo Andrade better hightail it out of town and change her name.”
Ryan read it as he sipped his coffee, refilling his cup and then reading it again.
“How did he find these people who knew all about her,” he asked, “when the police couldn’t. Nor your investigator.”
“Nobody wants to be painted black in this blog. Everyone who knows a tiny thing about sports reads this as the gospel. He told Marlo’s friends he’d name them all if they didn’t come clean.”
Ryan shook his head in bewilderment. “But the cops talked to them. So did other reporters.”
“But none of them are Bob Del Rio,” the agent pointed out. “He’s a god on the Internet and anyone who can even spell the word athletics reads his blog. He’s got more muscle than anyone else.”
“Damn.” Ryan raked his fingers through his hair. “I don’t understand. Did you get him to write this?”
“Not me.” Walt shook his head. “I tried to talk to him early on but he said agents always put a spin on things.”
“Then who?”
Walt held out his cell phone with a number already punched and ready to go. “He said you’re the only one he’d tell.”
Fifteen minutes, later Ryan disconnected the call and stood there in a daze.
“I feel like the world’s biggest ass.”
“Yeah, well, I didn’t help. I believed what I wanted, rushed to judgment, and made a mess. I’m surprised she even wanted to help you.”
“I should have believed in her to begin with.” He fisted his hands. “If I hadn’t let you mess with my head and drag me out of there so fast, I might have thought about it and realized the woman I’d gotten to know would never do something like this.”
“She sure looked guilty to me,” Walt protested. “All the signs were there.”
“But think about it. All the signs were there for people to believe Psycho Marlo’s story but I wasn’t guilty of a damn thing.”
Walt rubbed his jaw. “Point taken. But remember, I was only trying to protect you in this.”
“I have to see her right away. Is she still at the cottage?”
Walt nodded. “I had someone check. Come on. I’ll get you past the media animals clustered outside. As soon as that blog appeared, they invaded in force again.”
It took some doing, but fifteen minutes later Ryan was out of there and on the interstate. He hadn’t even bothered to shower and change clothes, driven by the urgency to make things right. In the past forty-eight hours, he’d done little sleeping and a lot of thinking. He considered himself a pretty fair judge of character and despite what Walt had told him, Kaitlyn did not seem like the kind of person who would do what his agent accused her off. In the intimacy of their situation, he gotten to know who and what she was as a person. Something was wrong, he’d told Walt, and now he was proven right.
He didn’t know if she’d even talk to him now but he’d pound on her door until she let him in. Then he’d beg for her forgiveness, groveling as much as he had to. Then he’d try to convince her to move to Tampa so they could be a real couple in the real world. Because he realized on the drive down the interstate that without even knowing her last name or anything about her, he’d fallen hard for Kaitlyn Reese. He wanted her with him, in his city. In his home. In his life.
By the time he drove down Pelican Lane, he had worked himself up into a nervous frenzy. When he parked in her driveway, he had to take a minute to settle himself so he didn’t fall completely apart. When he thought he had himself under control enough, he bounded up her stairs three at a time and knocked on her door. When she didn’t answer at once, he knocked harder.
“Kaitlyn,” he shouted. “Open the door. I have to talk to you.” Still nothing. “Kaitlyn, I know you probably hate me but if you don’t open this door, I’m going to break it down.”
He heard the click of the deadbolt and the door swung open, although not too wide. Kaitlyn looked at him her face devoid of all expression but hurt and anger smoldered in his eyes.
“If you came to bitch me out again, you could have saved yourself the drive.”
Ryan nudged her inside and slammed the door behind him. He took a moment to gather himself again then, startling her, he pulled her against him and kissed her, a kiss so hot it singed his lips. She struggled in his grasp but he held tight until a lack of oxygen made him break the kiss.
“I’m sorry,” he said before she could get a word out. “I am so fucking sorry. I’ll get down on my knees and grovel if that will help.”
“You talked to Bob.”
He nodded. “I did, but I’d already begun to doubt what my agent said. The woman I’d gotten to know here wasn’t the kind who would do something that sneaky. I was already thinking about driving back here.”
“You were?” Hope flared in her eyes and he took that as an encouraging sign.
“I know about how your job situation got screwed. Walt Alston is willing to do whatever he can to get it straightened out for you. But—“ He stopped.
She cocked her head. “But what?”
“I know I don’t have any right to even bring this up, but I’d love it if you could find a way to relocate to Tampa.”
When a smile teased at her lips, a faint seed of hope began to grow inside him.
“I guess I could find a place to live there as well as anywhere.”
“I have a place in mind, but what about getting a job?”
When she told him about Bob’s offer to her, the seed of hope blossomed into a real flower. He pulled her into a hug that stole the breath from both of them.
“And where is this place you have in mind for me?”
He blew out a breath and cupped her chin in the palm of his hand. “I know I have a lot to make up to you for, and I’m going to spend every minute doing nothing but that.” He brushed his mouth over hers. “The place I have in mind is my house. What would you say to that?”
Finally, she smiled. “I’d say if there’s a lot of groveling in mind, we could give it a try.”
“Whatever you want. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I was too stupid to see it, but I’ll never make that mistake again.”
He pulled her into a hot kiss, his tongue stroking the velvet of her lips until she opened for him then thrusting hungrily inside. She met him with her own tongue, stroke for stroke, until they finally broke the kiss to breathe.
“Just so you know,” he told her, “I’m never letting you go.”
“Just so you know,” she replied, “I’m holding you to that.”
Ryan laughed, a sound that freed his soul, swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom. He wanted to start right now showing her how much she meant to him, in every way.
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Chapter One
 
Sarah York fiddled with the stem of her wine glass and stared at the debris on the table. The party was definitely over. They’d all gone off and left her, all six of them. She guessed that was what happened when you were the odd man out. How stupid of her not to realize the others would couple up. Had she missed out because she held herself aloof from that? She’d come here to meet up with her study group from law school to celebrate their long journey to becoming a lawyer. New Orleans, the official party town, seemed a great place to celebrate. They’d partied hard for three days. Then tonight the atmosphere had shifted. How had she missed the signals that her six study buddies were building up to a night of unrestrained sex? And that she was odd man out. What the hell? The very last thing she’d expected was for the others to couple up and leave her sitting here alone.
Thanks, guys.
So now what? she asked herself. Stay here and have her own private pity party when she should have been shouting her joy from the rooftops? She was officially a lawyer. Certified and everything. She wasn’t ready to head back to work, and the brand new position she had waiting for her. Not yet. She wanted these last few hours of festivity before she stepped into the mixmaster again.
Get it together, Sarah. Have another drink and get to bed. Alone. The plane leaves early tomorrow.
If only a hot sexy guy would show up in her universe to help her finish this last night out in style. Someone who would sweep her off her feet and make these last hours totally memorable. Make mad passionate love to her so she could enjoy these last hours of freedom with wild abandon.
Huh! What? Was she nuts? She wasn’t given to erotic flights of fancy or sex with strangers.
“Excuse me. Do you mind if I join you?”
The deep voice startled her. She lifted her gaze and looked up…and up…and up at the tall man standing beside her table.
Ohmigod!
Her breath caught in her throat and her pulse jittered in an uneven beat. Every erogenous zone in her body stood up and begged. Sarah had read about instant chemistry in the romance novels that were her secret vice. All of her girl parts were certainly standing up and shouting for her to pay close attention. Sarah had dated a lot of really hot guys, been strongly attracted to a few of them, but no one had ever flipped her On switch as fast as this man. One minute she was sitting there wondering how to salvage what was left of the weekend and the night. The next she was on fire with sexual heat.
And all she’d done was look at him.
I’m definitely losing my mind as well as my senses.
His lean muscular body had to be well over six feet. Dirty blond hair hung to just above his collar and framed a face that was starkly masculine, with a square jaw, high cheekbones and thick eyebrows. He smiled, showing even, white teeth. Even in the muted light of the cocktail lounge she could see the flash of a tiny dimple at the corner of his mouth.
Where had he come from? Had she dreamed him or was he really standing right next to her? Well she had asked for a hot sexy guy and like magic one had appeared. Did it have something to do with those New Orleans spells she always heard so much about? Could she possibly lock him away?
She took a sip of her wine to steady herself.
“Uh…Um…” Oh, good answer, Sarah. Very smooth.
The smile dimmed slightly. “Sorry. I just saw you sitting here by yourself and thought…” He shook his head. “Never mind. This was probably a bad idea. If you’d rather send me on my way just say so.”
That deep, husky voice seemed to reach right inside her and vibrate through her body. Somehow she found her own voice.
“Um, no, please. Sit down. Here. Uh, with me.”
Great conversationalist, Sarah. Okay, she must be taking stupid lessons. She was a college graduate with a law degree and a major in English and all she could say was Um? But the sheer magnetism and sexuality of him froze her brain cells.
He pulled out the chair nearest to her and folded his big body into it. In the soft light from the little lamp on the table she could see that his eyes were a deep chocolate with tiny flecks of gold. The lashes that framed them would be the envy of any woman. Sarah thought maybe she could fall into them and drown in their heat.
The cocktail waitress hurried over to clear the table of the debris left by the others and took Mr. Hot Stuff’s drink order. He indicated she should bring another for Sarah, also, then turned his very penetrating gaze back to her.
“I happened to notice all your friends got up and left you here by yourself.”
“Yeah.” She chuckled. “I guess they had more interesting things to do.”
He shrugged. “Mine did, too. I thought maybe we could keep each other company.”
“Sure. That would be nice.” Hookups with strange men in cocktail lounges, no matter how swanky the surroundings, weren’t even in her wheelhouse. But tonight was different. He was different. And somehow, because of everything, she was different, too. She held out her hand. “Sarah York.”
His hand, when he wrapped it around hers, was warm and strong and slightly calloused. It sent sizzling tingles racing up her arm. “Beau Parisi.”
She widened her eyes slightly. Really? Beau Parisi? “Former running back for the LSU Tigers? Star running back?”
Good lord! The fantasy gods were really working overtime tonight.
One corner of his mouth ticked up in a half-grin. “The same. I take it you’re a football, fan?”
“Yes.” She laughed. “But not LSU, sorry to say. University of Michigan all the way.”
Beau picked up his bottle of beer, poured some into his glass and swallowed some of it. “Too bad.” He winked. “But I’ll forgive you anyway.”
Sarah watched with fascination as he drank from the glass again, the corded muscles of his neck flexing smoothly as he swallowed. She had an unexpected urge to smooth her hand over his skin and feel those muscles shift and play beneath her touch. As she studied him a little piece of information niggled in her brain. “You play for the New Orleans Panthers now, right?”
He lowered the glass and nodded. “Busted.”
“Sorry.” She shrugged. “Work’s hard but I hang onto my Sundays. My family thinks I have an uncontrollable addiction to the game.”
“I’ll bet you have brothers who are pigskin hounds,” he guessed.
“No. Just a dad I idolized who taught me everything there was to know about it.”
“In that case, I’ll drink a toast to him.” He lifted his glass, tilted it slightly and took a deep swallow. “So how come you only get Sundays to yourself?”
Sarah sipped her wine again, savoring the smooth taste of the Riesling. “Law school. Grind, grind, grind.” She chuckled. “I figured out they think if they don’t kill us we’ll survive in the legal world.”
He lifted his eyebrow. “You don’t even get Saturdays off?”
“Ha! Saturdays are no different than Wednesdays when you’re a law student, except you spend them in the library or a study group instead of in class.”
“But you’re finished now,” he guessed.
She nodded. “Just got the word that I passed.” She flipped her hand at the empty chairs. “All of us. We went to law school together and were in the same study group. We decided we’d treat ourselves to a weekend blast to celebrate.”
He tilted his head, studying her. “How long have you been in town?”
“Three days. We’ve partied plenty but tomorrow it’s back to work.”
“Three days in New Orleans, huh? There’s plenty to party down with her in The Big Easy.”
He leaned forward, studying her intently. Light from the small lamp on the table highlighted the flex of muscles in his forearms and caught the golden hair scattered over the skin.
“Sarah?”
She blinked herself back to reality. “Sorry. Must have spaced out there for a minute.”
He flashed that hundred-watt smile at her again. “I’d hate to think I was boring you,” he teased.
“What?” She brushed her hair back from her face. “Oh, no. No, no, no. Not at all.”
Wow. Wasn’t she turning into just the most brilliant conversationalist? What was next, drooling on the table? Well, maybe, if she kept looking at the sex god sitting next to her.
“What I meant to say is, I’m glad that you sat down with me. Did you say your
friends ran out on you, too?”
Oh, damn. “Ran out” wasn’t the phrase she wanted to use.
He chuckled, that sexy raspy sound that made her nipples ache and a pulse throb hard between her thighs. Oh, my god. What was going on with her? Two minutes with this guy and she was like a horny teenager.
“More like they had things to do and I didn’t,” he said. “I thought maybe two people sitting by themselves would have more fun if they sat together so I thought I’d take a chance.”
Sarah made herself relax. After all, how often did she get to have drinks with a football god like Beau Perini? What a great way to end this trip to The Big Easy.
“I’m glad you came. Over,” she quickly added, feeling her face heat.
“Me, too.” He winked. “So what brought you all to New Orleans for your big party time?” He pronounced it N’Awlins, like most of the natives.
“One of the guys in our study group had been here a lot. He convinced us it would be a great place for a massive celebration.”
“And was it?”
“Oh, yes.” She grinned at him. “In spades. We hit all the great bars and restaurants and even did some sightseeing. Had beignets at Café Du Monde. You know. The usual stuff.”
“And do you feel like you got the celebration out of your system?” he asked.
Almost, she wanted to say.
“Almost?” He lifted one of those great eyebrows again.
Oh, damn. Had she actually said the word out loud? Because idiotic as it was, she wanted to finish out her big party with the sex god sitting next to her. Beau Perini! The partners at the firm where she worked would go apeshit if they knew she was thinking about sex with Beau Perini!
Wait. Having sex? How had she gone from having a conversation to having sex?
“You must have some very heavy thoughts weighing on your mind.”
His fingers stroked along her forearm, sending sharp spikes of heat stabbing through her. That only made her breasts feel heavier and that damn throbbing pulse increase its pounding. She lifted her wine again with her other hand and took another gulp. Maybe she should slow down before she got drunk on her ass here.
“Um…” There she went with that Um again. “Not really. Just thinking how glad I am that you wandered over here to keep me company.”
“I didn’t exactly wander over.” His fingertip was now making circles on her skin, sending little shivers skating along her spine.
She drew in a breath, but the rich woodsy scent he was wearing, with just a hint of lemon to it, sent a call for immediate action to every part of her body, especially her hormones.
“No?”
“Uh uh. I actually had my eye on you the whole time you were sitting here. I was just waiting to see if you were coupled up with one of the guys.”
She giggled, thinking of the guys from her study group. They were all like brothers, with no sexual appeal for her at all. She didn’t know how the other women in the group were even attracted to them after hanging out with them in grubby situations for three years.
“Not a chance,” she told him. “They can sleep on my couch but not in my bed.” Oops. Did she really say that?
“Oh?” His eyes narrowed. “Who does sleep in your bed?”
“No one at the moment.” How had they gotten onto this topic?
“That include tonight, too?”
He lifted one of her hands, opened her palm and pressed his lips to the spot on her wrist where her pulse now pounded so strongly. The sudden darkening of his eyes let her know he was aware how he affected her. Whoa! Things were moving way fast here but she wasn’t sure she could stop them. Or even wanted to.
“Most likely. I mean, we just met, right?”
He leaned closer to her, tucked a finger under her chin and turned her head so she faced him completely. That contact was like a match touched to her skin. When he spoke his breath was a warm breeze on her skin.
“Maybe that just means, with our time limited, we should get to know each other faster.”
