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PRAISE FOR AUTHOR

Nona Raines

AND HER BOOKS

“She has found a place on my auto-buy list and I look forward to reading all I can by her in the future.”

~Sarah L., Romancing the Book

HER PERFECT MAN

“Fabulous book! That is the best way to describe this read.”

~Molly, Coffee Beans and Love Scenes

TAKE THIS MAN

“The writing was smooth, the sex hot and the ending satisfying…This book does not disappoint.”

~Dianthus, Long & Short Reviews

ONE GOOD MAN

“It’s sweet, hot, romantic, sexy, fun, and funny. Once I started I could not put it down.”

~Michelle, Romance in Review


Chapter One

Watch Your Step. That was what the little sign read. She’d seen it a million times. But today, Blaise Blankenship wasn’t watching. She was rummaging for her bus pass in her overstuffed purse. Her foot caught on the riser and down she went on her hands and knees. “Oof!”

Her purse spilled, and items flew everywhere on the floor of the bus. Loose change, pens, even an errant tampon rolled out. Her cheeks hot, Blaise snatched it and stuffed it back in her purse. As soon as she got home, her first chore would be reorganizing the jumble.

She scrambled to her feet while the driver and another passenger helped pick up her things. The driver frowned, his concern obvious as he handed her some coins. “You all right, Blaise?”

Except for a sore knee and some wounded pride, sure. She sighed. “I’m fine, Larry. Thanks.”

“Uh, miss.” Someone tapped her shoulder. She turned to find an olive-complexioned man with eyes the rich color of coffee beans looking at her. His strong nose fit the rest of his masculine features, as did the hint of a cleft in his chin. She flushed again, though not from embarrassment. The quick eye contact stirred feelings that had been slumbering—more like hibernating—for quite a while.

Blaise smiled. “Hello.”

The man smiled and held out her wallet. “You dropped this.”

“Oh. Yes. Thank you.” Sure she was bright red now, she swiveled away and pulled the bus pass from her purse. As she showed it to Larry, she caught his knowing look and gave him a mock glare. “Not one word out of you.”

He chuckled softly while she backed into her usual spot, the first seat behind the driver. Because of her preferred seating, Larry often joked that she was the official greeter for Bus 158. She’d taken this route so often going to and from work that she knew all the regulars.

But when Blaise sat, it wasn’t the hard plastic bus seat under her behind. She’d settled on someone’s thighs. She yelped and jumped up as though her ass were on fire. She whirled to see the dark-eyed man, who looked as surprised as she felt.

Well, if she looked like that, she looked pretty freaking funny. Blaise burst into laughter. Just what she needed to end her day. “I’m sorry,” she said, once she’d caught her breath. “We were almost really close friends there for a minute.”

His mouth quirked with amusement. “No apology needed. It’s not every day a pretty lady sits on my lap.”

Silly, but the pretty lady thing gave her butterflies. How long had it been since a man actually noticed her, much less gave her a compliment? She was forty-four years old. Though she was in good shape and no gray hair had yet sprung through her auburn mop, at her age the compliments came few and far between.

Or maybe it was the flicker in his eyes that made her stomach flutter. Had that been a spark of interest?

More likely sexual deprivation making you imagine things that aren’t there.

“Not your day, huh, Blaise?” Larry eyed her in the rearview mirror as she took an open seat up front.

“Guess not.” Her smile felt lopsided, but she didn’t know how to fix it.

It wasn’t like her to second-guess herself. Blaise was very happy with her life in Summit, New York. She had a cozy little apartment, a job she loved, and a beautiful daughter of whom she was very proud. She even had said daughter’s upcoming wedding to look forward to. There was nothing to complain of and much to give her joy.

She even enjoyed taking the bus to and from work every day. As the “official greeter,” Blaise often said hello to folks she’d come to know. She’d ask Mrs. Petrelli about her son in the Air Force, chat with Eddie about his courses at the community college, and listen to Mr. Weedemeyer’s stories about his dog Sam. The regulars on Bus 158 were a bit like family.

Of course, no one was more important than her daughter Ashlynn. Though the courtship was something of a whirlwind romance, Blaise was thrilled that Ashlynn had found her soul mate. The light-hearted hairdresser, Desiree, was a perfect complement to Blaise’s sometimes-too-serious librarian daughter. They made a delightful couple.

Ashlynn was embarking on a new phase of life, and Blaise, though thrilled for her, felt a bit at sea. As a single mother, her whole world had revolved around her daughter. But now Ashlynn had found someone who would come first in her life. As it should be. Still, there was a plaintive little voice inside Blaise that cried, “What happens now? What happens to me?”

As the vehicle stopped to discharge and take on passengers, she turned her head and found the dark-eyed man watching her. More flutters in her middle. She smiled, then looked away, feeling unaccountably shy. He was well dressed in a suit and tie, an expensive-looking briefcase beside him. When she dared another glance from the corner of her eye, he was looking out the window. As if he sensed her, he turned and their gazes locked.

This time she felt more than a flutter. A thrill rippled straight to her sex. Oh God. As though he knew the effect he had on her, the man smiled. She chickened out first and broke the connection. Then she gasped and quickly tugged the bell cord. She’d almost forgotten her errand.

Larry rolled up to the curb. “This isn’t your stop.”

She slipped her purse strap up to her shoulder. “I want to stop in at the Tattered Page before the shop closes. Have a good weekend, Larry. See you Monday.”

She hurried down the steps and gave a little wave as the bus doors closed. For a fleeting moment, her gaze connected once more with the stranger’s. He wasn’t a regular, so she’d probably never see him again. The bus pulled away, and Blaise felt a little twinge of loss.

****

She loved the used bookstore. Loved how the bell jingled when she opened the door, the slightly musty odor of the old books, the narrow aisles and high shelves crammed with books. Though things were a tight fit, comfy chairs were squeezed into corners so readers could sit and enjoy. The Tattered Page was cozy, not cramped. The atmosphere intimate. Just stepping inside put Blaise at ease.

Today, though, her thoughts were back on the bus with the dark-eyed stranger. He’d been a rarity in her well-ordered, day-to-day life. Something unexpected. Exciting.

A white-haired gentleman stood behind a large mahogany desk. “Hello, Blaise.”

“Hello, Mr. Miłosc. I got your postcard. My book’s come in?”

“Indeed, it has.” Though the proprietor had a telephone, he preferred to send handwritten postcards to customers, informing them the special books they’d ordered had arrived. He turned and perused a cluttered shelf behind him. “Ah, here it is.”

She smiled as she lightly smoothed the cover. Little Women by Louisa May Alcott, with illustrations by Jessie Wilcox Smith. Just touching the book inspired warm memories of the evenings spent reading it with Ashlynn.

“That’s the correct edition, I trust?”

“Yes. Absolutely. And it’s in great shape. Thanks so much. How much do I owe you?”

As Mr. Miłosc took her cash and counted out the change, Blaise pictured her daughter’s reaction to the gift. Though she’d already bought the engaged couple something from their wedding registry, the book was a personal gift for Ashlynn alone. A special token of a mother’s love.

Her purchase completed, she strolled among the stacks, luxuriating in the freedom to browse. Though the shelves looked jumbled, Mr. Miłosc had items arranged by category. It didn’t take her long to drift to her favorite section.

Silly at her age to feel embarrassed about enjoying erotica. After all, she was past—far past—the age of consent. Maybe the embarrassment came not from reading but from knowing these books were as close as she’d get to sexy times in real life.

Nothing kept her from dating again if she wanted to. The question was, did she want to? She was happy with her life. Still, it would be lovely to have someone to go to the movies and dinner with, someone to laugh with, to call late at night when she just wanted to talk. Someone to hold, who’d hold her, too.

Someone like the handsome man on the bus. For a moment, she allowed herself the fantasy of sinking into his arms, leaning against his broad chest, inhaling his clean, soapy aroma.

Good God, Blaise, what’s your problem? Daydreaming about a man you spent ten minutes with on the bus.

She should try dating again, but it had always been such a hassle, she wasn’t sure it was worth the effort. Dressing up to meet someone for coffee or a meal, trying to make conversation, trying to find that special spark. So much work for something that usually fizzled out after the first or second meeting.

Maybe she was too out of practice. Or maybe she’d used up all her chances.

She scanned the shelves. Mr. Miłosc didn’t stock pornography. All the titles on the shelf were quality erotica, with authors she recognized—Bocaccio, John Cleland, D.H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, Anais Nin. And of course, the ever popular Anonymous.

She pulled a book from the shelf. One she hadn’t seen before. Cupid’s Delight. Hmm. She flipped to the first page.

And jumped when a hand tapped her shoulder. The book slipped from her hand and fell to the floor. She turned to find herself staring into the coffee-colored eyes of the man from the bus.

His expression was apologetic. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No, uh, no, I’m just—” To cover her sudden case of tangle-tongue, she bent to retrieve the book. He did the same and their heads collided. “Ow!”

“Shit,” he muttered. “I mean, sorry.” He held her arm to steady her as she righted herself. “Are you all right?”

She rubbed the sore spot over her forehead. Yep, there’d be a bump for sure. “I’m fine.” The silliness of the situation hit, and laughter bubbled out of her. “You’ve got one hard head!”

His face relaxed as he laughed, too. “So I’ve been told. Yours is a pretty tough coconut, too.” A shiver passed through her as their laughter subsided, and his expression turned serious. “Your book.” When he handed her Cupid’s Delight, she blinked. She’d completely forgotten about it.

He fished a keychain from his pocket and jingled it in front of her. “And your keys.”

Blaise’s mouth fell open. “Oh, my gosh.”

