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~DEDICATION~
 
 
To the men and women of the United States military. Thank you for your courage, your commitment and your sacrifice. Freedom is not ‘free.’


 
 
Chapter One
 
 
James Westwood leaned back in the chair, one ankle resting on the opposite knee. Matt McCall paced the far wall of his office, shaking with restless energy. Most of their sessions began with Matt sitting, but he always bounced to his feet and started pacing within thirty minutes. By the fifty-minute mark, he looked for escape.
“Have you been practicing the breathing exercises?” James wanted to draw him back to the session. Laid out with heavy furniture, comfortable chairs, and a tinted picture window, his office overlooked a sunken garden populated by flowers, shrubbery, tall trees, and an artificial spring. The soothing symmetry seemed to be having little effect on Matt.
At the end of the sofa, Matt paused and braced his hands against the frame, fingers digging into it. His lips were white with tension.
“Yes, I’ve been trying. They work, sometimes. Other times, I just can’t sit still. I can’t not pace. I went for a run last night. Couldn’t seem to stop.”
“How far did you make it?”
“Twelve miles.”
James wrote that down on his white pad and offered the man a small smile. “That’s better than last week. You went fifteen.”
“My mom called.” Just twenty-four, Matt had served overseas for five years following his basic training. He’d still be with his unit if not for the death of his father coming hot on the heels of the crash he and several of his men suffered in a helicopter accident. The damage to his inner ear had left him with partial deafness and equilibrium issues.
“How is Margaret?” The catalyst for Matt’s tension seemed directly related to his inability to reconnect with his family, his friends, and his life beyond the Marines. I should give Logan a call. He should be back from Las Vegas. He might get more out of Matt in a pick-up game.
“She’s mom.” Matt shrugged. “She wants me to make plans to come home for the holidays. They’re months away, but with Dad gone, she wants me to swear that I’ll be there, and I don’t….”
His fists clenched and he pounded them on the sofa, before bowing his head and sucking in a noisy breath. A vein in his forehead throbbed, the skin flushing around his high and tight haircut.
“Why the hell is this so hard?” He lifted blazing blue eyes and glared across the room. “We’ve been talking for weeks and it’s not better. I still can’t sleep. I still can’t focus. Captain Dexter said you could help me, so why the hell do I want to curl into a ball and cry like a child after I talk to my mother? She needs me.”
James let the anger roll off him like water off a duck’s back. “It takes time, Matt. Time to acclimate. Time to identify your triggers. Time to develop new habits. Did you write down the moment the call went badly?”
“Yeah.” The Marine flung himself down on the sofa, knuckles white from clenching his fists. “She said the kids need me there. Dad’s gone and the pool needs fixing, the fence is worn, and one of the toilets broke upstairs.”
James flicked a look at the clock. They had five minutes left on the session. Not enough time. Anything past fifty minutes could leave his patient too emotionally drained. “Did she say she wanted you to fix them or was she just filling you in on what was going on?” His kept his tone neutral, easy.
Matt paused and shook his head. “I don’t know. We were talking about me, then we talked about some party Lizzie is going to. Lizzie’s sixteen and Mom wanted to know if I remembered some of her friends. She worried that a couple are messing around with shit they shouldn’t be into. Then she started talking about problems with a repairman….” He trailed off, scrubbing a hand around the back of his neck. “I asked her what repairman?”
“And she told you what needed fixing.”
Matt slumped back, his expression pensive. “Yeah.”
“When did the holiday talk come up?”
“At the beginning…she’s trying to plan ahead for food.”
James waited.
“Hell, they didn’t have anything to do with each other.”
A breakthrough and their time was up. For once, they ended the session with Matt sitting instead of wearing a hole through the plush carpet Mike’s Place had installed in James’ office.
“Good stuff today, Matt. Keep journaling. Yes, it’s sissy crap, but it’s an order.” James spared him a smile. “I’m off site tonight. Ken will be here. But if you’re up for it, maybe we can run tomorrow.”
He liked to run to stay in shape and some of his patients felt more comfortable talking to him on the move. He stood and offered his hand to Matt, glad for the man’s quick shake.
“Thanks, sir.” Matt bounced to his feet and out the door in thirty seconds, jettisoning the office like a submarine releasing its ballast for an emergency surfacing. James carried his white legal pad over to the desk and flipped through Matt’s folder. PFC Matt McCall honorably discharged due to permanent medical disability. He’d come to Mike’s Place after meeting James at the funeral for Matt’s father. A funeral he attended at the private request of the chaplain for Matt’s unit. She worried about him.
James worried about him, too.
The cell phone in his desk drawer hummed. He pulled the drawer open and read the message with a half smile.
Sybarite Club. 7 PM. Blonde woman, 5’9, will wear a yellow rose necklace. Her name is Lauren and she prefers white wine to red.
He paused, studying the message. Lauren. Gorgeous name. The basic description lacked any real visual. Another glance at his watch showed five after four. He had to type up his notes, shower, and change if he wanted to make it to the Sybarite Club in downtown Dallas on time.
 