His mouth was so close to hers she had to restrain herself from leaning that hairs’ breadth closer to touch hers to him. She was playing a dangerous game here, enveloped in a charged sexual atmosphere with a total stranger. Except he wasn’t really that. Hadn’t she seen him plenty of times on television? He was practically an old friend.
Just keep telling yourself that.
He leaned in so close to her that his breath was a warm breeze on her face. She was mesmerized, locked in place, waiting, waiting, waiting. He tucked one finger beneath her chin to tilt her head to a better angle. Then his mouth touched hers, his firm lips warm against hers, the contact so soft and gentle it was a caress. As light as the contact was it sent lightning sparking through her system and froze her breath in her lungs.
She had absolutely no idea how long they sat there like that, completely ignoring the fact they were sitting in a public place. It was Beau who finally broke the contact, lifting his lips from hers a tiny bit. Fire danced in his melted chocolate eyes and a flush stained his high cheekbones.
“What do you say we blow this pop stand and I walk you to your door?”
“Uh, okay. I mean, yes. I mean, that would really be nice. I’d like that.”
She could feel trouble surrounding her like a thick blanket and she really didn’t care. Tomorrow she’d be jumping back into the legal grind with both feet. Who knew if she’d even have time for a date, much less spend the night with the hottest man she’d ever met. She sat there in an erotic fog while Beau settled the bill and helped her to her feet. His hand at the base of her spine as he guided her from the bar was warm, nearly searing her skin through the thin fabric of her blouse.
“Room number?” he asked.
Sarah swallowed, moistening her dry throat. “Um, twenty four twelve.”
At the elevator he slipped his arm around her, pulling her easily to his side. Talk about heat! She wondered if his thermostat had an Off setting to it.
Two other couples and some singles got onto the elevator with them. Beau nudged her toward the back of the car and put his arm around her again, tugging her close to him. He slid his hand beneath her arm so his fingers were touching the side of her breast. Fire licked at her. She wondered if the pulse pounding in her pussy was so loud the other people couldn’t hear it, because it certainly reverberated through her entire body.
She fidgeted as the elevator made frequent stops on its upward rise. By now Sarah’s nerves were strung so tight she thought perhaps they might snap like rubber bands. She was really doing this. She could hardly believe it. But Beau Perini had somehow bewitched her and sent all her hormones into freefell. At last, after what felt like an hour they finally reached her floor. Beau guided her out of the elevator car and down the hallway. At the door to her room he smiled at her and held out his hand.
“Key?”
She fumbled in the pocket of her jeans where she’d stashed it, drawing it out and handing it to him. She didn’t even think to argue. By this time her thermostat was approaching redline and she just wanted to get into the room and get naked with him.
I really am losing my mind.
But she couldn’t make herself care. Couldn’t even make herself think.
As soon as they were in the room Beau threw the locks then reached for her, turned her and backed her against the door. His hands cupped her cheeks, turning her face up to him as his mouth came down on hers. His lips were firm and warm, molding to hers. He kissed each corner of her mouth, traced the edges with his tongue then drew a line across the seam. Despite the fact the touch was so barely there, moisture flooded her panties again and her nipples swelled to become impossibly hard. Just Beau’s touch was enough to ignite her.
He brushed her bottom lip with the tip of his tongue, the erotic contact setting off a cascade of sparks throughout her body. And when he urged her lips apart so he could trust his tongue inside her mouth she had to cling to him to keep herself upright.
His grip on her head tightened as he scoured every inner inch of her mouth, his tongue a flame setting fire to every place it touched. She tangled her own tongue with his, relishing the taste of him, sucking hard on him.
Beau pressed his body against hers. The thick hard ridge of his erection imprinting itself on her mound through the thin layers of their clothing. The walls of her pussy pulsated, hungry to be filled with his cock.
Mouth still sealed to hers he slid his hands down to her breasts, cupping them and kneading them. As he thrust his tongue more deeply into her mouth he pinched both of her nipples. Suddenly her bra felt too tight beneath the soft silk of her shirt, her nipples swelling and hardening even more as he tweaked and rolled them.
Beau slid his mouth from hers and trailed his lips slowly down her neck, gently sucking and nipping as he left a damp trail on her heated skin. He moved slowly to the hollow of her throat, closing his lips over the fragile skin there, sucking in the pulse beating beneath the surface. Then he trailed the line of her jaw before reaching and nibbling the soft flesh of her ear lobe.
By this time Sarah was panting with need, her body quivering and every erogenous zone silently begging for satisfaction and fulfillment.
Beau released her nipples to reach for the buttons on her blouse, slowly pushing each one free. When he reached the last one he pulled the tails free from her waistband and slid the fabric down her arms. When he stared hard at her breasts she momentarily gave thanks that for whatever reason, tonight she’d chosen sexy satin and lace lingerie.
With his tongue he traced the upper swell of her breasts, dipping lightly into the valley between them before laving them over and over. When he drew a nipple into his mouth, fabric and all, and sucked hard electricity shot straight from the pebbled bud to the center of her pussy. A match touched to her couldn’t have ignited her more. His touch was both erotic and reverent, the flames burning in all her sensitive places yet at the same time he made her feel cherished.
Bracing herself between his body and the door she slid her hands around to his back and yanked the tails of his shirt from his slacks. Skimming her hands over his hot flesh she traced every ridge of muscle, every sculpted cut of his body.
“Ohhh!” she sighed when he gently bit her nipple.
When he lifted his head she cried out at the absence of his touch, then sighed when he lifted her and carried her to the bed. He sat her at the edge and brushed a kiss on her mouth.
“Don’t move,” he ordered.
As if she could.
Swiftly and with an economy of movement he stripped off his clothes, tossing them onto the bench at the foot of the bed. Sarah’s eyes widened and she was sure she was drooling as her gaze took in his body in all its glory. His body was definitely that of a toned athlete, all hard planes and muscles, flat abdomen and solid chest. His flat male nipples, a dark bronze color, peeped through curls two shades darker than the hair on his head.
The carved muscle look continued down his long legs but what drew her attention was a most impressive cock. Thick and long, swollen with obvious need, it rose from the nest of dark blond curls at his groin and pointed upward, as if searching for her warmth. The head was a dark plum color and on its slit sat a tiny bed of fluid. Staring at it, Sarah couldn’t help licking her lips.
“Like what you see?” Beau’s voice was husky with lust.
She could only nod and curl her fingers into the palms of her hands. Her clothes felt way too tight on her. She wanted to be as naked as he was.
As if she’d said the words aloud he knelt at her feet and eased her sandals off, setting them aside. Next came the jeans, his knuckles caressing her skin as he pushed them down her legs. He paused for a moment when she was down to her bra and panties, his gaze skimming over every inch of her. She felt as if he’d brushed the flame of a candle over her skin.
Raising his hands he reached behind her to unhook her bra, cupping her now bare breasts in his palm, a look almost of awe in his face.
“Gorgeous,” he breathed. “Just gorgeous.”
He flicked his fingernails over her nipples, setting off a series of tingles in the taut, pebbled buds before giving them each a light pinch. Then he eased her back on the bed so he could slip her panties slowly down her thighs. When he nudged her thighs apart so he could take in the full view of her sex, the look he gave her sent electricity crackling through her again. Oh, god, this man had the ability to set her on fire with just a look.
Gripping her thighs he pushed her legs further apart, bent his head and drew his tongue very slowly along the slit between the lips of her sex. Then he did it again, and again. Each time he touched her she shivered and the walls of her sex fluttered with need. When he lifted her legs and pushed them back, leaving her wide open to him, she nearly came just from the image in her mind.
Then he went to work on her, thumbs peeling back her swollen lips, tongue licking and lapping, thrusting into her hot channel then backing out to flick back and forth across her overly sensitized clit. He pulled the swollen bud into his mouth, sliding two fingers inside her and curling them to reach that sweet hot spot that triggered her response. He did it once, then twice, and without warning her release exploded.
Ohmigod!
It usually took her so much longer than this, but Beau Perini had her champing at the bit almost from the moment he sat down with her. By the time they’d reached her room her body had been more than ready for him. For anything. He rode her through the climax, driving his fingers in and out in a slow, steady movement, sucking and nibbling on her clit until he set off another climax, shorter but no less intense.
She gave a cry of protest when he stood up and moved away from her. He looked down at her and grinned.
“Just taking care of business.” He reached for his wallet, extracting a string of three condoms.
Sarah ran her tongue over her lower lip. “So you had big plans for tonight?”
“Not until you came along.” He lifted her long enough to yank down the covers then arranged her the way he wanted her and came down beside her. “I just always like to be prepared.”
She’d thought he would just get right to business again, but Beau continued to surprise her. He took her mouth in a kiss that was as sweet as it was hot. He brushed his lips over hers in a teasing back and forth movement that started the sparks all over again. When he eased his tongue inside her the same heat as before rushed through her system like a wildfire.
She threw herself into the kiss, every stroke of his tongue against hers ramping up the sensations swamping her. She only broke the contact when once again he’d kissed her breathless. Sliding a hand between them she tried to reach for his cock, her fingertips just brushing the velvet head. She managed to grip the tip of it before Beau locked his fingers around her wrist and slipped her hand free.
“One more squeeze from you and it’s all over but the celebrating, sugar. Later you’ll get your turn.”
She stared up at him, stunned. “Later?”
“Just so you know, we’re just getting started here.”
Sarah caught her breath. Just getting started?
Then what was left of rational thought flew from her brain. Beau went to work on her body again, her neck, her ear lobes, her nipples, her breasts, down to the heated place between her thighs where her pussy screamed in both protest and a demand for attention. He didn’t miss one inch of her body as he traveled his mouth over it, licking and sucking and nibbling. She was ready to scream by the time he reached for one of the condoms, rose up enough to sheath himself and lifted her legs to his shoulders.
He prodded at her opening with the head of his cock, slowly moving his hips forward as he eased himself inside her. Her inner walls stretched to accommodate his girth, a not unpleasant sensation. She dug her heels into his shoulders, pulling herself up to him, trying to help him as he slowly filled her.
“Breathe,” he whispered. “Deep breaths. You can take me. I can feel your body getting used to me.”
So could she. The more he slid inside her, the more she opened for him and the easier it became. Then he was completely enclosed in her, his shaft filling every inch of her inner space. Then he began to move, so slowly she wanted to scream, sliding in and backing off until she was out of her mind crazy with need.
She lost track of everything except the thrust and retreat of his cock, the movement of his hips, and the hot, sexy words he kept murmuring to her.
“Look at me,” he commanded in that deep, raspy voice.
She locked her gaze with his and the hunger and heat she saw in there singed every nerve and fried her brain cells. No thinking only feeling. And soon it was just her body and his and the smooth ride he was taking her on. The first orgasm hit before she even realized it, a shock since the one he brought her to with his mouth had been intense. She vibrated around him, moaning his name as she dug her heels into him again.
Then he backed off again, slowed his pace, and started the rhythm all over again. He took her up and over three times before he finally threw his head back, his body stiffened and he pulsed inside her with his orgasm. Spent he eased her legs down, slid from the grasp of her body and padded off to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. When he came back to the bed he lifted the covers and slid in beside her, turning her so she was cradled in his arms and her head tucked up against his shoulder.
“So sweet,” he murmured against her hair. “So soft. So sexy.” He stroked her arm. “Sleep, Sarah. Rest. We’re far from finished here.”
She came awake slowly in the morning, as if her body was waking up piece by piece. She ached pleasantly in a number of places, the sensations reminding her of the night before and she smiled as memories came rushing back. She kept her eyes closed, remembering the thickness of Beau’s cock inside her, the way he felt when she wrapped her fingers around him or took him into her mouth She could not believe all that they had done, including using all three condoms. Beau Perini was a real animal. He had certainly helped her finish off her celebration in fine style.
With her eyes still closed she rolled over, she stretched out a hand to touch him and found…empty space. And sheets where the warmth of a body had long since faded. Raising herself up on one elbow she looked around the room. No sign of him and his clothes were gone. Was he in the bathroom? No, the door was wide open and the room was empty.
Throwing the covers back she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Little twinges accompanied her sudden movements but she ruthlessly suppressed them. Where was he? Had he just left? She checked the nightstand and the dresser for a note but found nothing. Anger building, she prowled the room, looking for any place he might have left even a short goodbye message but nothing.
Lifting the receiver on the room phone she started to call the front desk and ask for Mr. Perini’s room, then slammed it down. She didn’t even know if he’d been staying in the hotel. Besides, if he hadn’t seen fit to at least say goodbye, why did she even want to talk to him.
Sarah plopped down on the bed again and ran her fingers through her disheveled hair. She could hardly believe it. The son of a bitch had left her. Just walked out without even a thank you or any word at all. That asshole! Well it just served her right. Falling into bed like that with Beau Perini because she was left celebrating by herself? She’d have done better to go to bed with a bottle of wine.
Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why did she continue to make stupid decisions where men were concerned. Would she never, ever learn?
She was probably just another notch on the bedpost to him, another of those professional athletes who collected women like some people collected baseball cards. Well, fine. She didn’t need him, anyway. She had a life to get back to and a career to build. But if she ever saw the jackass again he’d better look out because she never forgot something like this.
Not ever.
 



Chapter Two
 
Six years later
 
Beau Perini scrubbed his hands over his face and raked his fingers through his unruly hair. Every bone in his body ached from yesterday’s practice and he would have sold his soul for two more hours of sleep. But with a three-year-old in the house, even with a nanny in place, early rising was the norm. Beau was determined that his son would always come first no matter what the circumstances.
Coffee. That’s what he needed. In sweat pants and tee shirt he made his way to the kitchen and the single serving coffee maker.
“Hi, Daddy!”
Toby waved to him from his high chair where he was entertaining his three-year-old self with a few pieces of dry cereal. Babs, the nanny, was at the sink, Although Beau realized calling her a nanny barely covered what she did. She ran everything in the house including him.
“Hi yourself.” He bent down and kissed the little boy’s smooth forehead.
“Ceweal.” He held up one of the little circles. “Daddy have?”
Beau tried not to grimace. Right now nothing, not even the cereal, appealed to him. “Not this morning, son.”
Toby grinned. “Okay.” He popped the tidbit into his mouth.
Oh, to be so at ease with life, Beau thought. He took down a mug from the cupboard and filled it with fresh coffee. The first sip scalded his tongue but he didn’t care. It gave his energy cells a real good jolt.
“Toby needs some new clothes,” Babs told him. “I swear he grows one size a month. Anyway, I thought he and I could have a shopping party this afternoon.”
“Bless you.” He walked up beside her and kissed her cheek. “Don’t ever leave me. I’d fall apart.”
She laughed. “No you wouldn’t. You’d just find my next replacement.”
“Impossible.” He nudged her to turn around so she could look at his face. “I don’t think there’s another person I’d say this to, but you’re irreplaceable.” When she just flipped a hand at him he shook his head. “I mean this. I have no idea what Toby and I would do without you. Especially—“ he broke off the sentence and shook his head.
“Especially with the phone calls starting again?” she asked.
He nodded. “Especially with that.”
Babs scooped the eggs she’d been scrambling into a bowl, added a spoon and carried it to the high chair with a spoon. Toby clapped his pudgy little hands and reached into the bowl with his fingers. Without missing a beat, Babs lifted his hand, closed his fingers around the spoon and sat down to police the meal.
“She’s been calling an awful lot lately,” Babs commented. “What does she want now?”
Babs had been with Beau and Toby ever since he’d tossed Lacey Everhart out of the house, filed for divorce and received sole custody. He’d given her a more than generous financial settlement for a woman who spent the nights he was gone screwing any available male. She’d bitched like crazy because it was paid to her monthly instead of a lump sum, but he knew she’d have blown it all. Just as she was doing now.
“I think she’s run out of guys to pay the freight,” Beau said, taking a healthy swallow of his coffee.