They were hers, all right. The key chain with the big red heart, a gift years ago from Ashlynn. “How did you…where…?”

“They fell out of your purse on the bus. I didn’t even see them until you’d gotten off. The bus driver told me that you were heading here.”

“Thank you so much. You saved me a huge hassle.” Nothing more embarrassing than needing to ask her landlord to let her in her own apartment. She took the keys and slipped them into her purse, making sure it was securely zipped.

“You’re welcome.” Silence lengthened between them. Even though there was no further reason for the stranger to stay, he lingered. His gaze roamed the stacks. “Interesting place. I enjoy book shops, but I’ve never been here before.”

“It’s one of my favorite spots. I love to come and browse, just sit and read.”

“I read so much for my job, I’ve gotten out of the habit of reading for enjoyment. I miss it.” He pulled a book from the shelf and showed her the spine. Lady Chatterley’s Lover. “This is one of my favorites.”

Suddenly, it became difficult to breathe. “Yes.” She forced the word through her constricted throat. “That’s an amazing novel.”

Constance Chatterley could only find sexual fulfillment with gamekeeper Oliver Mellors. This man, whoever he was, would make a perfect Mellors.

And she would be Lady Chatterley?

As he stood holding the D.H. Lawrence volume, Blaise imagined his large hands stroking her, caressing her body. She quivered, her panties moistening.

Look away, look away!

Quickly, she redirected her gaze to his face. His lips quirked in a little smile. Oh, God, had he guessed where her thoughts had wandered? “Umm, I take the bus all the time, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before.”

He nodded. “I usually drive to work and back, but my car’s in the shop and I couldn’t catch a ride with anyone, so…” He extended his hand. “I’m Guy, by the way.”

“Hi, I’m Blaise.” When they shook hands, she again flashed to the image of him touching her in more intimate ways.

He replaced Lady Chatterley on the shelf. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your reading.” He nodded at her book. “Cupid’s Delight. I’m not familiar with that one. Any good?”

Blood rushed to her cheeks. Oh Blaise, don’t be a baby. She cleared her throat, flustered by the feelings this man brought out in her. “Too early to tell. I haven’t started it.”

“It sounds intriguing, doesn’t it?” His gaze held hers and excitement fizzed through her.

She swallowed hard and nodded. “I think so, too.”

With a tilt of his head, Guy indicated the red velvet loveseat wedged into the corner. “Maybe we could sit, read it together.”

Her breath hitched, and her heart thumped so hard she’d have been surprised if he couldn’t see her blouse flutter. Had this man actually asked to read erotica with her? Yes.

And was she going to agree? Yes!


Chapter Two

His hand warm against her lower back, he guided her to a loveseat. When they sat, only a few inches of space separated them. Blaise shimmied to the right to widen the gap, but the armrest stopped her. There was no more room, nowhere to go.

Not that she was afraid of Guy. There was nothing threatening in his gentle smile and soft gaze. Rather, her own strong reactions frightened her. She wondered how old he was. The laugh lines at the corners of his eyes indicated he was in his thirties. He’s younger than me. How much younger?

But what did it matter? They were only sitting. Almost touching.

A light film of perspiration formed at her hairline. Did the room suddenly grow warmer, or was her temperature on the rise?

He nodded to the book on her lap. “Would you like to start?”

Once again, she’d forgotten it. Blaise opened the book. By God, I’m not going to chicken out now.

The book, written sometime in the Victorian era, purported to be an autobiographical account of the author’s own adventures, studying various erotic techniques and practicing them with his many lovers. Blaise couldn’t help but think some fictional license and not a little braggadocio were involved if in fact the book was at all true. If this Anonymous, whoever he was, was half as active as he claimed, he put Casanova to shame.

But it really didn’t matter. As she read about the technique called Heart of the Rose, Blaise’s voice lowered. Somehow, that safe space between her and Guy had disappeared. Without realizing, they’d drawn closer to each other. Her hip pressed against his. As he leaned in, reading the book over her shoulder, his breath stirred her hair and felt warm on her cheek.

Her voice stuttered, then stopped altogether when his hand fell lightly on her knee.

The sound of someone loudly clearing his throat caused them both to pull back—Blaise abruptly, her heart thumping as though she’d been caught doing something shameful. Guy withdrew slowly, as if reluctant to remove his hand.

Mr. Miłosc approached, carrying a tray with three small wine glasses. He handed a glass to Blaise, another to Guy, and kept the third himself. Tucking the tray under his arm, he said. “I thought you might enjoy this.”

The glasses held golden liquor with a slightly spicy aroma. Blaise felt a bit tipsy just inhaling it.

Mr. Miłosc lifted his glass. “Na zdrowie. To your health.”

Blaise returned the sentiment in English and took a sip. The rich, sweet flavor of honey rolled over her tongue. She gave Mr. Miłosc a questioning look.

“Krupnik,” he explained. “A very old Polish recipe.”

Blaise licked her lips. “Delicious.”

“Enjoy.” Mr. Miłosc smiled and returned to the front of the store.

She and Guy enjoyed the sweet liqueur in silence, taking small sips, letting the flavor roll around their mouths and fill their senses. Though the portions were small, Blaise began to feel a pleasant buzz. Whether from the krupnik or her companion’s powerful presence, she didn’t know.

When their glasses were empty, Guy placed them both on the floor. With a smile, he touched the book resting on Blaise’s lap. “Shall we continue?”

His hand so close to her intimate parts sent a charge through her. Before she had a chance to speak, the lights at the front of the bookstore flicked off, then on, signaling the shop was about to close.

Blaise blinked in surprise. Guy gave her a rueful smile. “I think we’re being asked to leave.”

“Ah.” She stood reluctantly, gathering her purse and Little Women, her heart heavy with disappointment. She didn’t want to go, didn’t want to say goodbye to Guy. As he followed her through the narrow stacks, the lights flicked off above and behind them.

His touch was feather light on her shoulder. She hesitated, then found herself being turned as Guy’s strong arms slipped around her. In the darkness of the narrow space between the shelves, he pulled her close. They were breast to chest as he lowered his mouth to hers. Blaise savored the heat of his breath, the softness of his lips, and sweet residue of the krupnik.

She slid her free hand up his back, feeling his strength even through his suit coat, opening her mouth to the gentle insistence of his tongue. He crushed her to him, their tongues caressing and playing, their breaths mingling. Her breasts ached, her nipples puckered, and her pussy warmed and softened. Blaise would have happily remained in his arms for hours, kissing him.

But time was against them. Guy’s shoulders were stiff, his arms tense as he pulled away, as though he too was reluctant to break their contact. Trembling, Blaise slumped against the tall shelf for support, her legs rubbery. Her head whirled.

Guy touched her shoulder again, gently nudging her, urging her to move. What for? Oh. Yes. Time to leave. Time to go home.

In silence, they made their way to Mr. Miłosc’s desk. Guy held out the copy of Cupid’s Delight. “If it’s not too late, I’d like to purchase this.”

The shop owner nodded. “Very well.”

Blaise watched the transaction, her hopes deflating. Guy had purchased the book they’d shared. Who will he be sharing it with next?

She felt ridiculous lingering by the door, waiting for him. Waiting for what? There’d been a spark, and if they’d had more time, who knew what might have happened? But their moment was gone now. She should just go home.

Normally, the thought of her comfy little apartment at the end of a long day gave her the warm fuzzies. But tonight she dreaded the thought of sitting alone with only the TV for company.

She opened the door, and he was right behind her. “Blaise.”

They were on the street now. She turned to him, vaguely aware of Mr. Miłosc still inside, locking the door and turning the OPEN sign to CLOSED.

Guy’s eyes held a question. He indicated the book in his hand. “We haven’t finished the chapter.”

A cool wave of relief flooded her. It wasn’t goodbye. “No, we haven’t. I hate stopping in the middle of a chapter.”

He smiled. “So where can we go…to read?”

She marshaled her scattered thoughts. “A block from here. There’s a cocktail lounge at the Hempstead Hotel.”

He offered his arm. “What are we waiting for?”

The Hempstead was an old hotel that dated back to the days when elevators had operators and businessmen could smoke while drinking Manhattans at the bar. The lounge was no meat market with pop music blaring. It was a dimly lit, quiet place where people could stop after work to enjoy conversation with friends or simply unwind with a drink and not be disturbed.

They slipped into a corner booth. Guy laid Cupid’s Delight, with its bright red cover, on the table. Reminding them of why they were here. Keeping the magic connection between them.

A waitress appeared at their table. “What can I get you?”

“Do you have any krupnik?” Blaise asked.

The young server’s brow crinkled. “I don’t…”

“It’s a honey flavored drink,” Guy told her.

She shook her head. “I don’t think we have that.” Then a smile stole across her face. “But maybe I can come up with something.”

She left, and the two of them sat without speaking. The silence was a comfortable cocoon enveloping them, connecting them. There was no need for speech.

A bit later, the waitress returned with two rocks glasses half-filled with an amber liquid. “Honey flavored Kentucky bourbon,” she explained as she served them.

Guy paid the woman, then lifted his glass in a toast.

Blaise followed suit. “What shall we toast?”

“To happy accidents,” he proposed.

“That works for me.” They clinked their glasses, and Blaise took a sip. Though unusually sweet, the drink had the familiar burn of whiskey. Heat spread down her throat to her belly and below.

He touched the book. “Shall we continue?”

She nodded, and Guy opened to the page and began to read. People around them chatted and laughed, going about their business, but she and Guy were in a bubble. No one looked their way. No one paid them any mind. They were in a tiny universe all their own.