“You know,” Babs pointed out, “you don’t have to take her calls. You can let them go to voice mail, or I can pick up.”
“I just want to make sure she doesn’t show up here and make a fuss in front of Toby.”
“There is that.” She guided Toby’s hand with the spoon again. “It’s not my place to say, but I was never sure why you married her anyway. I wouldn’t have thought she was your type.”
Neither did he. But with her rich auburn hair, long legs, brilliant green eyes and creamy complexion she reminded him so much of another woman he hadn’t been able to resist. Unfortunately she had turned out to be all flash and no substance. Worse than that, a fortune hunter who wanted the publicity and recognition that came with being married to a star football player. He didn’t realize until it was too late that she had the morals of an alley cat and was less than a pale imitation of the woman he hadn’t been able to get out of his brain all these years.
God, he wished he could stop thinking about her. He’d lost count of the number of nights he’d lain in bed reliving their one night together. He could still taste her on his lips, still remember the feel of her silk skin beneath his hands, still breathe in the scent of peaches that wafted around her in a light cloud. He hadn’t been able to eat one since then without thinking of her. Worse yet, every time he bit into one his cock also remembered and stood at rigid attention. Made it a little difficult if he was out in public.
Why had he ever walked away from her? He’d made a terrible, terrible mistake with her. He’d had the absolute best night of his life and he’d walked away without leaving so much as a note. What class. He’d been kicking himself in the ass ever since. But he was just in the early years of his career then, the world was his for the taking, and he hadn’t wanted to tie himself down.
Then Lacey had blown into his life. By that time he’d realized what a mistake he’d made with Sarah. He spent a lot of miserable nights reliving the biggest blunder of his life. Lacey reminded him on the surface so much of the woman he’d let get away. He’d just jumped without looking, despite warnings from his friends who took a better measure of her than he did. Before he turned around he was married, a father, and had a wife who couldn’t seem to entertain herself when he was away except in someone else’s bed. It didn’t take him long to realize what he’d picked was a very cheap imitation of Sarah York, cheap being the operative word. What had he been thinking?
The team had not been happy with the mess in the papers that followed but they’d cleaned it up. When he became a free agent a couple of years later and the Tampa Bay Sharks went after him, he’d jumped at the chance. A fresh start for him and for Toby. They had a new city, a beautiful new home he’d bought as soon as the ink was dry on the contract, and best of all, Babs had agreed to relocate with him. Unfortunately Lacey had heard about it although the big announcement wasn’t until today. Now she was here in Tampa haunting him again.
If only he hadn’t been such an idiot about Sarah. He could at least have kept in touch with her, and who knew what would have happened then. Maybe when he’d been a little more settled, when—
Yeah, right, asshole. So she should, what, hang around until you’d finished sowing your wild oats? Are you wearing your selfish tee shirt? He often thought about trying to locate her. She was an attorney and the bar association had records. Only now he was divorced with full custody of a toddler. Did she want someone with all that baggage?
“Beau?” Babs’ voice broke into his thoughts.
He gave himself a mental shake. “Yeah. Sorry. What?”
“What time is the press conference today?”
Oh, yeah. His big coming out party. Chris Davidson, the owner of the Tampa Bay Sharks, had insisted on making a big deal out of it. For the money they were paying him he’d stand on his head naked if they wanted. Well, maybe not naked. But he’d make sure to give them their money’s worth on and off the field.
“Two thirty,” he told her. “Early enough to let the television guys get it back to their stations and on the six o’clock news.”
“I guess they want to start the hype for their big new star as early as they can,” she teased.
Beau snorted. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”
“Just be your usual charming self and you’ll be a hit.”
He laughed. “I’ll do my best.”
“You know,” she mused, “it’s a good thing they have security at their headquarters. I wouldn’t put it past that crazy bimbo to try and crash the party.”
Just the thought of it made his stomach cramp. That’s all he would need. He’d come here to start a brand new life for Toby and himself. A fresh start, away from the taint of his crazy ex-wife. He had to figure out a way to deal with that before it got out of hand.
“I’m going to work out for a while,” he told Babs. “I’ll feed myself when I’m through.” He kissed Toby’s forehead. “You be good on your date with Babs, little guy. Be a real gentleman.”
“He always is,” Babs told him. “Good luck today.”
“Thanks.”
When he bought the house he’d added on a huge room in the back that he used as a workout room. He’d had the Shark’s trainer help him select the equipment for it. Off season he tried to spend a couple of hours in it every day, just to keep himself in shape. Today it would provide him the necessary opportunity to work off the frustration building in his system.
And maybe kill the images of Sarah York that continued to haunt him.
*****
“Getting settled in?”
At the sound of the male voice Sarah York looked up from her desk to see her new boss, Chris Davidson, lounging in her doorway. She pushed aside the contract she’d been looking at and smiled at him.
“Yes, thanks. And thanks for helping with the condo and everything.”
He walked into the office and dropped into the chair in front of her desk. “So everything got taken care of okay? Sorry I had to go out of town.”
“Oh, no. Please.” She shook her head. “Business first. Everything went smoothly at the bank, the moving truck arrived on time and I’m good to go.”
“Excellent.” He rubbed his hands. “I know this has all been kind of fast, but we really needed you here as fast as possible.”
Really fast didn’t even begin to describe it, she thought.
“I don’t know if anyone told you,” he said, “but we’re having a press conference at two thirty this afternoon. We’ll be introducing the hot new free agent we just signed. I’d like it if you could be there.”
The position of in-house counsel for the Tampa Bay Sharks had popped up out of the blue. One minute she was at a dinner in Chicago where Chris Davidson had been a guest. The next she was flying south to interview for a job that for an avid football fan like her was a dream come true. Her predecessor had already been gone for two weeks so she was immersed in work right away so this would really be her first chance to get to know more than the few people she’d been working with.
“Sounds interesting,” she told him. “Who’s the guy?”
“You’ll know him. He gets a lot of media coverage. It’s—“
Sarah held up her hand as the phone on her desk rang. “Yes?” she said into the receiver. “All right, I’ll tell him.” She looked across the desk at her boss. “I guess I’ll have to wait to find out. That was your secretary. Your director of communications is waiting for you. He says he needs you right away.”
Chris pushed himself out of his chair. “He’s antsy about today’s press conference. Lots of big television coverage.” At the door he turned. “I’d like you to make time to be there, Sarah. I know everything’s been kind of rushed since you got here. This will be a good chance for you to meet a lot of the corporate and football staff in one group.” He grinned. “And for them to meet you.”
Okay, she thought. Command performance. But she had to acknowledge he was right. She’d been here three weeks and had barely seen anything except her office or her condo.
“I’ll be there,” she assured him.
“Good.” He waved. “See you later.”
Sarah looked at the pile of folders on her desk and the document open on her computer screen and swallowed a laugh. She’d wanted something new and challenging, something that would keep her so busy she didn’t have time to think. She’d certainly got it, in spades.
After the situation with Kirk blew up at work and at home she wanted out of Chicago as fast as she could leave.
Only her carefully cultivated self-control had prevented her from leaping across the room and stabbing him with a letter opener.
“Now we can work on your appointment,” he told her with a smug look on his face that night.
She could hardly believe he’d had the balls to come to her place that night. The one thing she was grateful for was she’d never given into his suggestion they live together. He had been unbelievably shocked when she told him to get the hell out of her town house and her life. She’d had no idea how she would go to work every day at that firm seeing Kirk’s smug face every time she turned around.
Chris Davidson’s offer had been a godsend. Twenty-four hours after she’d boarded a plane for her interview in Tampa she was the new In House Counsel for the Tampa Bay Sharks. And settling into a city whose multi-million dollar projects were making it an exciting, vibrant, desirable metropolis
Out of nowhere a stray thought blasted into her brain. She knew the Sharks and the Panthers were in the same conference. She also knew they played each other during the season. Sad case that she was, she’d watched every single Panthers game for the past six years. Beau Perini had walked out on her, for heaven’s sake. Left her without so much as even a fuck you! Why did she continue to waste her time watching him play?
Trying to convince herself it was just curiosity, she’d trolled the Internet for news of him. Just following the sports news, she kept repeating. There were pictures of him with one woman or another, smiling, his arm around her. She noted that he seldom stayed with any of them very long and she wondered why. What was he looking for that none of them could give him? That she hadn’t been able to give him? Why hadn’t he been willing to explore possibilities after that night that rocked her world and she was sure it rocked his.
She knew he’d gotten married, and divorced before the ink on the license was barely dry. That figured. Obviously he hadn’t changed a bit since that night in New Orleans. She needed to pour bleach into her mind to get rid of him.
Well, she was done with men. All of them, in any size, shape or age, except for business. Maybe she’d get a dog. They were a lot more faithful and didn’t try to get over on you. Or a cat. Yes, a cat would fit better into her crazy schedule with the Sharks . Yes, that was what she’d do, at the first opportunity.
For the next couple of hours she buried herself in the stack of contracts she was reviewing. Her admin, Jenny, brought her lunch from the facility dining room. She ate with one hand while she made notes with the other. She paid no attention to the time until Jenny came in to remind her of the press conference.
“I’m going to peek if I can,” she grinned. “I hear he’s a real hunk.”
“Whatever.”
Sarah couldn’t help wondering who it was. There had been a lot of very high profile players available as free agents this year. By this time she figured she’d just find out when she walked into the room where it was being held.
“Meeting room on the second floor,” Jenny told her. “Have fun.”
Fun. Right. Another overgrown jock totally full of himself. She loved the game but she lumped all the players in the same category as Beau Perini. They were great on the field and lousy on the relationship stage. Sure, a lot of them were married, some of them even happily. But to her those were the exceptions.
She smiled and nodded as she joined the flow of people heading to the press conference.
“Glad you could join us for this, Sarah.”
Rod Dematteo, Director of Football Operations, walked up beside her, shrugging into his sport jacket.
“Yes. Me, too. Do you know who it is?”
“Sure. It’s—Oh, here he comes now, with Chris .” He pointed. “Over there.”
Sarah looked—and froze. No, no, no. Life could not be playing such a cruel joke on her. Why oh why was this happening to her? It just wasn’t possible.
But apparently it was, because walking between Chris Davidson and another man she had not met yet was the phantom of her erotic dreams, the man who haunted her fantasies, the one she cursed with steady regularity.
Beau Perini, in the too, too, too very real flesh.
He looked over and spotted her at the same moment and stopped in midstride, staring.
“Sarah?” He blinked as if unable to believe his eyes.
She certainly knew how he felt because she had the same feeling. For a long moment she couldn’t breathe and she was sure her heart had stopped beating. Oh, my god. This was the Sharks’ hot new star running back?
Yes, indeed. It certainly was. And just as gorgeous as ever. A little older, a little more muscular, and looking better than he had a right to. She had to stifle the urge to run back to her office, lock the door and hide. How on earth would she ever get through this? She felt hot then cold then hot again as the familiar feeling from six years ago smacked right back at her.
Chris looked from one to the other. “Do you two know each other?” he grinned. “Great. That’s great. Sarah is the new In House Counsel for the Tampa Bay Sharks.”
*****
Beau was surprised he could put one foot in front of the other, much less form a halfway coherent thought. He was glad his agent, Dan Leventhal, had his fingers clamped firmly around Beau’s elbow, guiding him. And that he, Beau, himself had done enough public kiss ass things that he could flip his switch to automatic. He smiled as they walked the rest of the way to the room where the event was being held, nodding to people.
And all the while one thought kept running through his brain.
Fuck! Sarah York here? Right here in Tampa?
He blinked for a moment, wondering if he’d just conjured her up, since she’d been on his brain every night for the past six years. But no, when he glanced at her, crowding against one wall with some of the staff, he saw people chatting with her, some shaking her hand. She was real. Definitely real.
She had blossomed into a mature woman who just blew him away. Her thick auburn hair that he remembered felt like fine silk when he sifted his fingers through it. Same creamy complexion, same brilliant green eyes. The tailored slacks and blouse she wore outlined the richness of her figure. His hands twitched as he remembered cupping those nicely rounded breasts and that firm ass. That—
Jesus, Beau! Get your brain out of bed and back in the game.
“–will have a big impact on our running game,” Chris was saying. “Right, Beau?”
He pulled out his professional smile and nodded. “Right. Absolutely.” He hoped he hadn’t just agreed to play without a salary.
He thanked the discipline he’d learned on the field for helping him through the afternoon. Chris showed off a replica of his new jersey. The merchandising manager passed out various souvenirs to the media. Over the course of the next couple of hours Beau answered what felt to him like two hundred questions and posed for at least as many pictures and video sound bytes. Then Chris wanted to introduce him to all the members of the corporate staff he hadn’t met. They had stayed around to shake his hand and he was expected to give them a few minutes. By the time he’d made his way through them all Sarah had disappeared, snuck out while he was doing his mandatory glad-handing.
Damn!
So she was avoiding him. Well, he could hardly blame her but he wasn’t about to leave it at that. He’d kicked himself from here to forever for leaving the way he had, and not trying to find her again He got the dumbass of the year prize for that. They were both part of the Tampa Bay Sharks now. He saw it as an unexpected opportunity to try and mend fences. Somehow he would prove to her he was a different person now and that he’d regretted every day the way he’d walked out on her. Despite his situation with Toby and the continuing crisis with Lacey, he was determined to have her back in his life.
Finally everyone left except his agent, Chris and the coach.
“Good job.” Dan Leventhal slapped him on the back. “As usual.”
“We’re looking forward to a ramped up running game with Beau on the field,” Coach Muller said. “Everyone’s excited that spring practice is just around the corner.”
“Same for me,” Beau said. “Uh, question.” Make it casual, he told himself. “By any chance was that Sarah York I saw here during the press conference?”
Chris nodded. “It is. I met her on a trip to Chicago. She was looking to make a change and I needed a new attorney for the team. She came highly recommended, with a plus factor that she’s a huge football fan.” He gave Beau a quizzical look. “I didn’t realize you knew her.”
He shrugged, trying for an air of nonchalance. “We haven’t see each other for a long time. I’d like to pop in and say hello, if you can tell me where to find her.”
“I’ll do better than that. I’ll take you there myself.”
“No, that’s not necessary.” He wasn’t sure he wanted a witness, especially his new boss, to Sarah’s reaction to him after all this time. “I’ll just—“
“No problem. Come on.”
“I’ll check in with you in the morning,” Dan told him as he headed for the elevator.
“So you know Sarah?” Chris asked.
“I haven’t seen her for years,” Beau told him, trying his best to set the stage for an unwelcome reception. “Maybe she won’t even remember me.”
Chris laughed. “Beau, I hate to give you a swelled head but you’re a tad unforgettable, especially with the ladies.”
But he didn’t want ‘ladies,’ he wanted Sarah.
“I remember her having a lot on the ball.” And then some.
“She’s already a real asset to us around here. She’s very sharp. We were lucky to get her.” He stopped at an office door. “And here we are.” He led Beau into the reception area where someone was manning the desk. “This is Sarah’s admin,” he said by way of introduction. “Jenny, can you tell Miss York an old friend would like a few minutes of her time, please?”
“I, uh, wouldn’t exactly say we were friends,” Beau put in but everyone seemed to be ignoring him.
They waited while Jenny buzzed into Sarah’s office and heard her say in a puzzled voice, “Old friend? Uh, sure.” Pause, then, “Of course.”
Okay, so she knew who was waiting to see her and was just as edgy about it as he was. Maybe more so, since she hadn’t been the one to screw things up.
“We’ll just go on in,” Chris said and opened the door to the inner office.
Sarah was just rising from behind her desk when they walked in. Beau saw anger and resentment flash across her face before she smoothed it into a polite mask.
He forced a calm he didn’t feel. “Hello, Sarah, It’s been a long time.”