Blaise sipped her drink, sliding closer to him in the circular booth. He was so big, so warm. Just being near him made her body heat rise. Perspiration bloomed, and her blouse clung to her skin. Her nipples, hard and achy, poked against her bra. A few words penetrated the haze—something about the Hummingbird’s Kiss—but it wasn’t the story line or the whiskey making her woozy. She was getting drunk on the low, sensual timbre of Guy’s voice.

Soon the words blurred into an incomprehensible buzz in her ears. Her breath slowed as she watched his lips move. She pictured herself kissing them, licking the sweetness from them. Lowering her gaze to his hands, she imagined them touching her. He’d skim the pads of his fingers along her torso, fasten those succulent lips of his on her nipple and pull…

Her pussy responded to the fantasy with an answering pull. She shifted slightly to ease the throb between her thighs. Her movement must have distracted him. His gaze flickered from the page to light on her face and his voice trailed off.

Guy nodded to her empty glass. “Another?”

She’d finished it? When had that happened? “No.” Her tongue felt thick.

“Would you like something else, then?” he asked.

Yes. She knew what exactly she wanted. The question was, did she have the guts to ask?

It’s your last chance. Your last adventure before you become the boring old mother of the bride. Take it. Take it!

Gathering her courage, she took the leap. “Yes.” She placed her hand on his thigh. Underneath her fingers, his muscles tensed. His eyebrows lowered, and his gaze sharpened.

“Yes.” She squeezed his thigh. “I want to get a room. Let’s go upstairs.”


Chapter Three

She waited near the elevator while he got them a room at the front desk. Blaise trembled as they rode up together to the fourth floor. She hadn’t felt this excited and nervous since she was a teenager. Part of her wanted to grab Guy and take him right in the elevator. The other part stood back, shaking her head in confusion. Am I really doing this?

Yes, I am. Now was not the time to lose her nerve.

As though he guessed her thoughts, Guy grasped her hand and squeezed it as he watched the numbers rise on the indicator panel. His touch steadied her even as electric tingles shot through her. This was right. Tonight she’d give herself this gift. She wouldn’t be the bus passenger or the teacher’s aide or the mother of the bride. She’d be Blaise, the woman with sexual needs and desires.

The perfect gentleman, Guy gestured for her to precede him out the elevator. They walked side by side down the hall.

“We’re room four-thirty-nine,” he murmured.

He unlocked the door with the keycard and again allowed her to go first. As she placed her purchase from the Tattered Page on top of a low dresser, she took in the utilitarian furnishings in the small room. The bed, the upholstered side chair, the old-fashioned armoire, all contributed to the retro atmosphere of the Hempstead.

When Guy closed the door behind him, he tossed Cupid’s Delight onto the seat of the chair. She turned to him, and they moved toward each other as though synchronized.

They kissed. His mouth caressed hers gently, patiently, warming her up. Exquisite foreplay. Guy’s lips were the softest, most delicious she’d ever tasted, and she wanted more. In the bookstore, she’d been taken unawares, but now that they had time, she wanted to savor him the way a gourmet would savor a five-star restaurant meal. One tiny bite at a time.

As his tongue brushed hers, Blaise’s control broke. She slid her arms around his neck and boldly pursued his tongue with her own, searching the hot interior of his mouth. Her purse fell to the floor, and this time she didn’t care at all if it spilled. His hands moved to the small of her back, pulling her close.

His cock was hard, prodding her belly, pushing against the fly of his tailored slacks. The sweet spot between her thighs flooded with moisture and quivered, anticipating him. Her nipples were hard, too. Could he feel them through his suit coat, boring against his chest?

They slowly pulled away, though their lips clung. Light-headed, she sucked air into her lungs, unable to break his gaze.

He smiled, then turned serious. “I should tell you, I donated blood not long ago. I’m clean, so you have nothing to worry about on that score.”

“Oh.” The safe sex talk. Though her head was still muzzy, she was grateful he’d raised the subject. “Me, too. I mean, I’m safe, too.” Suddenly, her sense of humor kicked in and she began to laugh. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

His eyebrows flew up and he paused in unfastening his tie. “You haven’t before?”

“Not in years. I’ve become very boring.” Inwardly, she grimaced. That’s right, Blaise. Tell him how boring you are. That’ll really turn him on.

But if her confession troubled him, he didn’t show it. He backed her to the bed as he loosened his tie. A flurry of panic overtook her, and she gestured to the chair where the erotic book lay. “Should we…”

“No.” His intense gaze sent a shimmer of heat through her. “We won’t need it.”

Her nerves melted away. No. They didn’t need any more inspiration. If she was any more inspired, she might come before he even laid a finger on her.

Guy tore off his tie and tossed it on the floor with her purse, as though throwing down the gauntlet. So it was like that. All right. She’d show that she could give as good as she got.

It’s just a hookup.

She unbuttoned her multicolored blouse. No silks or satin in her wardrobe, everything needed to be wash and wear. No way could she dress in anything fancy, working with kids. His suit looked expensive. Whatever his profession, he didn’t have to worry about getting messy during the workday. Was he accustomed to being with women who wore designer fashions and expensive perfumes? Her only perfume came from the soap she showered with every day.

Her blouse fluttered to the floor. Just a hookup. She’d had a few over the years, when the stresses of being a single mother and juggling several jobs had gotten to her. When she’d been able to leave her daughter with someone trustworthy, she’d gone out just to find someone to hold, as the songs went. Someone to help her feel a little less lonely. Short-term partners, brief affairs. She’d been too busy for anything more. Too worried about bringing anyone around her young daughter—wary of predatory men who befriended lonely single moms to gain access to their children.

But those hookups were different. The guys she’d been with then had only wanted to get laid. Any warm, willing body would have sufficed. Guy wanted her. And she wanted him, more than she could remember wanting any man.

She toed off her shoes, then unzipped and pushed down her pants, shimmying out of them. His eyes glinted at the movement, and she threw in an extra little wiggle. She didn’t care that her underwear was unsexy white cotton, didn’t worry about holding in her stomach. Guy looked at her as though she were a goddess.

And he was a god. He was shirtless now, and her hands itched to smooth the bulky muscles of his chest and shoulders, down to his flat stomach. Oh, God. She had no idea what he did for a living, but if he had a desk job, he must spend some time working out. Now, she wanted to suck in her stomach.

But he pulled her close before she had a chance, kissed her again with those magic lips, and reached behind her to unhook her bra.

When the garment came off, Guy gently palmed her breast. Blaise pressed his hand to her. She wanted harder, wanted more, wanted everything. When she clutched the back of his head, their kiss turned ravenous. They possessed each other’s mouths hungrily, licking and nipping, teasing and sucking. Heat surged through her, a line of fire racing down her spine. Her core contracted as he held her even tighter.

She pulled away, drawing in a mouthful of air. She laughed. “No fair. I’m almost naked, but you still have all your clothes on.”

He undid the top button of his shirt. “Well, let’s even things out, then.”

Guy removed his watch and cell phone and placed them on the dresser. With a little grin, he pulled his wallet out of his pocket and extracted several square packets from within. After tossing the wallet on the dresser, he ambled back to the bed.

Blaise, now seated on the bed, plucked the condoms from his hand and laid them on the nightstand. As Guy unbuttoned his shirt, she tore open his belt, unzipped his slacks, and shoved them down his legs, leaving just his shorts. Greedy girl.

He kicked off his shoes and socks, and between the two of them, they managed to get his pants off. They sank back onto the bedspread, kissing once again. Guy trailed his lips down her throat to her collarbone and lower. Blaise hissed and her core clenched as he nuzzled, then kissed her breast, catching her nipple in his mouth, sucking. Need pulsed through her, zipping right to her pussy. She squirmed, running her hands through his hair, over his shoulders.

As he kissed down her stomach, she opened her legs. God, she needed him there. When he pulled back and skimmed his fingers over the panel of her panties, sparks danced through her. Oh, God, it had been so long, and she was so close.

As he played, Guy watched her face, and for some reason that gaze was as intimate as his touch. A wave of heat shimmered through her. She had to close her eyes. A moment later, his fingers brushed her distended clit, and she stiffened, biting her lip. Her back arched, her legs trembled, and her toes curled as the delicious contractions of orgasm pulsed through her.

As the spasms subsided, leaving her loose and relaxed, she gave an embarrassed chuckle. “Didn’t know I’d go off so quick. Sorry about that.”

He tugged at her panties, and she lifted her hips a bit to allow him to slide them down her legs and off. “Don’t be sorry. I’m flattered.” He kissed the crease of her thigh. “Besides, we’re nowhere near finished. We just got started.”

She sighed as Guy dropped soft kisses down her leg to her knee, then moved to her other knee and worked his way up. He smiled as he reached the juncture of her thighs and teased her there. “I’m finding our novel very inspiring. The hero, what’s his name again?”

“He never says, just refers to himself as I.” Blaise shifted and opened her thighs in response to his playful fingers. Tingles shivered through her.

“That’s right. That scene in the harem, though. When he’s with the sultan’s favorite. She teaches him something that I’m just dying to try out.”

When he lowered his mouth and flicked his tongue against her, she went still. The Heart of the Rose.

He taunted her, teased and played as she writhed on the bed, trying to move away and get closer all at once. His touch was too much, yet not nearly enough. Suddenly, she stopped fighting it and clutched his head, her fingers tangling in the coarse strands. “Oh. Please.” The pressure grew and grew until she thought she’d explode.

When he sucked her clit between his lips, her entire body tensed, and she combusted. White lights sparkled behind her eyes as her body stiffened and quivers of delight rolled through her.

Her eyes were still closed when he moved up and kissed her. She tasted her own tangy flavor on his lips. “Wow.” She sighed. “Just…wow.”

He laughed quietly beside her. “You’re good for a man’s ego. It’s not often I leave a woman speechless.”

She cracked an eyelid. “I find that hard to believe.”

Something else was hard. His rigid cock distended the front of his shorts. Black shorts. Mmm, sexy. How did she get so lucky?

It’s your time, Blaise. Grab all the gusto you can.

She didn’t want to be a selfish lover and do no more than take. She wanted to give. Guy had already given her two mind-blowing orgasms. Blaise wanted to return the favor, not only from a sense of fairness, but because this time with him would always be a special memory. She needed to know it would be special for him, too.

She turned toward him and stroked him through the cotton shorts. His cock butted her hand like a cat who demands to be petted. “You’re not the only one who’s been inspired.”

Together they peeled off his shorts, and she grasped the stalk of his impressive arousal, enjoying the weight and girth of him. She smoothed her thumb up the vein along the side of his cock, then swirled it around the shiny purple-red tip. “I’d like to try something I learned from the book. Something else the hero learned about in the harem scene…” She lowered her head to trail her tongue down his stiff shaft. “The Butterfly Kiss…”

She played with him and teased just as he’d done for her, licking and sucking. His clean, salty flavor thrilled her taste buds, his musky scent made her dizzy. She loved the way his eyelids lowered, how he hissed in pleasure. Being in control, exciting him, filled her with a delicious sense of power that fizzed and bubbled in her like sparkling wine.

Slowly, he pushed her away and withdrew. “Enough.”

He grabbed a condom and tore it open, his gaze never breaking with hers as he rolled the sheath down his shaft. He was the very picture of lust—his eyes hooded, his face rosy, his lips full—and Blaise gloried in knowing she inspired it.

When she would have lain on her back, Guy gently rolled her to her right side, facing away from him. “This way.” She bent her left leg at his urging, and he snugged up behind her, sliding his cock between her folds.

She trembled and gave a shuddery laugh. “I don’t remember this one. What’s it called?”

Tingles rippled through her as he pressed hot kisses behind her ear and along the back of her neck. “I don’t know. We haven’t gotten that far in the book.”

They both laughed, but her chuckles turned to gasps and moans as he pumped his hips back and forth, nudging her with his cock. “You like that?”

“Uh. Oh.” He expected a response? “Yes.” She thrust her pelvis back, wanting him urgently now. He took pity on her and entered her gradually, stretching her bit by bit. Oh, so good. But he was too slow, too careful. She got greedy again and pushed back hard. She groaned in delight, in utter satisfaction, when at last he filled her completely.

But he didn’t stay. As he moved forward and back, her body followed, writhing sinuously, trying to hold him. He pumped into her, palming her breast. He moved his hand lower, teasing between her thighs then pressing firmly on her clit. White-hot sparks crackled behind her closed eyelids. She turned her head blindly toward him, searching for his kiss. Her mouth found his as her pussy contracted around him, pulsing with the orgasm that washed over her. Guy’s other hand gripped her shoulder, and he stilled behind her in his own climax.

They kissed a while longer, lips and tongues playing softly until he slipped away and she sank face forward into the pillow. She drowsed a bit while he left the bed briefly—to get rid of the condom? When he returned, she flopped back toward him, snuggling against his warm, solid frame.

He chuckled as she nuzzled her nose against his neck. “Tickles.”

Blaise, drowsy and bit shy, smiled at him. What happens now? Was it time to dress and go home? Say “Thanks a lot, it’s been fun?” Was he waiting for her to make the first move? What did he want?

What do you want, Blaise? You’re just as much a part of this as he.

She wanted more.

The silence was abruptly broken by the loud grumble of her stomach. She slapped her palm to her middle. “Whoops.” She laughed. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. I’m hungry, too. We both skipped dinner.” He rolled off the bed and grabbed a menu from the side table. “How does room service sound?”

“Sounds great.”

Forty-five minutes later, she perched on the club chair in just her blouse and panties, biting into a tuna melt with a side of onion rings. Guy sat on the edge of the bed, wearing his shorts and working on a cheeseburger with French fries.

“Do you take the bus every day?” he asked.

They hadn’t yet exchanged last names, but it couldn’t hurt to share a few details of her life. Besides, she was curious about him, too.

“Yes. I work at the Lovell School.”

He looked impressed. “Oh, that’s the place for students with disabilities. You’re a teacher?”

She smiled but felt a twinge of worry that she might disappoint him. “No, I’m just an aide.”

He didn’t seem disappointed at all. “There’s nothing just about it. You’re really hands on with the students, then.”

“Yes. Well, we all pitch in, teachers included. The kids have a lot of challenges, but they’re amazing.”

His mouth widened into a grin. “Your face lights when you talk about it. You must love your job.”

“It took me a while to find my niche in life, I guess you could say. But you’re right, I do love it there.” Did he wonder why she wasn’t a teacher, why she hadn’t gone farther in life?

“You like helping people.”

Her cheeks went hot. “They’ve helped me just as much as I’ve helped them.”

His quizzical look asked how so? But he didn’t push, just left her an opening in case she wanted to elaborate. She found herself wanting to open up, to share something with him she’d shared with few others. “It’s more than just a job. The students there, the teachers…they’re like a second family.” The Lovell School had given her a purpose in life aside from her daughter.

He removed a hidden piece of tomato from his cheeseburger and set it aside on the plate. “Have you always wanted to work with kids?”

“I sort of stumbled into it.” She gestured to her plate. “Would you like some onion rings?”

“Only if you’ll take some of my French fries.” They made the exchange, and Guy waited patiently for her to continue her story.

“I’ve bounced around a lot of jobs in my life. Anything I could find to make ends meet. I was a single mother, so I did whatever I could to scratch out a living for my daughter and me.” Sometimes juggling two and even three jobs at a time. But she wasn’t looking to host a pity party.

“Your daughter’s father didn’t help out?”

A chill passed through her. She didn’t want to think about Reese, Ashlynn’s father. One of the biggest mistakes of her life. Still, if she hadn’t made that mistake, there’d be no Ashlynn. “No. He’s never been in her life. We weren’t married.”

“I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

“Oh, it’s all right. I just—”

“How old is your little girl?”

Blaise grinned. “My little girl’s a grown woman.”

It would have been natural to mention Ashlynn’s upcoming nuptials, but Blaise was suddenly reluctant to spill the beans. She was pretty sure she was older than Guy, and was fine with it. That made her a cougar. Silly, but she hated for him to picture her as a matron—the mother of the bride in a frumpy outfit and a gaudy hat. Not when she sat here with him, rumpled and glowing from sex and hoping for a second helping—not of onion rings.

Speaking of which. “Could you spare some of your ketchups?” She’d already used all her own little packets.

“Take them all. I don’t use it.” He deposited them on her plate.

“Thanks. So.” She smiled. “I’ve run my mouth long enough. What do you do?”

“You mean you couldn’t tell from all my questions? I’m a lawyer.”

“Oh.” Now that was impressive.

One corner of his mouth lifted. “Not one of the wealthy ones, though. I’m an attorney with Legal Services.”

He definitely wasn’t in the legal profession for the money. “I see.”

“I work with the elderly, children, survivors of domestic abuse. It’s a pretty mixed bag.”

Blaise admired him even more. “You like helping people, too.”

He nodded. “I think I’ve helped some, yeah.”

“Was that something you always wanted to do? The law, I mean.”

“Not right away. For a while, I thought I might be a teacher like my father.” He wiped his mouth and placed his crumpled napkin on his plate. “My mom’s an accountant, but numbers aren’t my thing. My roommate in college was pre-law, and he got me thinking about it. As it happened, he ended up dropping out, but I decided to go for it.”

“Your family must be very proud of you.”

“They’re proud of both their children. I have a sister. I think my abuelo was proudest of all.”

“Your grandfather.”

His eyes lit up. “You know Spanish.”

“A few words.” She’d picked them up from Desi and her mother, Gloria.

“Abuelo was in his eighties when I passed the bar exam. He actually cried when he heard the news. He worked as a custodian and lived to see his grandson become a lawyer.”

Blaise blinked hard and had to clear her throat before she spoke again. “That’s an amazing story. Your family really embodies the American Dream.” She wondered what he’d make of her story, nowhere near as inspiring. An unintended pregnancy at nineteen, being forced to drop out of college, years of scrounging at minimum wage jobs to support even a crummy standard of living.

“Hello?” He tilted his head, peered at her intently. “You seemed to go somewhere else for a minute.”

“No, it’s nothing.” Her smile felt more like a grimace.

He nodded at her plate. “Have you finished?”

“Oh. Yes.”

He stood, gathered their plates and glassware, and placed the tray outside the door. Blaise slipped back into bed, admiring his firm backside as he walked away from her and his taut abs as he headed back toward the bed. On his way, he stopped and picked up Cupid’s Delight from the armchair. He smiled, one corner of his mouth hitched a bit higher than the other.

“Remember this?”

“Oh, yeah. You bet.” She smiled, patted the empty pillow beside her.

He climbed into bed and leaned against the headboard with the book. She snuggled against his solid form, her head nestled in the groove between his neck and shoulder. It fit there perfectly, as though designed especially for her.

Guy held the book in his left hand, his right arm keeping Blaise snug against him. He read aloud while she turned the pages.


Chapter Four

Blaise shifted in the darkness, gradually becoming aware of the heavy bedclothes and the warm solid body beside her. For a moment, she froze in panic. This wasn’t her room, her bed. A blink later, she remembered where she was and who shared the bed with her.