She dipped her head once, the expression on her face giving nothing away. “Yes, it has. I was pretty sure I’d never see you again.”
He pulled out his best Beau Perini smile. “Life has a funny way of arranging things, I guess.”
“Well.” Chris looked from one to the other. “I’ll leave you two to get reacquainted.”
Then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him. Now Beau was left alone with the woman who lived in his dreams constantly. He stared at her, memorizing this new, older, more sophisticated Sarah. More mouthwatering, although the original had been great. The silence between them grew until it was practically a living thing. Why didn’t she say something, even if it was to tell him to go to hell? Finally he cleared his throat.
“Good to see you again, Sarah.”
“Is it?” Frost dripped from her words. She stood there behind her desk, pinning him with her gaze. “I’m surprised you’re not busy with your fan club? I’ve seen all kinds of pictures of you with your adoring fans clinging to you like leeches.”
“Pictures can be misleading,” he told her. “Anyway, this was a media event. Something different, but you know that, right?” When she didn’t answer, he cleared his throat and blew out a breath. Just get it out there, he told himself. “I’m sorry, Sarah. I am truly, truly sorry.”
“Oh?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Exactly what is it you’re apologizing for?”
Okay, asshole, put it in words.
He blew out a breath and shoved his hands in his pockets, reaching for a calm he was far from feeling “I’m sorry that I was such a jackass when we were together. That I walked out without saying a word. That I didn’t tell you exactly how much the night meant to me.”
“Snuck out is more like it,” she sneered. “Somehow I’d thought you had more manners than that. More class.”
He felt his cheeks heat. “I did. I do. I mean…Oh, hell. Go ahead. I deserve whatever you’ve got to say to me.”
She did the staring thing again. Beau wanted to tell her she had a look that could freeze the Pacific Ocean.
“Okay.” He spread his hands out. “I was an asshole. Maybe the biggest one in the world. I spent the best night of my life with an incredible woman and I snuck out like a thief in the night.” He shook his head. “Call me names. Hit me. Beat me. Whatever you want to do. My mother would tan my hide.” He took two steps closer to the desk. “But you’ve had your revenge, Sarah. Many times over, because you have haunted my dreams every single night since then.”
“Not enough for you to get in touch with me,” she pointed out. “In fact, you got married to someone else.”
“Big mistake,” he told her. The sick feeling that always accompanied thoughts of his marriage swept over him, but he beat it back. “Big, huge mistake.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “There hasn’t been a night or a day since that night in New Orleans that I haven’t kicked myself in the ass and called myself all kinds of names. My only excuse, worthless as it is, is that I was young and irresponsible and too dumb to see what was right in front of me. So my only excuse is no excuse at all.”
“Really.”
Well, he thought, at least she’d said something.
“Yes, really.” He took two more steps forward. Now he was right at the desk, only the flat surface of it separating them. “I’d really like the chance to talk to you, Sarah, even if it’s just to apologize more. Could I possibly persuade you to have dinner with me?” When she didn’t say anything he added, “Lunch? A drink? Anything at all?”
She swiped her tongue over her bottom lip, a gesture he remembered from that night. It turned him on then and it turned him on now. He was ready to get down on his knees and beg when she gave a sharp nod of her head.
“All right. I’ll probably regret it but yes, I’ll have a drink with you.” She held up a finger. “One drink.”
He blew out a sigh of relief. “I’ll take whatever I can get. How about tonight? Right after work? What time do you get off?”
He was babbling but he didn’t care, as long as he got her to say yes to something.
“Fine. A drink tonight. But that’s all.”
“A drink. Good, that’s good. What time do you get off work?”
She checked the watch on her wrist. “I have a contract I have to finish up before I can leave. Seven would be the earliest I could meet you.”
“I’ll pick you up,” he insisted.
“I don’t think that will work. Pick a place and we’ll meet up.”
Okay, he’d take whatever he could get. “How about Jake’s After Dark? Do you know where it is? I have no idea how long you’ve been here.”
“Three weeks and I have a GPS in my car. But that’s a restaurant.”
“It’s a quiet restaurant, and the bar is quiet, too. We can talk.” And if he could talk her into dinner they’d be right there.
She nibbled on her lower lip for a moment, the sight of it sent his cock into the stratosphere and a jolt of electricity to his balls. Finally she nodded.
“All right. Seven o’clock at Jake’s After Dark. A drink. Just one drink.”
He blew out a breath. “Thank you, Sarah. I—Thank you.”
“Don’t make me regret it.” She sat down. “If I’m going to be on time, you’d better get out of here and let me get to work.”
Beau was almost afraid to leave, worried she might change her mind, which she certainly had every right to do. Finally he backed toward the door.
“I’ll see you at seven.”
She was already looking down at her desk, focused on her work again, but she nodded. “Seven o’clock.”
Beau nodded to the admin as he left the office. Every muscle in his body was knotted like a rope as he made his way out of the building. Somehow he managed to exchange pleasantries with whoever he ran into. After all, these people were paying him a bloody fortune to play ball for them. He at least owed them courtesy. It wasn’t until he was outside, in his car in the parking lot, that he actually breathed easy. He leaned back in the seat and rubbed his face, not surprised to find it covered with a fine sheen of perspiration. He’d definitely been sweating bullets in Sarah’s office.
Looking at the dashboard clock, he realized he needed to haul ass back to the house if he wanted to be on time for everything. He wanted to spend a few minutes with Toby before he showered and dressed and headed to Jake’s After Dark. He definitely did not want to be late tonight.
Should he stop and get flowers? Something? Anything?
Stop, he told himself. He hadn’t seen her for six years. He had a lot of fences to mend and he had to do it right, one step at a time. He backed the car around and headed out onto the highway, silently praying that he didn’t screw it up this time.
 



Chapter Three
 
At six thirty Sarah closed the folder on her desk, shut down her computer and sent her phone to voice mail. Time to get ready. One of the perks that came with her suite of offices as In House Counsel was a fully outfitted private bathroom. She wished she’d thought to bring a change of clothing with her today, then mentally smacked herself in the head. Slow down, she told herself. She didn’t need to shower and change from the inside out. This wasn’t a date. It was a drink. That was it. Nothing else. Still, she took time to refresh her makeup, brush her teeth and spritz herself with cologne.
She was still not fully recovered from seeing Beau again after all this time. Beau. The star of her many nights of erotic dreams. She was so proud that she’d kept it together, maintaining her cool and not letting him see how much his appearance rattled her. Usually she kept up with the sports news and she’d meant to Google everything she could find about the Tampa Bay Sharks. Chris had given her the overview and the other executives she’d met with (many of them his relatives) had provided their input. And between her whirlwind trip here for her interview, packing up her place in Chicago, finding a place to live here and the madhouse settling into her new job, she really hadn’t had the time.
Big mistake, one she’d have to remind herself not to make again. The last she’d read Beau’s contract with the New Orleans Panthers was up and he’d become a sought after free agent. She certainly hadn’t expected to see him introduced as the Sharks ’s new golden boy and for a moment there she’d thought she might faint. Fortunately she’d made it through everything without anyone being the wiser. She could thank the years of learning discipline at a large law firm for that.
But then Beau had walked into her office and she’d nearly passed out.
God, all the nights she’d dreamed about him, alternately cursing him and weaving sensual fantasies. Now, here he was and what was she supposed to do? She wondered if she’d made a huge mistake agreeing to meet him for a drink. But curiosity as much as the electric attraction was pulling her to Jake’s After Dark. She could hardly wait to hear how he explained what happened in New Orleans beyond the young and foolish line.
If she was smart she’d listen to him, let him off the hook, thank him for the drink and get the hell out of there. Of course, if she was as smart as she always thought she was, she’d never have taken Beau Perini up to her hotel room in the first place. Well, that was spilt milk she’d stopped crying over a long time ago. She was older and hopefully a lot wiser. She’d make sure she was firmly in control of the situation.
She snorted. Yeah, right.
Taking a last look in the mirror, she picked up her purse and her laptop bag, locked her office and headed down to her car. She smiled to herself as she unlocked it and climbed in. During the crazy days when she made the move to Tampa , while she was packing up her life in Chicago and putting her new life into place, she’d given in to a long held secret wish for a convertible. She hadn’t wanted to buy one when she braved the cold winters of Chicago. But the moment she walked out into warm sunshine and soft breezes of South Florida she decided what the hell. It was breakout time.
Now she realized, startled, that it gave her a sense of freedom she hadn’t had for a long time. Maybe for the past six years. She had taken her hurt and anger from New Orleans back to the law firm in Chicago and thrown herself into work. Three years ago she’d accepted a date with Kirk, another associate with the law firm. She thought how great it was that they had so much in common, could share their ideas and discuss cases. How terrific they were together.
Ha!
That all went to hell the day he was introduced as the new junior partner, the position she thought she was getting. Only she wasn’t the one newly engaged to a senior partner’s daughter. Angry at herself for having either bad taste or bad judgment where men were concerned, she left Chicago with a determination not to ever get involved with another man. At least not for a very long time.
Certainly not with Beau, the man who had disappeared from her bed like a puff of smoke. This was going to be just a drink. That’s all. They’d talk, get the air cleared and each go on their own way. She didn’t want her job with the Sharks to be clouded by an antagonistic relationship with their bright new shiny star. She could do this. Yes, she could. She pressed the remote control to turn on the radio, found a good Top 40 station and forced herself to relax. Let the breeze blow through her hair and sweep away the strain of the day.
It was the middle of the week so the parking lot at the restaurant was only halfway full. Sarah smoothed her hair, checked her makeup once more and headed inside. The interior of the restaurant was dim, creating an intimate atmosphere
The hostess smiled at her as she blinked to adjust to the change in lighting.
“Do you have a reservation?” she asked.
“No.” Sarah shook her head. “I’m meeting someone in the bar.”
“Right through that archway.” She pointed to an archway off the small foyer.
As she made her way into the other room, Sarah couldn’t help noticing the dark paneling on the walls, the soft lighting, the richly-colored tiles on the floor. She looked around for Beau and saw him rising from a booth in the corner. Of course. As cozy as possible, she thought. Well, cozy wouldn’t do him any good. All she wanted was to be able to get past this and get him out of her system.
He reached for her as she approached the booth and for a moment she wondered if he was going to kiss her. But he merely gave her hands a gentle squeeze and waited until she was seated before sliding back in. Then he sat there, staring at her so long and hard she wondered if she had a smudge on her face or something equally as distracting.
“Beau?” She finally broke the silence.
“What?” He blinked. “Oh, sorry. You’re just so beautiful I can’t take my eyes off you.”
Sarah snorted. “Please. Spare me the line.”
“It’s not a line. I mean it.” He grabbed her hands again before she could move them away.
The touch of his fingers on her skin was just as electric as it had been six years ago. When she tried to pull away he tightened his hold.
“Beau, I—“
“Okay.” He released her hands, but not before brushing his thumbs across her knuckles. Then he grinned. “I’ll do my best to keep my hands to myself.”
“Thank you.”
Now that she was here, now that he had touched her again, she suddenly wasn’t sure that this was such a good idea. He was older, and the maturity looked good on him. The lines around his eyes were deeper, probably from squinting into the sun, and his face had a leaner, harder look. His hair was the same streaky blonde, just a little longer now, curling at his collar. And his eyes were the same melted chocolate color, deep pools that it would be so easy to get lost in. She had to admit he looked way too appealing in his red silk sport shirt and his dark brown slacks.
Holy god, he was still Mr. Hot Stuff. And more.
But worse than that, the same sizzle of electricity that had seared them that night in New Orleans apparently hadn’t diminished over time. Electricity that could burn her again if she let it.
She probably would have embarrassed herself by staring more but fortunately the waiter came over to take their orders. Beau asked for a beer and on a whim Sarah asked for one, too. Beau lifted an eyebrow.
Sarah gave what she hoped was a nonchalant shrug “Just changing my choice of beverages along with the rest of my life.”
“And speaking of that, can I just say I was shocked as hell to see you at the Tampa Bay Sharks headquarters?” He rubbed his jaw. “The last I knew you were headed back to Chicago.”
“I’m surprised you even remember that much.” She had promised herself she wouldn’t do this but she couldn’t seem to keep the note of sarcasm out of her voice.
Beau leaned forward, his gaze so penetrating she felt it clear to her toes.
“You will never have any idea how much I have regretted what I did. And still do.”
“So why did you?” She’d wanted an answer to that for six long years.
He swallowed, the muscles in his throat flexing the way she remembered from that night. The way she kept remembering, even when she tried to blank her mind of every single detail.
“This is no excuse,” he began, “and I’m not trying to make it one. It’s just an explanation, even if not a very good one.”
“So let’s have it,” she urged. “I’d like to put this to rest so I can move on.”
Wait. Was that hurt that flashed in those warm chocolate eyes? Surely not.
He paused while the waiter brought their drinks. He lifted his bottle and took a deep swallow, as if giving himself courage.
“I can’t figure out a way to make myself look good,” he began so I’ll just lay it all out. I was in my third year with the Panthers, just establishing my place in the NFL. It was exciting, the thrill of playing in the big time, the—“
“The women?” she interrupted.
“Okay, yes.” He looked down. “That, too. So I was immature. I’ll cop to that.”
“And the women,” she interrupted. “Don’t forget about them.”
“Not as much as you might think.” He waved a hand. “I wasn’t a horndog like a lot of the guys, although I can’t deny I had my share.” His mouth kicked up in a semi-grin. “I was a young healthy guy, after all.”
“That doesn’t excuse your lack of manners,” she pointed out. “Or of respect for me.” She paused and took a slow sip of her beer, pleasantly surprised that she enjoyed the taste.
Can you imagine how I felt?”
“I can.” To his credit he didn’t look away from her. “And I’ve been feeling like a real shit since then.”
“Good.” She actually found herself grinning at him. “That makes me feel a little better.”
“Besides…” He looked down at the table then back up at her. “I was scared.”
“Scared?” She frowned. “Of me?”
“You bet.” He reached for one of her hands again, his touch just as electric, but this time she didn’t pull away. “I know it sounds stupid, but I was so focused on establishing myself in the game. I was afraid to find myself in a relationship that might derail me or change my focus.”
“A relationship?” She had to stop herself from screaming the word. “It was one night, for heaven’s sake.”
“But it could have been more.” He leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table, and locked his gaze with hers. “I know it could have been a whole lot more.”
“Really?” She lifted an eyebrow. “You knew that after one night?”
“Sarah, you poleaxed me. Hit me right in the center of where I live. I knew if I didn’t get the hell out of there I’d try to figure out how to make things work, even with me in New Orleans and you in Chicago. My head would be screwed up thinking about you and not about the game. I was scared a commitment would divert my focus.” He gave her a rueful grin. “Stupid, right? Anyway, I thought after the season I could try to find you and…”
“And what?” she asked. “Jump into bed with me again?”
He shook his head. “See if we could see where this thing with us went.”
Sarah took another sip of beer. “So why didn’t you?”
“Truth?”
“It better be,” she told him.
“The more I thought about what I’d done, the way I ran out, the more ashamed I got. I just couldn’t seem to work up the courage to move forward.” He squeezed her hand. “But damn it, Sarah. There hasn’t been one night of my life I haven’t regretted it.”
Now she tugged her hand away. If she wanted to get through this with her pride intact she couldn’t let him keep touching her. “You were married,” she reminded him.
“Yeah.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “And what a disaster that was. Another stupid mistake on my part. The less said about it the better.” He looked at her. “I’m just digging myself in deeper here, aren’t I.”
She wiggled her hand. “A little bit.” So tell me about this wife.”
“Out of the picture.” His face became a mask, his voice hard and edgy. “A mistake from day one.”
Okay, this was obviously a huge yawning pit that he kept a lid on. Her curiosity was piqued but she pushed it aside, at least for the moment,
“Don’t you have a little boy?”