Thanks to Cupid’s Delight the evening had been most memorable. Twice she and Guy had set the book aside to re-enact an episode from the hero’s delightfully naughty adventures.

Smiling in satisfaction, she rolled his way. It felt so luxurious and decadent to press her naked breasts against his back, nuzzle his neck. His scent mingled with the aroma of sex saturating the room.

There was no shyness in her as she reached across his hip to stroke his sleeping cock. It responded to her touch, growing, hardening, awakening perhaps before the man himself did. It wasn’t long though before Guy murmured and rolled to his back.

“What—”

“Shh…” She covered his lips with her fingers to shush him. Blaise was sleepy and sex-drunk. She might be dreaming and, if so, never wanted to wake up.

She rose and straddled his hips, leaned down to kiss him, and flicked her tongue along the seam of his lips. His mouth opened, and he sucked on her tongue as though it were a delicious stick of candy. He was trying to claim her, but Blaise didn’t want that. She wanted to be in control. Wanted to claim him.

She pulled back with a laugh, swinging her hair off her shoulders, then grasped his cock. She pumped it, pausing from time to time to caress the velvety cockhead with her thumb, massaging slippery pre-cum into his skin.

“Is that good?” She spoke in a whisper, so not to disturb the dream.

“Mmm. Yes.” The answer came in a hiss. He bucked up into her touch. She cupped his balls, teased that tender little spot behind them with a finger.

He almost bucked her off him that time. She laughed. “That good, huh? Hold on. I’ll make it even better.”

She grabbed a rubber from the nightstand and tore open the packet. She pinched the air from the condom’s tip and after feeling for its lip, placed it in her mouth. Dipping her head, she unrolled the condom over his cockhead with her lips and tongue, using her hands to roll it down completely. Though latex wasn’t her favorite flavor, using this little trick to please Guy made her hot. Tingles raced through her.

“Hold on.” She lifted herself over him and guided his cock inside her. “It’s going to be a wild ride.”

She moaned, sliding down his thick shaft. Yes. She was a bad, bad cowgirl, and he was her stud. She’d show him what she could do.

That’s when Guy turned the tables. He grabbed her arms and jerked her down for a wet, deep, open-mouthed kiss. A fuck me kiss. And she would. She was. Blaise scraped her breasts against his rough, crinkly chest hair, then tore away to suck in air before he pulled her back. They fought each other with crushing kisses and dueling tongues, struggling for mastery.

“Let me. Let me,” she gasped, and finally he let her pull away to sit up again on his raging hard cock. Her nipples, clit, and pussy were all on fire. Hell, every inch of her skin was ablaze.

She moved slowly at first, loving the way he filled her. But soon, she needed more, faster. Her thighs quivered as she rode him hard, her blood thundered in her ears, and her lungs burned as she gasped for breath. Just when she thought she might collapse from exhaustion still unsatisfied, he snaked his hand between her thighs. The brush of his finger on her clit sent her over, and her core clutched him as it pulsed with her orgasm.

That brought him with her. His thighs tensed beneath her and his fingers dug into her hips as he came.

****

When she awoke later, it was to the bright morning sun and the aroma of coffee. She opened her eyes to find Guy at the edge of the bed holding a cup. He smiled down at her. “I don’t know how you take your coffee.”

She sat up, stretching. “Black is fine.” She accepted the cup, took a sip of the strong brew. He’d already dressed and shaved, and his still-damp wavy hair indicated he’d showered as well.

As good as he looked, she preferred him tousled, the way he’d been last night.

“How old are you?” she heard herself ask and blushed at how abrupt she sounded.

His eyebrows rose a bit at the unexpected question, but his smile didn’t waver. “I’m thirty-eight.”

Doubt pinged her. Okay, she’d assumed he was younger, but six years?

Guy’s mother must have taught him that a gentleman never asks a lady her weight or her age, because he didn’t turn the question around on her. Blaise bit the bullet all the same. “I’m forty-four.”

Again, there was no diminishing of his smile. “Then I guess we’re both plenty old enough to know what we’re doing.”

And what are we doing? What am I doing?

With a shaky smile, she set her unfinished cup on the nightstand, stood, and gathered up her clothes. “Think I’ll grab a shower myself.”

She made it a quick one, then scrambled into her clothes. She had no toothbrush, so used her finger and the tiny guest tube of toothpaste to clean her teeth. Better than nothing. Running a comb through her tangled locks, she sighed, already missing Guy, although they hadn’t yet said goodbye. Now she remembered why she’d never liked hookups. She wasn’t very good at them. She always got a little too emotional, then too sad when they were over.

It would be particularly hard saying goodbye to this man. Their connection had not only been sexual, but personal. Their conversations between romps had been eye opening and thoughtful. She’d been sure he’d felt the pull, too.

Based on what, Blaise? Your wishful thinking? Just because you feel something doesn’t mean he does.

When she emerged from the bathroom, her coffee cup had been refilled. Not only was he an intelligent and downright sexy man, he was a considerate one. She picked up the coffee, grateful for something to do with her hands in their last few awkward moments together.

Time to say goodbye as gracefully as possible. “It’s almost check out time, isn’t it? I should be going.” She set the cup down, then took her purse from the top of the dresser. “Maybe we’ll see each other again sometime on the bus.”

Oh, hell. Why did she say that? Now he’d think she was angling for a repeat performance. Desperate older woman looking to get laid again.

She wanted to let go lightly. She had to get back to her real life, to being the sober and responsible Mother of the Bride. She’d had the best night of her life, and that was fine. She had no further expectations.

And yet—

“Blaise, I’d like to take you out for breakfast.” He took a quick glance at the digital clock-radio. It read ten forty-seven and check out was eleven a.m. “Or brunch might be a better option. What do you say?”

Excitement fizzed inside her. If he’d wanted to be rid of her, he could just let her go with a “Thanks, it was great.” But offering to prolong their time together? Maybe he felt the same pull that she did.

He caught her momentary hesitation. “We don’t have to say goodbye just yet.”

She surprised herself for the second time that morning. “But maybe we should.”

His startled look gave her the determination to go on. Last night she told herself she wanted more. Well, that hadn’t changed. She didn’t want to wait like a schoolgirl and “let the boy decide” what course to take. “If this is all we’re going to have, then I don’t think I want to prolong the goodbyes.”

“I see.” His eyebrows lowered, and his mouth firmed, an expression she took as anger. Blaise’s stomach tightened into a knot. She’d been too pushy, and he wasn’t having it. Well, at least she’d made her feelings known.

He picked up his jacket and shrugged into it. “In that case, let’s not say goodbye at all.”

She’d misread him. Her flattened hopes filled with air, became buoyant with possibilities. They’d only spent one night together, true. But now at least they’d have a chance to get to know each other, to find out if they really clicked.

A smile lit his face. “Brunch, then?”

Her own lips curved. “That sounds wonderful.”

“Terrific.” He patted his back pocket. “I’ll need my wallet.” He gestured to the items he’d placed on the dresser last night. “Would you mind?”

“No problem.” She picked up his watch and wallet in one hand, but somehow fumbled while handing them over. The wallet fell to the carpet and spilled open.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m such a klutz, always dropping things.” She stooped to gather the wallet along with the bills and paper stubs that had fallen out, but froze when the glint of gold caught her eye. A plain gold wedding band touched the tip of her shoe. As Blaise picked it up, all her hopes imploded and her silly little dreams turned to dust. Her skin turned clammy. Her gut churned with disappointment and disgust.

She stood, the ring between her thumb and forefinger, leaving the rest of his garbage on the floor. She didn’t so much as glance at Guy. If she took one look at his lying, cheating face, she’d either punch him or puke all over the expensive carpet. Maybe both. Wordlessly she flicked the ring away. It landed with a clatter on the dresser. If he didn’t respect it, why should she?

“It’s not what you think.” His voice barely penetrated the roar of blood in her ears.

Of course not. It never was. But she wasn’t about to stand here and listen to his excuses.

She whirled on him, her jaw so tight it ached, her eyes hot with rage. “Don’t. Say. A word.” She grabbed her bag from the Tattered Page. She already felt as though her gift to Ashlynn had been defiled by his lies and her own stupidity. But there’d be plenty of time to hate herself later.

Blaise stormed down the hall to the elevator, furiously punched the down button, but was too angry and impatient to wait. Instead, she found the stairwell, pounded down three flights of stairs, stalked through the lobby and out onto the sidewalk. Other pedestrians gave her a wide berth, her bitch face warning all who passed don’t mess with me.

It was ten blocks to home. She could have hopped a bus but couldn’t face Larry and her other friends in her present state of mind. Besides, fury gave her energy, and she had to do something with it.

“It’s not what you think,” he’d said. What was it, then? That his wife didn’t understand him, that he didn’t sleep with her anymore, that he only stayed with her for the sake of the children?

Children. Jesus. Did he have kids? He never mentioned them, but he never mentioned being married, either. Who did he think he was, dragging her into his dirty game? He didn’t know her. How did he know she wouldn’t go psycho on his ass, like that chick in Fatal Attraction?

She should have torn him a new one. Damn it, why did she always think of the right thing to say, the perfect zinger after the event? She imagined herself back at the hotel, her shoulders thrust back proudly, her voice steely. “For future reference, have the decency to let your next conquest know you have a wife. At least then she can make an informed decision. There are plenty of women out there who have no objection to sleeping with married men. I don’t happen to be one of them.”

Ha! That would have told him.

Too late now.

She was more than halfway home when her pace slowed and her feet dragged. Her anger had stewed into a sludge of disillusionment and bitterness.