She knew he did, actually. She’d taken a half hour after he left her office to Google him and dig up everything she could. She only quit because she had a deadline on the contract she was processing.
Beau’s face changed at the mention of his son. His face softened, his mouth split in a wide grin and his eyes lit up.
“Toby’s the best three-year-old in the world. And the cutest.”
“Totally unbiased,” she laughed. Then she sobered. “Do you get to spend much time with him?” She was getting a picture of a Beau very different from the one she’d carried in her mind all this time. She wasn’t sure at the moment if that was good or bad.
“He lives with me. I have sole custody.”
Wow! She hadn’t expected that. “Quite a change from the guy who was afraid of being tied down. What about his mother?”
Again his face hardened and a cold look came into his eyes. “Out of the picture. Completely.”
And don’t ask about it, was the signal. Oo-kay. Twice she’d asked and both times he’d shut her down. To say her curiosity was piqued was an understatement. Tonight, however, wasn’t the time to push it. And if they never saw each other again it wouldn’t matter diddlysquat to her.
Time for a safer topic, so she switched to football.
“Tell me how you came to be with the Sharks ,” she urged. “I knew you were a free agent but I got busy with my new job and lost track after that.”
“Wow.” He drained the rest of his beer. “I would think being part of the Tampa Bay Sharks now you’d have picked up on the chatter about it.”
She laughed. “You’d think, right? From Day One I was running faster than I ever have to catch up. The last In House counsel got a cherry job and left with very little notice, right at the busiest part of the year.”
As they chatted she could actually see the tension easing from his body. That must be some damn story, she thought. As they chatted she found herself relaxing. The sound of Beau’s deep, raspy voice still woke up every one of her nerve endings and vibrated deep inside her, the walls of her pussy trembling in response. As if he was unable to stop himself from touching her he idly rubbed a fingertip across the back of her hand. Actual goose bumps broke out on her arms. A tiny shiver skated the length of her spine.
Damn it! The man still had the ability to push up her thermostat and keep it there.
“So who is in the picture,” she asked.
“No one.” His eyes were like twin lasers boring into hers. “Except you.”
She shook her head. This was not how she planned for this to go. “Beau, please understand—“
“I do understand,” he broke in. “What I know is that I’ve dreamed about you every single night since I walked out of that hotel room.” His lips curved in a wry grin. “Some days I could hardly walk I was so busy kicking myself in the ass. Even getting married didn’t get you out of my head. Lacey was a very poor substitute, on so many levels.”
“But—“
He held up a hand. “I’ve been such a fucking fool, Sarah. I don’t know what else to do except throw myself at your feet, but I’m begging you for another chance. Please.”
“Oh, Beau.” She scraped at the label on her beer bottle with a fingernail. “I just don’t think—“
“Right,” he broke in. “Don’t think. We have some incredible chemistry here. You have to admit that, right? I screwed it up before but I promise I won’t do it again if you give me another chance.”
She cocked her head. Damn it, he was chipping away at her long held anger and resentment. “Is that a fact.”
“It is.” His gaze locked with her, his look so intent she couldn’t make herself look away. “Tell you what. Try something with me. Let’s pretend we’re meeting here for the first time and take it from there.” He held out his hand. “Hi. I’m Beau Perini.”
Sarah stared at him for a long moment, wondering if he’d lost his mind. Then apparently her brain must have disconnected from her body because she took his hand and shook it.
“Sarah York. Nice to meet you.”
She realized with a shock at that moment it really was. This was not the immature man she’d met six years ago. This man radiated strength and substance, along with a sexual aura that singed her nerve endings. The throb in her pussy had ramped up its steady beat and her nipples ached for his fingers or his mouth. Unbidden a memory flashed into her brain of them naked, his cock firmly embedded inside her, pulsing in her hot, slick channel.
And speaking of heat, her entire body suddenly felt as if she’d been dropped into a furnace. This was the same reaction she’d had to this man six years ago. Apparently his effect on her hadn’t diminished with time. Okay, then. What if all they had between them was hot sweaty sex? Maybe she should just go for it and get it out of her system once and for all.
Maybe you should wait until you’re asked. But hadn’t he practically done that?
But the drinks had relaxed her and Beau was obviously on a campaign. What if she just went for it, this time with her eyes wide open?
“That’s some mighty heavy thinking.” His husky voice broke into her reverie. “Care to tell me about it? I’d love to think it’s about me.”
“And if it is?” she teased.
“Then I say let’s discuss it further over dinner.”
“Dinner?” Sarah looked at her watch. Lordy. It was eight o’clock. Where had the hour slipped away to?”
“You know. The meal people usually eat at the end of the day.”
She used to know about it. For the past three weeks hers had consisted of takeout picked up late on her way home.
“Oh, um. Yes. Well.” Don’t beat around the bush, she told herself. Go into this with your eyes wide open and enjoy the best sex of your life. When it’s over it’s over. Nothing to worry about but good memories. “Okay, dinner. That sounds good.”
The grin he flashed her showed his white even teeth, and his eyes sparkled with humor. “I was beginning to think my charm had deserted me.”
“Oh, trust me. It’s all there. In spades.” She hadn’t meant to say that, not quite so bluntly.
Beau winked. “Good to know.” He signaled for the waiter. “Let me settle our tab here and we can move into the dining room.” He paused. “This place okay with you?”
“It’s fine. I’ve heard good things about it from the people at the office.”
“Okay. I’ll get us set up.”
As he walked away to get to the hostess she couldn’t take her eyes off his most excellent ass, the tightening of muscles as he moved. She remembered what it was like to dig her fingernails into them and make him scream as he pumped into her pussy.
Hell!
Sarah squirmed in the seat. She hoped there wouldn’t be a wet spot on the seat when she moved out of the booth. She was doubly glad she’d worn dark slacks, so any moisture wouldn’t show, because she could already feel it soaking her panties. She drained the last of her beer before rolling the cold glass against her heated face. How had this happened? She came here to settle things once and for all so she could move on with her life and now she couldn’t wait to climb into bed with him again.
But it will be so worthwhile.
And this time she had no expectations.
*****
When they were seated in the dining room Beau noted that Sarah switched her drink to iced tea so he did the same.
“You don’t have to change just because I did,” she pointed out.
He shrugged. “Two beers were plenty for me. I’m good.”
And he was, in more ways than one, He’d just spent more than an hour in a dark corner booth with the woman of his dreams. What could be better than that except to take her to bed, something he hoped to accomplish before too long but not tonight. No, this time he was going to do it right. He had a sense that she was doing this to get him out of her system. Well, there was no getting her out of his system, so it was up to him to make sure this thing stayed on track.
He deliberately pushed any obstacles from his mind. Tomorrow he planned to call his attorney and have him contact Lacey’s attorney. The message? Stay out of my life or I’ll go to court and renegotiate the financial agreement. He was iffy about introducing her to Toby until he saw where this thing was going. Because no matter how horny he was, his son came first.
Still, he hoped that maybe with Sarah—
Cart before horse, much?
He hadn’t expected dinner to be an erotic experience, but then he’d never eaten a meal with Sarah, either. He couldn’t seem to stop staring at her. The gorgeous auburn hair he remembered running his fingers through, remembered the feel of it brushing against his chest was deeper and darker than it had been, the highlights glinting in the soft light of the restaurant. It was a little longer than he remembered, and she wore it now swept back from her face.
Her eyes were an even more brilliant green, if possible, deep emerald pools that he found himself getting lost in. Her face was a little thinner, and he wondered if it was just refining and honing as time passed or if the six years in Chicago had been more stressful than she’d admit. He had to admit he liked the look, though, the sharper cheekbones and a tiny dimple at the corner of her mouth he didn’t remember from before.
The silk of her blouse lay softly against the full roundness of her breasts. Beau had to fist his hands beneath the table to keep from reaching across and touching them. That would really put a smackdown on this reunion.
Jesus, Perini. You’ve got it bad.
He certainly did, and always had. He couldn’t get away from it any longer. Tonight suddenly became even more important.
Watching her use her knife and fork with her very graceful fingers, delicately chew and swallow each bite of food, sip her iced tea or chase a bit of food with wine fascinated him so much he almost forget to eat. When she closed her lips over the tines of her fork he had an instant memory of those same plump, luscious lips closing around his cock. Painful need shot straight to his groin.
“Do I have food on my face?” Sarah’s question interrupted his sensuous reverie.
He blinked his eyes and realized she was staring at him with an expression of curiosity on her face.
“Uh, no. Your face looks fine.” Very lame, Perini. “Actually you have a very beautiful face. I could spend hours just looking at it.”
Sarah put her fork down on her plate, leaned back in her chair and laughed.
Something tightly coiled inside him began to slowly unwind. Could he get credit for the effort he was making?
“You get credit for trying, Perini.” She gave another soft laugh. “I’ll say that for you.”
He gave her a grin that was so engaging she felt another block of ice begin to melt. “I’ll hold you to that.”
“Oh, please,” she told him. “Can’t you think of a better line than that?”
“If you give me a chance, I’m happy to try.”
Again she studied him. He wished he knew exactly what she saw with all these piercing, deep looks she was giving him.
“I’ll think about it,” she finally said. “But if you want to get extra points you’ll order the Double Triple Chocolate Cake for dessert.” She gave him a mischievous grin. “To share.”
He wouldn’t have been so eager to please her if he’d known what torture it would be eating that cake with her. Each time she broke off a piece with her fork and carried it to her mouth he got lost in watching her delicate mouth open to receive the morsel. In seeing those very kissable lips as they closed over the smooth tines of the fork, pulling the tasty morsel into her hot, wet mouth. His cock swelled, threatening to burst through his fly as he remembered again the feel of those lips closing around his hungry cock. When she licked the frosting from the fork, swirling her tongue around it, he could only think about how it felt when that same tongue swirled around his shaft.
He noticed a tiny spot of chocolate clinging to her bottom lip. He could have dabbed it with his napkin but instead he chose to swipe it with his thumb. God, her lips were so soft. He wanted to pull her across the table and plant one on her that took her breath away.
Instead he slowly licked the smear of chocolate from his thumb, never taking his eyes from her. That’s how he caught the flicker of heat in her eyes and the fluttering of her pulse at the hollow of her throat.
Jesus!
He caught the eye of the waiter and signaled him for a refill n his iced tea. Them he picked up the glass and drank the whole thing down without stopping, hoping it would lower his body temperature and cool his cock enough to allow him to walk out of here without embarrassing himself.
When he glanced over at Sarah again she was doing her best not to break out in a grin. She knew exactly what was happening to him. The witch! But better that than the hostility she’d walked in with. Getting her to this point had not been easy, but he’d do it ten times over if she’d be willing to give them a fresh start.
By the time he paid the bill he was in better shape to get up from the table, thank the lord. He rested his hand at the small of Sarah’s back as they walked out, the bottom edge of it resting just as the top curve of her very, very excellent ass. Did she sway it just a little more than usual or was he imagining things?
Minx!
“Well, this is it.” She stopped beside a cherry red convertible with the top down.
“Whoa!” He stared at the gleaming funmobile.
”Acquired for Florida?” he asked.
“Certainly not for Illinois winters.” She leaned against the door. “Like it?”
“Like doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel.” He ran his hand along the paneling. “How does she ride?”
“He rides like a dream.” She shook her head. “Why do men always assume their cars are female?” Then she waved a hand back and forth. “Never mind. I don’t think I want to know.” She tossed her purse into the car. “Thanks so much for dinner, Beau. Surprisingly, I enjoyed it.”
“I’ll bet it was a surprise. You were ready to roast my balls.” He held up a hand as she opened her mouth to say something. “And rightfully so. I have no defense except I was young and stupid. He stroked his knuckles against one soft cheek. “Can we move past it? Please? New start, remember?”
The smile disappeared from her face. “But you know what will happen if you screw it up this time.”
“No worries,” he assured her. “I’ve more than learned my lesson.”
He cupped her cheeks and lowered his mouth to hers. Her lips were as soft and giving as he remembered. He gently rubbed his own back and forth against them before tracing the outline of her mouth with the tip of his tongue. She tasted of chocolate and beer and Sarah, a heady combination mixed with the light scent of peaches he remembered her wearing.
When she slid her hands beneath his arms and around to his back, resting her warm palms against his muscles, he prodded gently at her mouth until she opened for him and he could thrust his tongue inside. She tasted just as good as he remembered. No, better. Much better. He licked the inner surface slowly, tasting, his cock sending him even more urgent messages.
Tentatively he took the kiss even deeper, excitement racing through him as she responded without hesitation. Her soft breasts pressed into his chest, the nipples so hard he could feel them through both layers of their clothing. When he ground his hips lightly against her, pressing his shaft into the vee of her thighs and the heat of her sex, She dug her fingers into the muscles of his back and pushed back against him.
They were both breathing hard when he lifted his mouth from hers. It killed him to break the kiss. He could have gone on this way all night. Well, maybe not quite all night because he had other things in mind.
He brushed a strand of hair from her forehead, tucking it behind her ear before kissing the tip of her nose.
“Tomorrow night?” he asked. “Please? I’ll get down and beg if you want.”
Sarah smiled at him. “I’ll think about that. Just remember. No more chances after this.”
“Believe me, I don’t need reminding. How about a casual dinner? Maybe on the water? Gotta take advantage of the location.”
“That sounds great. Seven o’clock again? And can I pick you up this time?”
She frowned slightly, as if debating her answer. “Okay. I’ll text you my address and you can pick me up in front.”
As he watched her drive off he wanted to pump his fist in the air and shout, Yes!!!!!
Don’t fuck it up, buddy.
 



Chapter Four
 
Sarah closed out the contract she was reviewing and leaned back in her chair. An alert from her calendar flashed in the upper corner of her screen and she smiled.
5:30 Dinner at Beau’s House
Dinner at Beau’s house. Wow! Had it only been one short week ago since the afternoon of the press conference and the incredible dinner at Jake’s After Dark? If someone had told her that morning the two of them would be together riding high on their feelings for each other she’d have smacked them down and called them stupid. Yet here she was, so deep into this relationship after only seven days that she couldn’t imagine being without him.
Slow down, she kept telling herself. Trust came very hard to her and while she wanted to believe him when he told her this was it for him—that after six years he was where he was supposed to be all along—she still wondered if, or when, it would all fall apart. When he’d trade her in for the next woman.
“I’m going to make you believe in me no matter what I have to do,” he kept telling her.
And oh, how she wanted to do that.
“Knock knock.”
She looked up to see Chris Davidson standing in her doorway. “Hey! Come on in.”
“I bypassed Jenny, I hope that’s okay.”
She laughed. “Ian, I work for you, Of course it’s okay. You can walk in any time you want to.”
He flipped a hand at her. “Forget that noise. This is your office. You can kick anyone out, even me.”
“Oh, right. But how nice of you to say so.” She waved at a chair in front of her desk. “Have a seat. Tell me what I can do for you.”
“No, I’m not staying long. I just wanted to tell you Riley is on her way to meet me. We’re going out for drinks and a casual dinner and I wondered if you’d like to join us. We haven’t had much chance to talk informally since you got here and she’s dying to get to know you.”
Oh, boy. Make friends with the boss’s wife? How cool was that?
“That’s a very nice invitation,” she told him. “Almost any other time I’d accept with gratitude. But…” She paused. What to tell him?
“But you have plans,” he guessed. “No problem. We can do it another time.” He cocked his head and studied her. “Those plans wouldn’t have anything to do with our brand new running back, would they?”
Sarah felt her cheeks heat with an uncharacteristic blush. “Well, as a matter of fact…”
“The Sharks are really a small family,” he told her with a grin. “Get used to it. So where are you guys off to tonight? Someplace special?”
“Um, well, as a matter of fact…” Should she tell him?
Chris gave her a curious look. “Not special? Tell him I said he’s got enough money to take you wherever you want to go.”
“Oh, it’s not that. It’s just…” She let out a slow breath. “I’m having dinner at his house.” She hoped Beau didn’t mind that she said something. She didn’t think it was any big secret, although she was flattered that he was sharing his very private life with her.
Ian’s eyes widened. “With Toby? Damn, Sarah, that was fast.”
“Oh, um, well, Beau and I actually met six years ago.” She shook her head. “Long story but here we are again.”
“You know, he’s very, very possessive about Toby,” Chris told her. “He keeps his private life totally separate from his professional one. Never introduces his dates or takes them to his house. With Toby he’s Mister Dad one hundred percent.”
“Wow.” Sarah was stunned. “I was totally flattered that he invited me to his home, but I had no idea it was so out of character for him.”
“Well, good for you. I’d say he made a good choice where you’re concerned.”
“It’s just dinner, Ian,” she laughed.
“But dinner with Toby,” he reminded her. “I hope this will build into something good for the two of you. I could see the chemistry between you that first day.”
“Oh, come on,” she laughed. “You have other things to pay attention to than Beau and me, I’m sure.”
“But none of them as much fun. Well, have a really good time. I hope this works out for you, Sarah, I really like both of you,”
“Thanks, Ian, me too.”
And she really did, although she tried not to get ahead of herself here. The week since they’d reconnected had been nothing short of incredible. Every night had been a different treat, someplace special for dinner, or something new and fun. Beau had been incredible, dancing attention on her. And in their long conversations they had learned so much about each other, about their pasts and their dreams for the future.
He hadn’t pushed her for sex, for which she’d been grateful, even though she was having a hard time keeping herself in control. That same immediate chemistry enveloped them in a constant explosive cloud. But then two nights ago, when he’d driven her home, she had taken the step and invited him in.
And ohmigod! In six years he had only gotten better, something she would not have thought possible. He knew exactly how to make her crazy with his mouth, how to arouse her with his fingers, where every single one of her erogenous zones were. His every touch was so electrifying that even after the shattering orgasms he drew her into she still crackled with need for him.
At first she’d wanted to tell herself it was just sex. Stupendous sex, but only sex just the same. But as they talked and learned each other’s secrets and hopes, and the details of each other’s lives, as they played and laughed, she had finally begun to accept that this was definitely something real.
If only I could stop worrying that it would all fall apart.
Okay, enough of that. Time to head for Beau’s and his adorable son.
The gated community he lived in was about half an hour from the Sharks headquarters, and fortunately against the wave of traffic. She gave her name to the guard on duty who waved her through the gates. At the house she punched in the gate code Beau had given her, waited while the ironwork gates slid smoothly open and drove on up the curving drive and parked at the steps to the front door. She climbed out of the car and took her first good look at Beau Perini’s residence.
The architecture was slightly Mediterranean, as were a lot of the buildings in Florida. Exquisite landscaping surrounded the two-story home that soared up to a red barrel tile roof. The elaborately carved front door opened and Beau jogged out to meet her. She stopped a moment, the sight of him taking her breath away. He was dressed in khakis and a shirt almost the exact shade of chocolate as his eyes and the sun caught the highlights in his blond hair. He could have stepped off the cover of a magazine about sexy hot athletes. She felt the same thrill of excitement wiggle through her she got every time she saw him.
“First things first,” he said when he reached her, and pulled her into his arms. The kiss he planted on her was light but no less satisfactory because of it. Then he took her hand and tugged her toward the house “Come on. Toby is beside himself waiting to meet you.”
“What exactly did you tell him?’ She’d meant to ask him before this. “I mean, I don’t want him to get the wrong idea about us.”
Beau came to a stop so sudden she bumped into him. He turned her to face him, placing his hands on her shoulders.
“I’m very careful abut who I introduce my son to,” His voice and face were serious. “I hope the idea he gets is the right one because I certainly have. Maybe it’s only been a week, Sarah, but I feel as if I’m in this neck deep.” He stroked her cheek. “And very glad about it.”
Her heart raced unsteadily, “You don’t think we’re rushing things?” Lordy, she did not want to make another mistake, especially with him. “I knew the minute I laid eyes on you again that we had something very special.”
“You did?” She stared up at him. “That fast?”
“I’ve had six years to brood about it, honey. So yeah, that fast.” He ran the tip of one finger along the line of her jaw. “If this past week was any indication, you did, too.”
She nodded. “Yes. I just want us to be sure.”
“I wouldn’t be inviting you to meet my son if I felt otherwise. Now come on. He’s probably expired from excitement.”
Sarah had a scant moment to admire the two story foyer with its vaulted ceiling and the high arched windows that lit up the area with dazzling sunlight. Then Beau was hurrying her along through a large living room through sliding doors to a patio where a tiny cherub was clinging to someone’s hand and hopping up and down.
“Is it her, Daddy?” he asked in his little-boy voice.
“Sure is, buddy.” He scooped his son up in his arms. Say hello to Sarah.”
She was sure he had to be the cutest child she’d ever seen. He had his Daddy’s blond hair and espresso eyes, something Sarah was sure Beau was probably very grateful for. He was grinning broadly, causing the dimples in his chubby little cheeks to flash.
“Hi, Sarah.” He reached out a hand, opening and closing his fist as his way of saying hello.
“Well, hello, Toby.” She squeezed his little hand. “It’s so very nice to meet you.”
“He’s been beside himself waiting for you,” the woman who had been watching him said.
“I’ll bet.” Beau chuckled. “Sarah, meet the incomparable Babs. She runs everything around here including me. We’d be lost without her.” He poked his son’s chest. “Right, kiddo?”
He bobbed his head up and down. “Lost.”
“They exaggerate just a little.” She held out her hand to Sarah. “Babs Littlefield. I’m so pleased to meet you.”
“Thank you.” Sarah liked the woman on sight. She guessed her age to be somewhere around fifty, but definitely a young fifty. Tall and athletically lean, her affection for Beau and his son was very obvious. “I’m—“
“Oh, we definitely know who you are,” Babs chuckled. “You’re all Beau’s talked about for a week.”
Sarah felt her cheeks heat. “Um, we’re just—“
“We certainly are,” Beau broke in. “How about a cold drink?”
“Yes, that would be nice.” Her mouth was suddenly so dry she could hardly get the words out. Seeing Beau in his home environment gave her an entirely different view of this complex man. Here he wasn’t Beau Perini the football star or even Beau Perini the ladies man. He was just Daddy and from the look on his face right now that was his most important role. Watching him she got a fluttery feelings in her stomach and unbidden an image of her, Beau and Toby flashed in her brain.
“Iced tea or lemonade?” Beau asked, interrupting her thoughts. “I seldom drink hard liquor at home and only the occasional beer,” he ruffled Toby’s hair. “But no alcohol when I’m hanging out with my best bud.”
The entire scene was so unexpected to her. She had never been able to imagine Beau as a family man, even though she knew he’d been married very briefly.
“This is the first time he’s ever invited a woman to the house,” Babs told her quietly when they were gathering things in the kitchen. “That’s how I knew you were special.”
“You’re kidding!” Sarah was shocked.
Babs shook her head. “Not at all. He’s very protective of Toby and determined he have a life that’s as normal in every respect as he can make it. The last thing he wants is for the child to see hot and cold running females here.”
Sarah chewed on her lip for a moment before she asked, “What about Toby’s mother? Does she come here often?”
The other woman’s face turned into a hard mask, just as Beau’s did when the subject came up.
“She’s not permitted here at all. And Beau has sole custody of Toby. Period.”
One of these times Sarah was going to get the full story of that marriage, but not tonight, tonight was about relaxing with Toby and Beau, a situation that just over a week ago she’d never dreamed she’d find herself in.
They barbecued on the patio, hot dogs in deference to Toby.
“We mostly stick with kid fare for meals around here,” Beau explained.
“As a matter of fact I happen to love hot dogs.” She crouched down to Toby who, suddenly shy, was clinging to Babs. “Do you know they are one of my favorite foods?”
He giggled, hugging Babs’ leg. “Mine, too.”
“Then maybe we can enjoy them together.”
Toby stuffed his fist into his mouth and stared at her for a moment, then reached his hand out for her to take. No way was Sarah going to refuse that token of trust because it was covered with spittle. She closed her fingers around the tiny fingers and gently squeezed them.
“Okay,” Toby said, then looked at Beau. “Okay, Daddy?”
“I think that’s a fine idea, squirt.”
Dinner was relaxed and pleasant. Sarah enjoyed watching the interaction between Beau and his son, and was pleased when they included her in their byplay. Every so often she caught Beau watching her with Toby as if assessing the situation. She was a little unnerved herself, not just at being here but at how much she was enjoying herself in this family situation. It hardly seemed possible that all this was happening after just one short week. She could not believe how quickly the time passed, or how much she enjoyed herself.
“I think our little man’s about ready for bed,” Beau said, noticing how Toby was rubbing his eyes.
“I’ll take him upstairs for his bath and get him in bed,” Babs said, picking up the little boy.
“Say goodnight to Sawah,” the little boy insisted, reaching out his arms.
Beau grinned. “I think you’ve made a conquest.”
“He can have my heart any time.“ She gave the child a tight hug and a smooch. “Goodnight, sweetheart.”
Then Beau bestowed more hugs and kisses before Babs carted Toby off upstairs.
“Night, Daddy,” he called. “Night, Sawah.”
“That’s some kid,” she told Beau when they were gone. “Nice job, Daddy.”
“Thanks. He’s been the bright spot in my life.” He cupped her cheeks and tilted her face up to him. “Until you came back into my life, that is.” He brushed his lips over hers. “Will you ever forgive me for being such an ass and walking out on you the way I did?”
“Hmm. Let me see. I might need some convincing in that department.”
“How about I follow you home and get busy in that department?”
She drew in a shaky breath and let it out slowly. “What are we dong, Beau? Where are we going with this?”
“I know where I’m going,” he said. “And I want it to be with you and Toby.”
“You don’t think we’re moving too fast?”
He shook his head. “When something is right and you want it, there’s no sense waiting.” He gave her a piercing look. “I’m not the same guy who walked out on you, Sarah. I’m older and way wiser than I was. And finally realizing what we might have had all this time if I hadn’t been such a stupid ass.”
“That you were,” she agreed with a shaky laugh.
“I want you to trust me,” he insisted. “I promise you I would not have invited you here to spend time with Toby if I didn’t want this to go somewhere. I’m sure Babs told you I never bring women home. I don’t want to send the little guy mixed signals.” He brushed his knuckles lightly against her cheekbone. “Give me a chance, Sarah. Give us a chance. I promise you won’t be sorry.”
Despite the fact that her track record had left her with built-in trust issues, she had come to realize that this Beau was light years away from the one she’d met six years ago. She also realized how deep her feelings for him ran. Maybe they’d been there all along.
She smiled up at him. “Then I guess you’d better follow me home and convince me you mean every word of this.”
Glancing around to make sure Babs and Toby were out of the room, he brought his mouth down to hers, gently at first then a little harder, the tip of his tongue drawing a line along the seam of her lips. Sarah clutched his biceps, loving the feel of the hard muscles and the press of his body against hers. She wanted to protest when he broke the kiss.
“Shall we take this someplace more private?” Heat blazed in his eyes and his voice was just a touch unsteady.
“I’d say that’s a good idea.”
“Let me just tell Babs I’m leaving and we’ll get the hell out of here. I can’t wait to get you naked in my arms.”
 
*****
Beau did his best to keep himself under control but as soon as they were inside Sarah’s condo he pulled her into his arms and kissed her as if he was a starving man and her mouth the only thing that would ease him. There was nothing gentle about this kiss. His mouth came down hard on hers and his tongue pressed insistently for entrance. Sarah stood on tiptoe and tunneled her fingers through his hair as she let her own tongue answer his need and duel with his.
Jesus, she tasted good. Beau wasn’t sure which part of her he liked to lick the best, her warm wonderful mouth or her very sweet pussy or maybe all that satin-smooth skin in between. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tight against him, pressing his very aroused cock against her mound. He knew not even two layers of clothing could disguise how hard and swollen he was.
Pulling his mouth from hers with great reluctance he trailed his lips across her cheek and down the slender column of her neck. He couldn’t resist taking a little nip at the tendon where her neck and shoulder joined or sucking lightly on the hollow at her throat. He grew harder, if that was possible, when her pulse beat hard against his tongue. God, it seemed he barely touched her and his need to bury himself in her was in high gear. He wanted them naked, right now.
Lips still pressed to her neck, he swept her up in his arms and carried her down the hall to her bedroom. Thank god he’d been here before so he knew exactly where it was. Standing her beside the bed, he yanked the bedclothes back so he didn’t have to worry about them later. He very slowly peeled off her tee shirt and tossed it to a nearby chair. The sight of her luscious breasts contained in hot pink satin and lace, the tempting nipples dark against the fabric, made his mouth water. He lowered his head and closed his mouth around one of them and sucked it deeply into his mouth, fabric and all. When he closed his teeth gently around it, biting it as if it was a rich piece of candy, Sarah gave a little moan and swayed against him. So he did it again, to the other one.
Using his tongue he drew a line across the upper swell of her breasts, savoring the taste of her soft skin before tracing the outline of her collarbone. She shivered at the contact and grabbed his arms for support. Beau flicked open the clasp on her bra and drew it down her arms, following the path of one of the straps with his lips, punctuating the trail with a kiss on the inside of her wrist. Then he gave the other arm the same treatment.
Sarah’s hands tugged at his shirt, pulling the tails from his khakis. He was sorry now he’d worn something with buttons. He was tempted to just rip the shirt open in his haste, buttons be damned. But somehow Sarah managed and shoved the garment from his shoulders. Impatiently he broke the contact with her so he could shrug the garment off and toss it away.
She closed the tiny space between them so her breasts, their nipples still damp from his ministrations, impressed themselves against his chest. The sensation sent little shards of electric sensation through his body and made his balls ache with response. When she scraped her fingernails lightly over his hard nipples sensations cascaded through his body and jerked his pheromones awake. Hands at his waist as if to steady herself she blew lightly across the soft curls of hair on his chest, sending shivers cascading down his spine. He had to fight his inner beast to keep from just throwing her on the bed and thrusting into her.
She deserves to be worshipped and properly loved he kept telling himself. But holy fuck, it was sure damn hard.
Beau caressed her naked back, letting his fingers walk up and down her spine then slipping them into the waistband of her jeans to cup her ass.
“Off,” he ordered. “Right now.”
He could barely keep it together as he watched her slip out of her sandals, then gracefully step out of her slacks and the thin scrap of nothing that was her panties. Unable to help himself he knelt before her, nudged her legs apart and inhaled the incredible fragrance of her musk. He was sure it beat anything else he’d ever smelled in his life.
Opening the lips of her sex with his thumbs he took careful swipes with his tongue up one side and down the other. God, her inner flesh was so slick and hot.
He did it again, as if he’d never get enough, and maybe he wouldn’t. She was the most delicious feast he’d ever tasted. He was shaking with need and so was she.
Banding his arms just beneath her incredible ass he rose, lifting her, and placed her gently on the bed. He shifted her so her head was on the pillow, bent her legs at the knees and planted her feet on either side of him. When he looked up at her face he saw her watching him intently, her eyes darkened to a rich hunter green that reminded him of the plant life in the bayous. He thought he could easily lose himself in those eyes.
She ran her tongue over her bottom lip then did something that surprised him. She brought one fingertip to her mouth, licked it and ran it around one nipple. Now the pebbled bud was even darker in color and so tempting. He touched his tongue to it and her fingertip, licking them both. When he looked up he saw light flare in her eyes so he did it again. She gave him a slow, teasing smile and did the same to the other nipple. More lapping.