She blinked back tears. Her disgust was no longer with Guy but with herself. What kind of fool hooks up with a man and forgets the very first question she’s supposed to ask: “Are you married?” Who doesn’t think to check for a wedding band or a white line where a band should be? How could she have been so stupidly naïve?

Hadn’t her past mistakes taught her anything?

She’d wanted an adventure before settling down to being the staid old mother of the bride. A matron. Well, she got adventure, all right. In spades.

No wonder they called it a walk of shame.

****

When Blaise returned home, the first thing she did was take a shower. It didn’t matter that she’d already had one that morning. She felt dirty, knowing how Guy had made her complicit in his cheating. She scrubbed herself under the spray until the water turned cold.

Then she got busy cleaning her place. She cleaned out the refrigerator, rearranged the cupboards, wiped down the counters, vacuumed and mopped the floors. She attacked the job with a vengeance, shifting heavy furniture to make sure no dust bunnies survived.

By the time she finished, she was wringing wet with sweat and needed another shower. Her muscles ached. But the cleaning jag had served its purpose. It kept her from thinking how stupid she’d been.

She gave herself the rest of the day and evening to lick her wounds. Yes, she was hurt. Disappointed. Pissed off. She’d felt something for Guy. But only because she thought he was real, not a player. Not a sleaze.

Sunday, she went about her day with determination. Met Ashlynn for coffee while Desi and her mother were at Mass and accepted her dinner invitation for Wednesday night. Shopped for groceries. Cleaned her place again. Called a couple of friends from work to meet them for pizza and a movie. Every time a memory of Guy crept into her mind, she resolutely thrust it away and found something else to keep her busy. To keep her from thinking.

Monday, it was back to work, thank God. But somehow, all the little events of her daily life conspired to remind her of Guy. Taking the bus to and from work, she remembered inadvertently sitting on his lap. Traveling past the Tattered Page, she thought of their reading Cupid’s Delight together. When she saw the Hempstead Hotel, she relived the amazing night she’d spent with him in room four-thirty-nine. The Heart of the Rose. The Hummingbird’s Kiss.

Nothing in her life had really changed. Every day, she greeted Larry and all her bus friends. Every day, she went to the job and the students she loved. She still looked forward to helping plan the wedding, as well as all the festivities leading up to it. Yet everything had changed.

A tiny bit of the joy had drained away.

The niggling sense of dissatisfaction she’d recently felt had cracked wide open to reveal the bottom line. She was lonely. Yes, she loved her job and her students, her bus friends, and Ashlynn and Desi. But they weren’t enough.

She wanted to be in love. To have a partner. Being with Guy had made her all too aware of what she’d been missing for so long. No matter that she’d only been with him one night. One incredible night. But it hadn’t been just about sex or the fact that she’d gone so long without.

She’d shared so much of herself with him. And he’d shared, too. It had felt so real.

But it wasn’t real. He wasn’t real. You’re only missing the man you wanted him to be.


Chapter Five

Wednesday night, Blaise arrived with two bottles of wine to accompany dinner at Ashlynn’s and Desi’s apartment. Her daughter was at the kitchen counter, chopping veggies for a salad.

“What’ve you been up to lately?” Ashlynn asked.

Blaise snitched a piece of carrot and crunched it. “Oh, nothing much. Work.”

“Yeah? I tried getting hold of you, I think it was Friday, but your phone was off.” Ashlynn playfully waggled her eyebrows. “I thought maybe you were having some wild time.”

“Huh.” Blaise nearly choked on her mouthful. She had no intention of letting her daughter know how foolish she’d been. “That’s strange. I don’t remember what I was doing.” Time to change the subject. “Where are Desi and Gloria?”

“They’re closing the salon.” Desi’s mother owned the hair salon where Desi worked. “They’ll stop by the bakery on the way home, pick up something yummy for dessert.”

Desi and Ashlynn had both been raised by single mothers. Gloria, however, was a widow who’d lost her husband when Desi was just a child. But at least Desi had known a father’s love for part of her life. Ashlynn had never known her dad at all. As her daughter grew up, Blaise had answered Ashlynn’s questions in an age-appropriate way, but guilt nibbled at her all the same. Her lovely, intelligent daughter had deserved a father, and it broke Blaise’s heart that she hadn’t provided her with one.

Snap out of it. “Well, what can I do to help?”

“Nothing. I’m just finishing up the salad here.” Ashlynn tossed the carrot slices into the salad bowl. “Tell you what, Blaise. Crack open one of those bottles you brought and pour us some wine.”

“Don’t call me Blaise. I’m your mother, not your bestie.” She took two wine glasses from the cupboard.

As Ashlynn washed her hands, the doorbell rang. “That must be Memo.”

“Who?”

“Desi’s uncle, her mom’s brother. You two haven’t met. We managed to pry him away from work to join us tonight.”

“Oh, that’s nice.” Blaise took down another glass and uncorked a bottle of rosé while her daughter answered the door.

Ashlynn’s voice filtered in from the other room. “Hi, Memo. So glad you could make it. We’re in the kitchen.”

Blaise turned, corkscrew in hand. Guy stood in the doorway. She froze, her brain as numb as her fingers, stupidly wondering if she were hallucinating. She blinked several times to clear the image. But no, it was him. Looking just as mouth-watering as he had in the hotel room. Damn him.

“Mom, this is Desi’s uncle, Memo Rodriguez. Memo, this is my mother, Blaise Blankenship.”

What’s going on? Blaise’s mouth was open, but she’d lost all power of speech.

Guy apparently hadn’t. “How do you do?”

What the hell? Was this really how he meant to play it? As though they’d never met?

“Hey, let’s get busy on that wine.” Ashlynn’s smile faded when she took one look at her mother’s face. “What’s the matter?”

Guy’s gaze burned into Blaise. “Your mother and I have met.”

“Really?” Ashlynn’s smile flickered momentarily, then died. “When was that?”

“Last Friday,” Blaise answered. “But he told me his name was Guy.” Her tone was frosty with accusation.

“It’s Guillermo. My friends and people at work know me as Guy, but to my family I’m Memo. It’s a nickname.”

Ashlynn looked from Guy to her mother, then back again. “Okay, you met…and so?” When neither of them answered, she said, “Wait. Wait a minute. Is he the reason you didn’t answer my texts Friday night? Did you…did you two… No. No, I don’t want to know.”

Their silence and refusal to meet her eyes gave the answer.

“Oh, my God. You did.” Ashlynn’s eyes were as round as ping-pong balls. “You guys hooked up? How did that—wait, no. Forget it. Oh hell, I need a drink.” She grabbed the bottle of wine, poured herself a full glass, and chugged half of it. Then shook her head in disbelief. “You didn’t know each other?”

“How would we?” Guy said. “We’d never met.”

“All right, but your last names didn’t ring a bell?”

Blaise’s face heated when he answered. “We never got around to last names.”

“Oh, God. TMI. TMI.” Ashlynn drained her glass, then reached for the bottle again.

Good God, things were bad enough without her daughter binge drinking. “Honey, take it easy.”

Guy’s face was like a closed door. “I should go.”

“Yes, mustn’t keep your wife waiting,” Blaise snapped. It made her sick the way he pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes, played the loving uncle when he was nothing but a sleaze.

Ashlynn looked confused. “What wife?”

Blaise’s glance flew to her daughter’s puzzled face, then to Guy’s left hand. His ring finger was bare. What did he do, slip the ring on and off at his convenience?

Ashlynn went on. “He’s divorced. That’s what Desi told me.”

Divorced?

“Wait.” Ashlynn’s mouth was tight. Her eyes blazed with accusation. “You thought he was married, and you still slept with him?”

“No!” For God’s sake, she couldn’t let her daughter think that. “God, no. He wasn’t wearing a ring. I didn’t see it until it fell out of his wallet.”

“And when you saw the ring, you assumed—”

“What else could I think? Who carries their wedding band in their wallet?”

They both stared at Guy. His broad shoulders moved in a sigh. “Can you give us a minute, Ashlynn?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to leave my mother alone with you.” She moved to Blaise’s side as though to protect her.

And Blaise wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone with him. But she needed answers. “It’s all right, sweetie.”

Ashlynn pinned him with her glare. “All right. But I’ll be in living room if you need me.” Listening to every word, Blaise had no doubt.

She waited to speak until they were alone. “So. You’re divorced.”

He gave a short nod. “Yes.”

“How long?”

“Little over a year.”

She should be happy. She hadn’t been with a married man after all. Blaise waited for relief to fill her, to ease her sore pride. Now she didn’t know what to feel.

“You could have just told me that. Don’t you know how cheap I felt, seeing the ring?”

His mouth folded into a grim line. “When did I get the chance? You exploded and stormed out. I didn’t even have time to open my mouth.”

“What did you expect?” Was he seriously trying to put her in the wrong for assuming the worst?

“Even if I had, you were so pissed off, you wouldn’t have believed anything I said.”

Blaise’s indignation subsided. That much was true. She’d have dismissed his explanations as nothing more than a cheater’s lies.

A sudden suspicion flashed through her. He’d been divorced for a year but still kept the ring? There had to be a reason. “Are you still in love with her?”

Surprisingly, a pang sliced through her at that thought. He’d kept a keepsake of his former wife. Blaise was certain no one had ever done the same for her.

“No.” But he answered too quickly for it not to be true. “I keep it to remind me.”

“Remind you…of her?”

“No. To remind myself never to be a fool again.”

And that’s all he gave her. What the hell did it mean?

Blaise looked up to see that Ashlynn had drifted into the doorway, not even trying to pretend she wasn’t eavesdropping.