He peppered a string of wet kisses down from her collarbone to just above her mound. He paused in his journey over her body to admire her gorgeous cunt, so beautifully waxed with just two tiny strips of curls. The first time he saw it, six years ago it had driven him nuts, such gorgeous pink flesh with those two tiny rows of carefully groomed auburn hair. He tugged at them lightly with his teeth, eliciting a tiny groan from her.
If she was groaning she should try putting herself in his place, he thought. He didn’t know just how much longer he could keep it together. He stroked his tongue the path of her slit, tasting her, pressing the flat of his tongue against her heated intimate flesh. Touching her was like putting his hand to a lit match. Instant conflagration. Instantaneous combination. No woman had ever done this to him before. No wonder he couldn’t get enough of her.
More of her cream gathered on his tongue so he slid first one then two fingers inside her. The walls of her pussy instantly clenched down on him, tightening when he began a steady in-and-out pattern. He was going to give her a really great orgasm, maybe two, because when he took his pants off he had a feeling he’d turn into the sixty second wonder.
Maintaining a steady movement with his fingers he locked his lips around the heated bud of her clitoris. When he pulled on it she arched herself up to him, a sound of pleasure exploding from her throat. Fuck, she was responsive. How had he managed to get so lucky as to have her in his life? And he’d damn well better not do anything to screw it up.
He worked her steadily, applying his mouth and his tongue as he drove in and out of her with two fingers. When he added the third and bit down lightly on her clit she nearly lifted off the bed. A wild cry burst from her mouth and she pushed hard into the mattress with her feet and forced herself hard down onto his fingers. That was all it took. Her body exploded with the force of her orgasm, her inner walls gripping his fingers like a vise. He pressed his hand on top of her mound steadying her in place while she rode it out.
“Oh, oh, oh.” The exclamations burst from her mouth, punctuating each spasm that rocked her.
Beau eased her through it, coaxing her and soothing her with soft words.
“That’s it, sugar. Just like that. I love to feel that slick pussy grab my hand and fuck it for all it’s worth. Love to watch it shake as you come and know I was the one who made you do it. Just me. That’s it. Just let yourself go.”
Before the spasms had fully subsided he had yanked off his pants and boxer briefs, rolled on a condom and was back on the bed between Sara’s very exquisite thighs. Placing his hands beneath the cheeks of her ass he lifted her so he could position his cock right at her opening.
“God, Sarah,” he breathed taking in her very wet, now rosy pink pussy. If he hadn’t wanted his dick inside her so badly he’d have gone down on her again. What a dilemma to have—a woman whose body appealed to him on so many levels and in so many places.
She was still shuddering slightly, her breathing uneven as he drove into her with one solid thrust.
“Beau!” She practically screamed his name. “Ohmigod! Beau!”
“Yeah, sugar. Let me hear you, Jesus, that feels so fucking good.”
And it did. She was so tight around him it nearly made his heart stop. He allowed himself a moment to lean down and take one more lick at her gorgeous nipples. Then, bracing himself, he began the rhythm that would take them over the edge. In, out, in, out, thrust and retreat. He tried to pace himself, not go too fast, but it was impossible. With the walls of her cunt clutching at his cock, her voice urging him on, her breasts shimmering as he pushed in harder and faster. When he felt the familiar tightening in his balls and the icy feeling lower in his back, he placed one hand over her clit, pinched it hard and they both exploded.
Beau could feel her quaking beneath him as they fell into a black velvet space, fireworks exploding behind his eyelids, Sarah screaming his name and shouting, Yes, yes, yes! He thought his heart would explode it was beating so fast and hard in his chest. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything except fall into the glorious feeling of emptying himself into Sarah’s exquisite, incredible cunt, which squeezed him until the last drop was gone.
When the aftershocks finally subsided he collapsed to the side, taking Sarah with him, their sweat-slicked bodies still joined. Her inner walls still pulsed slightly against his now semihard dick. He wished they could stay connected like this forever, with no intrusion from the outside world.
At last he eased himself from her body and went to dispose of the condom. He took a good look around the bathroom and grinned.
“You now what I think would be great right about now?” he asked, sitting on the bed next to Sarah. He stroked his fingers up and down and arm.
“If it involves any movement at all,” she told him in a lazy voice, “count me out.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll do all the work.” He stood up and lifted her into his arms, striding back to the bathroom.
“What—Where—How?”
“A shower. In your gorgeous bathroom. And I’ll do all the work.”
She wound her arms around his neck and leaned her head on his shoulder. “Good, because I’m pretty sure you’ll have to.”
When he had the water tempt where he wanted it, he carried her into the huge glassed-in square. Lathering the shower gel and rubbing it all over her body nearly made him hard enough to take her all over again.
“Mmm,” she moaned. “Feels so good. Don’t stop.”
“Okay.” He grinned to himself.
But when he had her completely soaped and rinsed, even her hair, before he could turn off the water and move them out of there, Sarah shocked him by dropping to her knees and taking his shaft in her mouth. When she drew him all the way in, her lips around him and her slim fingers wrapped around the root, almost every bit of air left his body.
Beau sucked in his breath. “Jesus, Sarah.”
She looked up at him, temporarily taking him from her mouth. “Are you saying you don’t want this? Should I stop?”
“Hell, no.” His laugh had a hysterical edge to it. “But just be warned I might have a heart attack.”
“Oh, I think a fine athlete like you can handle this.”
But a few seconds later he forgot to think or worry about anything. He’d thought after the intense climax they’d shared he wouldn’t have much left to give. But Sarah did something magical to him, something that had him ready nearly all the time. In seconds the magic of her mouth and hands had him poised on the edge of the ledge again. When his body stiffened she tightened her grip on him, took him deep into her mouth and tilted her head so she could swallow every bit of his release.
At last he leaned against the tile wall, weak-kneed, doing his best to pull himself together. Sarah rose to her feet, leaned against him and wrapped her arms around him.
She giggled. “I think the water is getting cool.”
“Good. I think I need a cold shower whenever I get within ten feet of you.” He pushed himself off the wall and turned off the faucets. “Come on. Let’s get into bed.”
Somehow he managed to dry both of them, even do a quick blow-dry on her sopping hair. Then they were in bed, naked and curled around each other.
“Sarah?” he had his lips close to her ear.
“Mm hmm?”
“Don’t freak when I say this, but I do believe I’m in love with you.”
Her body tensed against his, and for a moment he wondered if he’d made a huge mistake. But he knew what he felt and he couldn’t keep it to himself any longer. He held his breath as he waited to hear what she would say.
She nestled back against him, his cock right at the cleft of her buttocks. Jesus, he needed a little rest before they did this again, even though he wanted it desperately.
“I-I love you, too Beau.” Her voice was so soft he could barely hear it. “At least, I think I do.”
“I’ll take that for now.” He brushed her hair away from her face. “I’ll work on making you absolutely sure.”
Because there was no way he was ever letting her go.
 



Chapter Five
 
“So you still plan to get back tonight?” Sarah leaned back in her desk chair, cell phone to her ear. She tried to squash her disappointment at Beau’s information. He’d been gone a week doing stuff for one of his sponsors and she really missed him.
“I do, sugar. Promise.” He sounded so weary she wanted to reach through the phone and give him a hug.
“Rough trip?” she asked.
“Not bad. Just busy and tiring. I was hoping to catch a flight out about four this afternoon,” he explained “but the sponsor is insisting he wants to set up this dinner for me so it looks like I won’t be out of here until later.”
“No chance you can get out of it?”
“I’m hoping to be able to settle for drinks but we’ll see. Rich is working on it now.”
Rich was a representative from his agent’s office along to oversee the activities, Beau had told her. Apparently he’d accompanied Beau on several of these trips over the past couple of years.
Sarah held the phone a little tighter. “I wouldn’t mind waiting at the house for you.”
She held her breath waiting for his answer. The first week they were together had been very intense. They had seen each other every night, some of which he’d spent at her condo. She could certainly say she’d been enjoying the best sex of her life ever. It was probably made more so by the growth of their very deep feelings for each other. Over the weekend they’d spent time together with Toby. Sarah was thrilled to death to see how the child had taken to her. She certainly was falling more in love with him each time she saw him.
Could this really happen? Could the three of them be a family? More importantly, could she let go of the inherent feeling of mistrust that still lingered? A feeling aggravated by what happened with Kirk?
“You know,” Beau said, “there is nothing I’d like more than to come home and find you curled up there waiting for me. But I’d be selfish to ask it. You’re swamped at work right now and you need your rest.”
She swallowed her disappointment. “You’re right, I know it.”
“Hey,” he said softly. “I miss you, too. More than you know. So how about an early breakfast?”
Well, it was better than nothing, she thought. She’d take what she could get.
“And maybe tomorrow night we can have one of our sleepovers.”
She grinned to herself, her body turning liquid and every pulse point hammering with desire.
“You’re on.”
“On you,” he said in a low, tempting voice.
She caught her breathe at the image that called up.
“Sarah?” Beau’s husky voice pierced her thoughts.
“Yes?” The sound of his words sent tingles through her body and into her now very wet pussy.
“When you go to bed tonight, sleep naked.”
She shivered at the erotic pleasure those words conjured up. She couldn’t wait to see him again.
“Okay. And you can imagine what I look like.”
“
“Don’t worry. I will. I do.” He lowered his voice. “Every night we’re not together.”
Sarah laughed. “I guess that’s my cue to get a good night’s sleep tonight since I probably won’t be getting one tomorrow night.”
When she hung up she still had a dissatisfied feeling. It wasn’t just that she wanted to see him, she needed to. Needed the affirmation of their relationship, the assurance that this was completely real, not just a figment of her imagination.
Tomorrow seemed like such a long time away. Thank goodness the agreement she was working on occupied every inch of her brain and her concentration. It was after eight by the time she finally quit for the night and trudged down to her car.
“You work too many hours,” the security guard admonished her.
“Sometimes not enough,” she laughed. “This organization keeps me busy.”
“Just so you take time for yourself.”
“Oh, I do. Believe me!” She swallowed a little grin.
At home she undressed but instead of a nightgown or sleep shirt she put on yoga pants and a tee shirt. She was just too restless to get into bed. With a glass of wine in hand, she tried to settle in front of the television but after flipping through all the channels she couldn’t find one thing to watch.
“Face it,” she told herself. “You know exactly where you want to be.”
And she did. Waiting for Beau at his house, no matter how late he got there was that place. She was sure Babs would set her up in one of the guest rooms and she’d hang out in the great room until he got home. Hastily she threw a few things in an overnight bag and grabbed the next day’s clothes from the closet. In seconds she was on her way.
The guard at the gate recognized her by now and waved her on through. When she pulled up to the gate at Beau’s she was surprised to see the house lit up like a Christmas tree. There was also a strange car parked off to the side. What the hell? Carrying her purse and other stuff from the car she rang the doorbell. She heard loud female voices inside and then the door opened. Babs stood there looking more frazzled than Sarah had ever seen her.
“What’s going on, Babs? What’s the matter?”
A woman appeared in the foyer behind Babs. Tall and leggy, with a cascade of dark hair and the tightest shorts and tee shirt Sarah had seen in a long time. She might have been pretty except for the ugly expression she wore.
“Nothing’s the matter,” she snapped, “if this bitch would just get the hell out of the way.”
Sarah saw fire blaze in Babs’ eyes. “I told you, Mr. Perini left no such instructions with me, so you’ll have to leave.” She looked at Sarah. “You should probably run for your life here, but please come in.”
She stood aside for Sarah to enter, practically knocking over the other woman.
The first thing Sarah spotted were the suitcases in the foyer. She lifted her eyebrows and looked at Babs.
“Meet Lacey Everhart.” Her voice was thick with disgust.
“It’s Lacey Perini and don’t you forget it” Lacey glared at both of them.
Oo-kay. This was Beau’s ex-wife. The one nobody had a good word to say about. What on earth was she doing here? Beau had been very explicit about their situation, careful to explain it, including the custody.
“I don’t want any secrets between us,” he’d told her over and over again.
Yet here this woman was. Somehow she’d gotten past both the front security and the electronic gate at the house, and just walked right in. What was that all about? Sarah gave Babs a questioning look.
“Trust me, she’s not welcome,” the woman said in an angry tone of voice. “When I heard the key I thought it was Beau coming home. Shocked the hell out of me. I was just about to throw her out.
Sarah carefully set her overnight bag down with her purse and laid her outfit for the next day over the back of a chair. Then she turned to face Beau’s ex. Not a pleasant site. She might have been pretty when Beau met her but that beauty had long fled. Hard lines were carved into a face that showed the ravages of drugs and alcohol. She had tried to disguise it with makeup that was so thick Sarah wondered if she’d slapped it on with a trowel. It was made worse by the expression of absolute rage she wore.
She fisted her hands on her hips and glared at Sarah. “You might just as well get your big ass out of here, sweetheart, because fun time with Beau is over. We’re reconciling, in case he didn’t tell you.”
Behind the woman Babs was shaking her head.
Sarah forced as much calm into her voice as she could. “I believe if that was the truth he would have told me himself.”
“Oh, yeah?” Lacey sneered. “Well, try this on for size. He told you not to come here tonight, right?”
Sarah just stared at her.
“That’s because he’s coming home earlier than he told you and asked me to be here for him.”
For a moment Sarah’s stomach muscles tightened. He had told her that. He’d said he’d see her in the morning. And…he’d come home early, just like Lacey had said he would.
Had he really planned to spend the night with Lacey and then act with her, Sarah, as if nothing was wrong? Or was breakfast the time he would tell her it was over? Wait, no. He’d said they’d spend tomorrow night together. Something wasn’t quite right her. But then, what about the damn codes and the key? She and Beau had divorced long before he moved to Tampa.
“Cat got your tongue?” Lacey’s sharp words cut the air.
“No.” Babs broke in, her voice was like ice. “But I wish it would get yours. I don’t know how you got the codes to get in here, or the key to the house, but if you value your life you’ll get gone before Mr. Perini gets back.” She took a step toward Lacey. “And I mean now.”
“Beau,” she stressed the word, “gave them to me. He expects me to be waiting for him when he gets home. So you’d better get out of the way or you’re fired.”
“You don’t scare me,” Babs sneered. “I chew up people like you and spit them out before breakfast.”
“Then just go away.” She turned back to Sarah. “And you. Get yourself out of my house. I’m going upstairs to see Toby. My baby.” She wrinkled her face into a sad expression. “I haven’t been able to see my baby in such a long time. Mean Beau won’t let me.”
“Over my dead body.” Babs planted herself right in Lacey’s path. “And you’d damn well better hope he doesn’t wake up.”
“If Beau is so mean, why do you even want to be with him?” Sarah asked out of curiosity.
“Because he’s got a fat checkbook and she gets her picture in the paper.” Babs spat the words.
“Because we belong together,” Lacey contradicted.
Sarah felt as if she’d fallen down a rat hole and couldn’t find her way out. She watched Babs reach to take Lacey’s arm and what? Drag her outside? But at that moment the door opened and Beau walked in. It was obvious he was tired and stressed out and the scene that greeted him wasn’t going to improve his mood. He stared at Lacey as if seeing an apparition.
Lacey gave him a wide-eyed stare, pasted on a huge smile and leaped toward him. “Hi, sweet thing. I came here to wait just like you asked. But these, um, mean people wanted me to leave. Tell them it’s okay.”
She tried to plaster herself to his body but he had a garment bag over one shoulder and was holding his suitcase with the other hand.
Sarah looked at Beau. His face was a hard, expressionless mask, but she didn’t know if it was because Lacey had shown up or because she, Sarah, had crashed his secret little party. She also realized, looking at her watch, that Lacey had been dead on. He was home much earlier than he’d expected. So had he and Lacey really planned this little party? Was it her he was angry with?
He finally set his luggage down and closed his hands over Lacey’s upper arms, setting her away from him.
“Sarah.” He spoke her name without looking at her. “I’ll ask you to do me a big favor. Please go home. I’ll call you but for right now? Just please go.”
A sick feeling welled up in her stomach and every drop of blood in her veins turned to ice.
“Don’t bother.” She picked up her luggage. “I’ll be busy. And so, it seems, are you.”
“Sarah,” Babs began.
Sarah just shook her head and made as dignified an exit as she could. She was proud of the fact that she showed not one drop of emotion. Not during the awful scene at Beau’s, or on the way home with the wind blowing through her hair or even when she was inside her condo.
Had she done it again? Thought she had something real with a man only to have it fall apart? No, wait. Babs had reiterated the fact he never brought women around, that she was an exception. Beau had told her that Lacey wasn’t a factor in Toby’s life. Maybe she needed a few more facts here.
She slipped into her yoga pants and tee again, poured herself a glass of wine and curled up on the couch. She waited for the tears to come but her eyes were dry as the desert. Maybe she’d passed beyond that. Or maybe she was just condemned to carry this cement sack of pain and betrayal around with her for the rest of her life. She had taken a chance on Beau and it had all turned to crap. What did she do now? The only way she could get away from him was to quit her job with the Sharks and she had no intention of doing that. She’d already let one man do it to her and she had no intentions of being in that situation ever again.
Sitting there in the dark, drinking wine, she replayed every minute of the previous two weeks in her mind, looking for clues. Trying to see if she’d misread anything. But how could you misread the incredible sex they’d had? There was so much emotion in it. That she was sure of. They’d had fun together, learning all the little things about each other.
So what had she missed?
Maybe nothing.
Okay, she was a very smart sophisticated woman who needed to get some real answers. Maybe Lacey had this all set up and Beau knew nothing about it. Maybe he had really meant every single thing he’d said. And maybe she should give him a chance to explain. She wasn’t young and foolish any more. And if she really wanted to make this thing, whatever it was, with Beau work she at least should give him the opportunity to explain.
Okay, she’d wait to see if he still showed up to take her to breakfast, in the morning. If he did, she’d listen to what he had to say. She owed that much to both of them. She was finally smart enough to realize things weren’t always the way they seemed.
Be smart, Sarah. Be daring. Take a chance. Listen to his side.
Finally, when both the wine and her thoughts gave her a headache, she undressed for the third time, yanked on her sleep shirt and crawled into bed. She was finally pushing herself over the edge into sleep when her doorbell rang, followed by heaving knocking on her door.
What the hell?
“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she shouted as she walked barefoot and bare-assed down the hall.
The pounding and bell ringing continued. She looked through the security peephole and took a step back. Beau? Here? At oh-dark-whatever? Raking her hand through her hair she undid the locks on the door and pulled it open. He nearly fell into the foyer.
“Beau? What is going on?”
 
 
 
 
 
Beau knew he’d taken a big risk coming over here like this. He was afraid, though, if he called first Sarah would hang up on him. Getting rid of Lacey had taken some doing, especially when he forcibly escorted her out to her car. What a nasty scene that had been, especially when he threatened to have the cops come and haul her off.
All the way over here he’d alternately prayed and beaten himself up for his stupidity. He had no idea what he’d find at Sarah’s but he was determined to deal with whatever was going on. He couldn’t lose her. That just wasn’t an option.
At least she’d opened the door for him. The sight of her rumpled in her sleep shirt made his cock stand at attention. He sent it an urgent message to stand down. This wasn’t the time for sex, not until he made her understand what was going on and how he felt about her.
He took a good look at her, framed in the doorway. She hadn’t been crying, thank god, but he didn’t know if that was a good sign or a bad one. Hopefully she was so mad tears weren’t an option. Anger he could deal with more easily. He didn’t mind pissing her off, he just didn’t want to break her heart. He wanted to haul her into his arms and kiss her but he had shit to take care of first.
“I know it’s late,” he began, “but no way could I wait until morning. Please can I come in, Sarah? Please? I’ll get down on my knees and beg if that’s what it takes, but I need to tell you what that was all about.” And he definitely would do that.
She stared at him for a long time, obviously trying to get a read on him. He knew he was a mess. His clothes probably looked like he’d slept in them and his hair was unkempt. He hadn’t taken the time to put himself together after the confrontation with Lacey. He’d barely been able to keep himself from killing her. Then the big messy scene getting her out of the house.
Fuck. Not what he needed after five hard days, when all he’d wanted was to take Sarah in his arms.
“Please?” he begged again, anguish swirling inside him.
She hauled in a deep breath and slowly let it out.
“Okay. Yes. Because I’d really like to hear whatever you have to say.” She walked ahead of him into the living room, flicking on a couple of lamps then turning when she heard the door close. “How about some coffee? Or would you rather have a drink?”
“I’m pretty sure alcohol is the last thing I need although getting drunk might help wipe away what happened at the house. But I will take coffee. Thanks.”
While she brewed two cups in her single serving coffee maker, he stood looking out the big window in the living room. He was willing to bargain with the devil himself if it meant getting her back.
“Here you go,” she told him in a soft voice, handing him a mug.
He took the coffee from her. “Thank you.”
“Would you like to sit down?” she asked, oh so politely.
“No.” He shook his head then took a swallow of the hot liquid, hoping it would clear his brain and help him focus. “But I’d appreciate it if you did. It will make this easier.”
Something flashed across her face. Pain? Anger? And all his fault. Damn Lacey for doing this and damn him for not laying it all out for Sarah in the beginning.
“If you like.” She sounded the way she might speak to a stranger.
Fuck.
She curled herself into a corner of the couch, sipped at her coffee and looked at him expectantly.
Where to start? Jesus, what a mess.
“First of all,” he began “what you saw at the house tonight had no basis in reality. I want you to know that right from the start. I’m just so sorry you got caught in a messy situation.”
“Messy situation,” she repeated. “That’s an interesting description of what happened.”
“It’s the damn truth.” He began pacing back and forth, unable to stand still. “I should have told you everything about Lacey to begin with.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “You should have.” She cocked her head. “So why didn’t you?”
“Because I was a coward.”
She frowned. “A coward? I don’t understand.”
Another slug of coffee. More pacing. Finally he set the mug down and shoved his hands in the pockets of his slacks.
”I didn’t tell you because I was embarrassed about the whole thing. Ashamed.”
Sarah lifted her eyebrows. “Ashamed? Embarrassed?” she repeated. “About what?”
“That I’d been stupid enough to marry a brainless gold digger like Lacey Everhart.” And wasn’t that just the uncomfortable reality. For a man who thought he was so smart he’d been pretty fucking stupid. “I don’t really have much of an excuse. I was beating myself up for walking out on you the way I did in New Orleans. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I couldn’t stop dreaming about you every damn night. That one night was so incredible I couldn’t get it out of my head.”
“And?” she prompted.
“And I’m not really the playboy type. Once I got my feet under me, got really established in the NFL, I wanted to get married, have a home and a family. It’s what I’ve always wanted, not the kind of party life some of the guys seem to live for.”
“Isn’t that what you got?”
“Oh, yeah. Right.” He snorted. “I guess I got what I deserved, marriage to a lush who slept with anything in pants when I wasn’t around. Someone who spent my money like I was printing it in the basement and thought she deserved a reward for giving birth to a child she then ignored.”
“Not the happy little family, I guess.” There was no mistaking the edge to her voice.
“Far from it.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I’d just caught her in bed with my backup on the team, the most recent in a long line of playmates. And Babs clued me in to how she was around Toby, either being mean or ignoring him altogether. That was the frosting on the cake.” He reached for his mug, looked into it and discovered it empty and set it down again. “I wanted it with you, Sarah. Lacey was a poor substitute and I guess I deserved whatever I got.”
“I’ll get some more coffee.” Sarah started to rise from the couch.
“No.” He held up a hand. “I’m fine. No, not fine,” he corrected himself, “but I don’t think I should drink more coffee.”
She was silent for a long moment. “That must all have been so devastating for you, Beau,” she said at last. “
He relaxed an infinite amount when her voice sounded softer, warmer.
“And humiliating.” he went on. “All the world could see how stupid I’d been.” He clenched his fists then relaxed them. He hadn’t let any grass grow under his feet that time. “But one thing money can buy you is a damn good lawyer.” He started pacing again. “Mine was a shark. Before I could blink I was divorced, Lacey had a hefty property settlement and I had sole custody of Toby.”
“Lucky for him,” she said.
He could almost see a smile on her face. Still, he knew he was not out of the woods here yet. Far from it.
“The divorce decree stipulated she have no contact with him,” he went on, rubbing the back of his neck to ease some of the tension there. “I guess when he’s old enough I can tell him the truth and he can decide for himself if he wants to get to know her. But in the meantime she gets nowhere near him or the money faucet shuts off. And that’s the last thing she wants.”
“So what was tonight all about? Please help me understand.”
“Lacey is desperate, apparently more so than usual. She gets her money as a monthly allowance, otherwise she’d blow the whole thing. Apparently she’s gotten herself deep in debt and wanted back on the gravy train.” He shuddered. “I’d shoot myself first.”
“But she knew—“
“The codes. And she had keys. I know, I know.” He looked off at a point somewhere, anywhere but at her. A bitter taste washed into his mouth. He’d been shocked and disappointed when he’d gotten the answer to that question. Someone was going to lose their job and their head over it.
“So how—“
Beau held out his hand, palm out, silently asking her to finish listening to him. “Here’s another kick in the pants. I learned she’s been fucking Rich, the guy from my agent’s office who handles some of my stuff, like this trip. He got everything for her. Even called to tell her I got out of the dinner tonight so I’d be home earlier than I expected.” The anger he felt about that, the sense of betrayal, still boiled angrily in his system. He forced himself to push that aside, turn and look at Sarah. God, she was just so beautiful, so real, so…so…everything.
He could see his words shocked her.
“How awful to be betrayed like that by someone you trust.”
“No shit. He’ll be lucky if he gets a job picking up trash after this. Anyway, he overheard me talking to you on the phone so he knew I had no plans to see you tonight. That left the coast clear for her to do her dirty work.”
Sarah wrinkled her forehead. “But she had no idea I’d be coming to the house. So what was her Plan B?”
“Get this.” Beau rubbed his face again, as if he could wipe everything away. “She actually planned to call you and say she was phoning for me and you should just come on ahead.”
“I just made it easier for her.” Sarah uncurled her legs, leaned forward and placed her coffee mug on the low table, the liquid now gone cold. “I wouldn’t have done it, you know. Come if she’d called me. You’d never have someone contact me that way. You’d do it yourself.”
“But she didn’t know that.” Beau stopped and pulled her up from the couch so she was facing him. Just the contact of his hands against her soft skin sent a blast of heat through him. It also anchored him. He felt as if he was fighting for his life here. He couldn’t lose her, not after just finding her again. “When I saw your car out front I thought, Damn! Sarah’s here. Thank god, because that’s the only face I want to see right now.”
“Didn’t you see the other car?” she asked.
He nodded. “Yeah, but it looks a lot like Babs’ car. I thought for some reason she’d left it parked outside.”
Her lips formed a round O.
He stroked his thumbs over her cheekbones. “Do you believe me? Please, Sarah, say that you do.”
“First tell me what happens next with Lacey.”
A hard look came over his face. “I told her if she didn’t get the hell out of my house I’d call the cops and have them arrest her for trespassing. My attorney’s in court first thing in the morning to get a restraining order. She’ll have to stay away from Toby. Me and you as well. Violate the order, go to jail.”
He looked directly into her eyes, trying to read whatever was in there. Did she believe him? Would she give him another chance or just kick his ass to kingdom come? Couldn’t she see how desperate he was?
When she didn’t say anything panic raced through him. “Sarah, I am so damn sorry this mess spilled over onto you. I should have told you at the beginning.”
“Yes,” she agreed, ”you should have.” And then she smoothed her palm over one of his cheeks as if she could wipe away the mess. “But at least you did now.”
“I did and I’ll never keep anything from you again. I love you so much.” He brushed a soft kiss over her lips. “Take a chance on me, Sarah. I want you to take a chance.”
He could hardly breathe while he waited for her answer.
“You know,” she said in that soft voice, “when I saw you at Sharks headquarters and learned you were on the team, I wondered if Fate had brought us together here in Tampa, and that Fate meant for us to be together.”
Then she smiled, and in that expression was everything he’d been hoping for and been too afraid to even expect.
“So I’ll take that dare, Mr. Football Hero, and dare you right back. How could I not?”
“Thank god,” he breathed.
Then wrapped his arms around her and took her mouth in a kiss that scorched him to the soles of his feet. He’d spend the rest of his life telling her how much he loved her, starting with this kiss.
“Wow!” she said, blinking, when he lifted his head. “Just wow.”
“You’re not kidding.” He vowed then and there never to do anything stupid to endanger their relationship again, and to keep anything from ever spoiling it.
“I can hardly wait to tell Toby,” he went on, tracing the curve of her jawline with the tip of one finger. “Maybe we can get started pretty soon on getting him a little brother or sister.” Then he sobered. “If that’s what you want, I mean. I want whatever you want.”
“We’ll work it out together,” she assured him.
“I know your job is important and—“
She touched her fingertips to his mouth. “Lots of mothers have careers today and are excellent moms to their children. We’ll manage, especially with Babs.”
“Well, all right then!” he exulted, sweeping her up in his arms. “I think we need to take this discussion to the bedroom to celebrate. And later today, when I’m better prepared, I have a very important question to ask you.”
She gently bit his lower lip. “And the answer will be yes.”
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People ask me all the time if I always wanted to be a writer. I don’t know if “always” is the word but certainly for all the years I can remember. I was a voracious reader, as were my mother and sister, and books held a royal place in our home. The funny thing is I always thought I would write mysteries because that’s what we all read. I didn’t read my first romance until 2004, when I was sitting with the same three chapters of a mystery on my computer that had been there for three months. But then my eyes were opened and they never closed.
Submitting that first book was scary, but after a lot of rejections you stop being scared and become determined I’m glad I never gave up, because I am having the most fun in my life I have ever had. (Well, maybe not ever! LOL!) So here I am, with all these titles under my belt.
Writing a book is a solitary experience but it never comes to the bookshelves, virtual or other, alone. For me it starts with my treasured friend and beta reader extraordinaire, Margie Hager, who has the best eagle eye in the world. Thank you, Margie my love, for all the hours you put in to help me bring my stories to life. And for your friendship, which is a highlight of my life. And to Janet Rodman who always looks out for me.
Then there is my family. Do they read my books? Absolutely not! But they are the best public relations team in the world. From my daughter Amy who tells all her clients about me to my son Steve who makes sure he tells everyone he knows when I have a book released to my younger daughter Suzanne who is my good right hand and my granddaughter Kayla who is my wonderful left hand. Guys, I could not do it without you. If you see me at a convention, Suzanne will not be far from my side.
My cats, of course, keep me company while I write. And you all have seen pictures of Bast at the keyboard with me. She thinks she should get co-author credit!
Thanks to all the people who let me pester them for information, on all the different topics I tackle, from SEALs to Force Recon Marines to Delta Force soldiers to the local sheriff to the people at Beretta and the folks at the San Antonio Stock Show and Rodeo. I’m sure I’ve forgotten someone and, if I have, I am so sorry because the time you continue to give me is very special.
Last but very far from least are all of you, my wonderful readers, who send me such great emails and posts and are so faithful. A special shoutout to Phuong Phen, Fedora Chen, Shirley Long and Patricia Sager who have been with me since my journey started and in frustrating times give me the inspiration to push ahead.
I love you so much. You are my extended family and I send you all many hugs.
There are a lot more stories to come. Please stay tuned.
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