If Guy wanted to say more, he wasn’t about to with Ashlynn hovering nearby. He turned to her daughter, his body tense. “I’ll be going.”

Ashlynn crossed her arms over her chest. “I think that’s best.” She trailed him to the door as though she didn’t trust him not to steal something on the way out. “I’ll make your excuses to Desi and Gloria.”

When the door closed and Ashlynn returned, Blaise finally found the courage to look at her daughter. “Maybe I should go, too.”

Ashlynn’s pretty hazel eyes were soft with sympathy. “No. I don’t want you to be alone now. I’m sorry, Mom.”

“I’m sorry, too. That you had to witness that. I’d like to forget it ever happened.”

“I knew something was wrong as soon as you saw him. Your jaw practically hit the floor. You have no poker face, Blaise. “

“Don’t call me Blaise. And please don’t say anything about this to Desi or her mother. I’m embarrassed enough as it is.”

“It’s not your fault.” Ashlynn touched her arm. “Are you going to be all right?”

“I’m fine.” At least she had the comfort of knowing she wasn’t a home wrecker. Although when she thought he was married, she’d had righteous anger to sustain her. What did she have now?

“No, you’re not. You didn’t see your face. You really fell for this guy, didn’t you? It was way more than just a fling. Even though I’m still having a problem with that.”

Blaise let go a shaky laugh even as she wanted to cry. Ashlynn knew her too well. She couldn’t even manage a casual hookup and do it right. Guy hadn’t wanted to be a fool. Well, he needn’t worry. That was her role.

“I’ll get over it.” She’d get over him. She wasn’t going to let this mess up her life. Or Ashlynn’s.

Ashlynn shook her head. “It’ll be awkward, though. Desi’s crazy about her uncle. He’s a big part of her life. After her dad died, he pretty much stepped in, like a second father.”

“Don’t tell them about this. I don’t want to cause any problems for you and Desiree. I’m an adult and so is he. Neither one of us wants any drama, I’m sure. We’ll handle it.”

“How? By staying on opposite sides of the room from now on? Between now and the wedding, there’ll be a lot of family get-togethers.”

Family. The word landed on Blaise’s conscience with a resounding clunk. For too many years, she and Ashlynn only had each other. Now her daughter would have Desi and Gloria and, yes, Guy. Once the girls married, there’d be no way to avoid him. They’d all be family.

Blaise’s stomach roiled at the thought of facing him at future birthdays, holidays, family gatherings. Someone she’d seen naked and with whom she’d done intimate things.

Get over it. So what it if it was the best sex you’ve had in years?

With any luck, those memories would fade with time. Being in the same room with him would eventually become ordinary. She wouldn’t look at his hands and remember them coasting down her body, smoothing and caressing. She wouldn’t watch his lips move and picture them kissing her throat and the curve of her breast. She wouldn’t breathe in the fresh scent of his soap and want to nuzzle closer for another whiff.

She clenched her fists so tightly her nails dug into her palms. Oh God.

But her voice was firm when she answered her daughter. “I don’t want you to worry. It’s going to be fine.”

Of course, it would. She wouldn’t make things awkward or difficult. She’d get over her hurt feelings. That’s all there was to it.

She’d do it for Ashlynn.


Chapter Six

The following evening, Blaise sat in a darkened corner of the Hempstead lounge. Though her nerves vibrated with anxiety, she waited as still as a Madonna for Guy. She’d been watching the entrance since she’d arrived.

Last night, she’d made it through dinner with her daughter’s help and several glasses of wine. She was glad she’d stayed. Though at first, it had taken an effort to laugh and chat with Ashlynn, Desi, and Gloria, she’d managed to sweep her humiliation under a mental rug as the evening wore on.

When she returned home, she’d had an epiphany. She could remain on tenterhooks, dreading her next encounter with Guy, or she could be pro-active.

What do you want, Blaise?

A strange man appeared at her shoulder. “Feel like some company, honey?”

She didn’t look at him. “I’m expecting someone.”

The stranger lingered, murmured something else she didn’t bother to hear. She sliced a glare his way. “Go. Away.” There was only one man whose company she wanted.

And there he was. She’d wasted precious seconds on the wannabe player and missed Guy’s arrival. He stood in the doorway and scanned the room. Blaise sat up a bit straighter, but that was her only concession. He’d have to come to her.

It took him a minute, though. He frowned as he surveyed the lounge, his gaze slipping past her the first time. He did a double take when he finally spotted her.

Ah, sweet satisfaction.

She no longer resembled the woman who’d sat on his lap a week ago, the one with a freshly-scrubbed face and hair pinned back in a clip. Tonight her lips were glossed with color, her face powdered, her eyelids smoky. Her auburn hair fell smoothly over her shoulders, drawing attention to the creamy cleavage revealed by a form fitting black top. Tonight she meant to impress with every trick in her repertoire.

He strode to her table, his mouth a firm line, his eyes ablaze. “Was that guy trying to pick you up?”

Her chest swelled with elation. Would he be so concerned if he didn’t care?

Chill out, Blaise. You’re here to make a point. Her response was cool. “Well, hello to you, too.”

“Sorry.” He grimaced, clenching his hands into fists then relaxing them. “I just wanted to make sure he wasn’t bothering you.”

She let him off the hook, warmed by his protectiveness. “I told him I was waiting for someone.” She was so used to being on her own, fighting her battles alone. It was nice to think someone was in her corner, at least for a little while. “Anyway, thanks for coming.”

“I didn’t expect your call. But I figured meeting in public like this was safe enough. You can’t get too violent. Too many witnesses.”

She couldn’t help the smile that quirked her lips. “No violence, I promise.” She gestured to the chair across the table. “Will you sit?”

A waitress stopped by the table, and he ordered a whiskey. Blaise already had a glass of red wine. She waited for the woman to leave before she spoke. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since last night. We need to talk. Rationally, without getting emotional.”

Though she wasn’t sure how rational she’d remain while his admiring gaze skated over her cleavage, sending heat spiraling through her. But wasn’t that what she wanted, to remind him that she was a desirable woman?

Her resolve hardened. “We’ll be seeing a lot of each other from now on, before and after the wedding. I’d hate for any awkwardness between us to spoil things for the girls.”

“I agree.” His gaze sharpened. Ah, wasn’t he the cool one now? But he must know how to bring his game face. He was a lawyer, after all.

Her throat constricted. “Ashlynn’s my only child, so this is huge for me. And I know how close you are to Desi.”

“She’s the daughter I never had.” A look of worry passed over his features. “Does she know anything about—”

“About us? No. I wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t have told Ashlynn, either, if she hadn’t been there. Seeing you…was a shock.”

“Yeah.” He went silent as the waitress delivered his drink, then frowned as he swirled the whiskey in his glass. “She must hate my guts.”

“If she’s angry, it’s only on my behalf. There’s something you don’t know.”

She hesitated, pulling in a deep breath, her stomach cramping with anxiety. He knew about her daughter and her job, that she’d been a single mom. But how would he react when she confessed her deepest secret?

She took a quick gulp of wine. Liquid courage. “You know that Ashlynn’s father and I weren’t married. But I never told you why. It’s because he already had a wife.”

Guy’s eyes snapped wide, and his mouth went slack. The game face was gone, wiped away by the shock of her statement.

“That’s why I went ballistic when I saw your ring. Someone lied to me once before, and I thought it was happening again.”

His mouth firmed and anger sizzled in his glare. Did he blame her? Well, he couldn’t know how much she blamed herself. “Who was he?”

“An older man. I thought he was so suave and sophisticated.” She rolled her eyes at her youthful stupidity. “My parents didn’t approve, which made him all the more appealing. I’ve always had a stubborn streak, and back then, if someone told me I couldn’t do something, it only made me more determined.

“I was young and dumb. I didn’t pick up on any of the clues. How I could only reach him at work, how he was never available on weekends. So we were both in for a rude awakening—I told him I was pregnant, and he told me he had a wife.”

“Bastard,” Guy muttered, his hand clenching on his rocks glass.

“No, he was quite the gentleman, actually. Offered to pay for the entire abortion. I wouldn’t even have to go halves. I told him to stick it.” She shook her head. Though her pain had eased over time, the shame at her gullibility hadn’t. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t judge other people’s choices. He just pissed me off. I was going to show him I didn’t need him or his lousy money to raise my kid.”

Guy seemed to deflate as he blew out a long breath. His features softened with remorse. “And seeing my wedding ring must have brought back all that garbage from the past. My God. I’m such an ass.”

“You didn’t know. And I didn’t exactly give you much chance to explain.”

“Your parents wouldn’t take you in?”

“Yes, if I agreed to give up the baby for adoption. But I wouldn’t.”

“So they turned their backs on you?” His brows lowered, forming an angry V over his eyes.

“They’d had enough of me by then. They were older when I was born, and I think they’d honestly given up on having children when I came along. I was a handful from day one. Difficult, rebellious, you name it. So when I turned up pregnant, it was the last straw. As far as they were concerned, I’d made my bed, so I could lie in it. I could do things their way and give up my daughter or manage on my own. I decided to manage.” Her pride and stubbornness at work. And her selfishness. She hadn’t wanted to let her child go.

“That took guts.”

She huffed a short ironic laugh. “Nah. I’ve got a hard head. Well, you know that from experience. Reality soon slapped me in the face. Raising a child on my own was a lot tougher than I thought it would be. It was a struggle, and Ashlynn paid the price.”

The guilt kicked in. Would Ashlynn’s life had been better, easier perhaps, if she hadn’t been raised by a single mom? If she hadn’t had to grow up too soon as a latchkey kid, be responsible at too young an age?

“Her father wasn’t involved in her life at all?”

“No. I guess I could have pushed for support, but that was me being stubborn again. She knows the story, though. I haven’t lied to her.”

“You raised a beautiful daughter.”

His compassionate tone sent a tremor through her. She bit her lip, fighting a sudden urge to cry. “I’m proud of her. She turned into a fantastic person, in spite of my many mistakes.”

“You’re too hard on yourself.” His gaze fell from her face to the whiskey and melting ice in his glass.

She shifted uncomfortably in the silence, then grasped her purse and pushed away from the table. “Well, I won’t keep you. I just wanted to—”

“Don’t go.” His coffee-colored eyes lifted, glittering with emotion. “You’re not the only one with something to say.”

Blaise blinked in surprise. What was this? “All right.” She leaned back in her chair, ready to listen.

“My marriage…my wife…my wife dumped me.” He shrugged. “There’s no other way to put it. The divorce was her idea. She thought marrying a lawyer meant the big bucks. Was constantly after me to move up. When she realized how much I loved Legal Services, and that I had no intention of leaving, it was a huge disappointment to her. I was a disappointment. So she decided to move up without me. She’s now married to a partner in a multi-million dollar firm.”

He didn’t need to tell her more. His bleak expression said it all—his bitterness and loss, the overwhelming sense of failure. He was a failure in his wife’s eyes for not being successful enough and in his own for not making her happy.

Her response came unfiltered, her mouth running ahead of her brain. “She’s a bitch.”

He gave a laugh. “You wouldn’t be the first person to think so.”

“You didn’t fail her. She failed you.”

He blinked, momentarily speechless, entirely vulnerable. Then he shook it off, cleared his throat. “It was rough for a while, but it’s in the past.”

She made no attempt to hide her skepticism. “Is it really? You still have the ring.”

“I told you. I’m not in love with her anymore.”

“No. You’re not in love with anyone. You don’t want to be a fool.” She rose. “I need to go.”

“Wait. You’re…can’t you stay? We’ll have dinner.”

He had no clue how much she wanted to stay. “I can’t. I just wanted us to get on the same page. No drama, for the girls’ sake. We’ll forget it ever happened.”

He stood and tossed a few bills on the table for the drinks. “How’d you get here? You didn’t take the bus dressed like that, did you?”

She froze. “What’s wrong with how I’m dressed?” She’d wanted to knock his socks off, but had she only made a fool of herself?

“Nothing. Nothing at all.”

“I took a cab.”

“Well, let me drive you home.”

“Not necessary. They’ll call one for me at the front desk.”

He didn’t push it but insisted on waiting with her on the street until the taxi came.

They stood uneasily, in silence, until he spoke again. “You look beautiful this evening.”

Some of her stiffness drained away. “Thank you.” After a moment’s hesitation, she added, “I shouldn’t have said that before. About the ring. It’s none of my business.”

“It’s all right. Are you sure you won’t change your mind about dinner? We’re both here, seems a shame to go home without having a bite to eat.”

She glanced away. “I’m not going home.”

“Oh.” Did he really look disappointed? No, she must be imagining things. “Got a date, huh?”

She shook her head in puzzlement. “Would it matter?”

He opened the door of the taxi for her. As Blaise stepped in, she told the driver to take her to Giorgio’s on Sixth Street. Guy handed the driver a twenty, ignoring her objections.

The cab pulled away. A foolish impulse made her look out the back window. When Guy raised his hand in farewell, loneliness overwhelmed her. Though she knew family events would bring them together again, it felt as though they were saying goodbye forever.

****

Ashlynn was already at Giorgio’s, waiting for her at the bar.

“Whoa.” She goggled as Blaise settled on the stool beside her and ordered a glass of red. “You look fierce.”

Blaise nodded, acknowledging what she assumed was a compliment. “Thanks.” She’d wanted to impress Guy tonight, true. But more than that, she needed to remind herself she wasn’t quite yet over the hill. She was still a desirable woman. Pride demanded her dress make that statement.

“They have a table for us when we’re ready,” Ashlynn told her. “But first, how did it go?”

“Fine.” She accepted the wine from the bartender and took a sip while avoiding Ashlynn’s eyes.

“Uh-oh. I know that look. Come on, Blaise, spill.”

“There’s nothing to spill. And don’t call me Blaise. I told you, it was fine. There won’t be drama. We both agreed.” She swirled the wine in her glass.

“Uh-huh.” Ashlynn’s tone made it clear she was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“He mentioned his divorce.”

“Ah. Desi said he took it very hard.”

“Yes. I think he did.” So hard that he kept the ring, to remind himself never to make himself vulnerable again. To never again take a chance. Never again be hurt. She suddenly lifted her head. “You didn’t tell Desi anything, did you?”

“No. Knowing her, she’d probably try fixing you two up. She’s an incurable romantic.” Ashlynn frowned. “I can’t keep it from her forever, though.”

“No, of course not. Just wait a little, ’til the dust clears. You didn’t have a hard time getting away tonight?”

“No. It’s her night to work late in the salon, anyway. And she doesn’t begrudge me having dinner with my dear old mom.”

“Hmm.” Blaise gave her a sidelong look. “I wonder how she’d feel knowing her fiancée blackmailed her dear old mom.”

“Blackmail.” Ashlynn flicked her wrist, tossing the term aside with all the aplomb of a movie villain. “Such an ugly word.”

“Well, what do you call it? You wouldn’t give me Guy’s number unless I agreed to come here after I met with him.”

“I call it quid pro quo. Anyway, how else was I supposed to get all the deets?” She turned serious. “How else was I supposed to know if you were all right?”

“I’m fine,” Blaise said for the third time. She felt her daughter’s somber gaze but chose not to engage it. She’d spent half the week seething in a haze of resentment toward Guy, the married sleaze ball. Tonight, she was reacquainted with the charming man she remembered from the bookstore. The one she’d spent the night with.

“Uh-huh.” Ashlynn clearly didn’t believe it, but why should she? Blaise wasn’t sure she believed it herself. “Well, let’s get our table. I’m in the mood for some ravioli.”

“Sounds good. Ravioli makes everything better.”

****

Though she’d promised last week to clean out her purse, it was still a jumble when she boarded the bus home Friday afternoon. When Blaise finally found her pass to show Larry, his welcoming smile was much wider than usual.

“Hey, there, Blaise.” He waggled his eyebrows and jerked his head to the side as though he had some kind of tic.

“Hi, Larry.” Blaise eyed him warily until she realized the head-jerking thing was meant to alert her to something. Her head swiveled and she saw Guy. Sitting in her usual seat.

Time slowed, stretched like warm taffy. “Hi.”

He stood, a bouquet of gerbera daisies in one hand, his briefcase in the other. “Hello.”

She hesitated, aware of the gazes of Larry and the other passengers. Guy gestured to the seats in back. “Shall we—?”

“Sure.”

They moved to the rear of the bus and found an empty seat. Guy handed her the flowers. “For you.”

“Thank you.”

“They remind me of you. Colorful and bright. Cheerful.”

A thrill shot through her as she admired the splashes of red, pink, yellow, and orange in the bouquet. Some women might not care to be compared to gerbera daisies, but he understood her well enough to know she’d consider the unpretentious gift a compliment. But what did it mean? Why was he here? Watch yourself, Blaise.

“They’re not just in apology. They’re in thanks. For helping me wake up to myself. You’ve got guts, Blaise. You’re much braver than I am.”

Brave? “I don’t think so.” Stubborn and mule-headed, maybe.

“Your hard times didn’t sour you on life. People let you down, but you didn’t let that stop you.”

“Don’t give me too much credit. I had Ashlynn. She’s the reason I couldn’t stop.”

“Whatever the reason, you didn’t shut down. The way I did after my divorce. I was a coward.”

She smiled skeptically. “A coward? You, a man who wrestles with the bureaucracy to help his clients? Who fights for people who can’t fight for themselves? No way.”

“Yes, way. I told myself keeping the wedding ring was smart. That it was there to keep me from making the mistake I’d made with my wife.”

Blaise understood. “The mistake of falling in love.”

He nodded. “But then I met you, and we connected. I felt something with you that I haven’t felt with anyone since my divorce. And I wasn’t worried about making mistakes. I just knew I wanted to spend time with you. I’d forgotten about the ring. Until it fell out of my wallet.”

A twinge of guilt made her grimace. “And I didn’t exactly give you a chance to explain. I’m sorry for that.”

“Considering the circumstances, I don’t blame you. But the ring’s gone now. I got rid of it. Sold it to a pawn shop.”

She was silent a moment as the magnitude of his confession sank in. He’d done more than let go of the ring. He’d let go of the past as well.

“And you’re all right with that?” She had to be sure.

“More than all right. I’d like us to start again. Or rather, take up where we left off.” He opened the briefcase and inside was the copy of Cupid’s Delight. “We still haven’t finished the book.”

As she caught the glimmer in his eye, heat unfurled in her belly and throbbed between her legs. But it was about more than sex. He was right. They had a connection. Could it flourish given the chance? There was only one way to find out. “I hate leaving a book unfinished.”

“So do I.” When he touched her hand, the heat became a flash fire. “There are a lot of things unfinished between us.”

She caressed his knuckles with her thumb, resisting the urge to brush them against her prickling nipples. This was not the place for that kind of PDA. “If we get off at the next stop, we can walk to the Hempstead.”

He smiled, and joy as radiant as sunlight filled her. “Then what are we waiting for?” He reached up and the pulled the cord.
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