***
 
Two hours later, he jogged down the path to the parking lot. He loved the layout of Mike’s Place. It was as much a community park as sports complex with private apartments for permanent residents and guest villas for visiting families. Its layout offered wide open spaces, with plenty of room for running or, as some residents were doing, flopping in the grass for quiet reading time. The builders framed most of the complex around the heavy trees indigenous to the area, keeping it shady even in Texas’ simmering one hundred-degree summers.
September brought little relief from the heat of summer—in fact, it brought only about ten degrees of relief to the sultry ninety degrees without the promise of rain.
“Hey, Doc!” Logan Cavanaugh jogged toward him from the opposite direction. His sweat pants and loose black T-shirt, too dark for the autumn heat, were soaked through. The left corner of his mouth permanently turned down in a grimace by the scar tissue that spread from his cheek to his throat and below, a reminder of the burning, twisted metal coffin he’d survived and the five surgeries that included three pins, one in his knee, one his hip and the last one in the shoulder.
“Hey. Just the man I planned to call tomorrow. How did it go in Vegas?”
Logan and his best friend Zach had taken a long weekend in Vegas as part of a 1Night Stand date. The dark cloud that often surged around the Marine seemed absent.
“Pretty damn good.” Logan grinned. “Hell…better than good.”
“Excellent.” While Logan wasn’t a regular patient, they’d struck up camaraderie during Logan’s early rehabilitation.
“Yeah, well, you know that little problem I had? All gone.” The Marine grinned wider and gave him a thumbs up.
James laughed. “Congratulations.”
“Thank you. Thank you very much. So, what did you need?” Instead of standing, Logan continued to jog in place, keeping his muscles warm. He couldn’t run flat out anymore, but months of therapy allowed him more mobility than the doctors hoped for. He’d obviously embraced his latest therapy of jogging.
“You know Matt McCall?” A long shot. Just because they were Marines didn’t mean they knew each other. In fact, with so many new arrivals over the last three months, there were a number of unfamiliar faces working toward a new life at Mike’s Place.
Logan shook his head. “Can’t say that I do.”
“Well if you have time tomorrow, maybe you could join us for a run or a pick-up.”
“Three on three?”
“Sounds like a plan.”
“Zach’s got some kids running scrimmages in the morning, but after that I’m free. Just text me. I’ll be here.”
“Will do.”
“Have a good time on your date tonight….”
He paused. “Who said I had a date?”
“Shiny shoes, fresh shave, thousand dollar suit. Says it all.” Logan winked and jogged on.
James laughed and twirled his keys around his forefinger. Zach’s plan to bring Logan back to life with a threesome seemed to have been successful. It wasn’t his idea of a good time, but one could not argue with results.
An hour later, at five minutes to seven, he handed his keys off to a valet driver. A red square corset framed her generous breasts perfectly and a filmy white shirt opened to show the cleavage. Tugging his wallet out, he traded the valet slip for the plain black card with the silver lettering. Dallas’ Sybarite Club offered every pleasure from music to food to companionship and private rooms. Unlike some exclusive clubs, it catered to men and women alike as long as they presented an all-access pass.
The doorman—a tall, lanky figure dressed in a topcoat and tails who seemed to have stepped right out of the roaring twenties—accepted the card and scanned it with a small palm device. The technology wasn’t in keeping with the man’s old world atmosphere, but he returned the card with a pleasant smile.
“Welcome to the Sybarite Club, Mr. Westwood. Your dining companion arrived ten minutes ago.” He motioned toward gothic-style doors carved from dark cherry and decorated with woodcuts of a man and woman engaged in cunnilingus and fellatio. As the doors parted, each figure seemed to cry out. James wasn’t sure if their silent mouths were opened in pleasure or frustration.
The carpeted entryway descended four steps into a lounge with a dark, almost jazzy pseudo-gothic atmosphere. Flickering candles complemented the low lighting. Long shadows twisted across the textured booths, bar stools, and tables. Three couples swayed together on the dance floor to the smooth sounds of blues. Instruments on the empty stage suggested a potential for live music.
He’d heard a lot about the Sybarite Club but never had the occasion to visit the establishment. Surveying the room, he noted the servers in black outfits slipping in and out of the lounge, ghosts who didn’t disturb the guests except to take orders or deliver them. Three tables held couples or threesomes chatting over drinks. A fourth held only empty chairs.
Probably one of the dancing couples.
The booths were tucked into the wall making it harder to see who sat there.
“Mr. Westwood?” A slim waitress smiled up at him, a tray tucked between her arm and torso.
“Yes?”
“Your party is this way, sir.” She beckoned him down the red-carpeted steps into the lounge proper, and he followed her path through the club to a tall-backed booth in the back. Still acclimating to the low lighting, he couldn’t make out the occupant save for the slender feminine arm reaching for her wine glass on the table.
A curl of excitement twisted in his gut. He’d planned to keep the date low key, but the club, the music, and the atmosphere teased his anticipation. The waitress halted with a sweep of her arm to allow him to precede her.
“Can I get you anything, Mr. Westwood?”
“Soda water with lime, please.” He preferred to keep his wits about him. “And bottle of whatever the lady is having.” If they were going to have a dinner, he could do at least provide her with her preferred wine.
“Of course.”
Free of the waitress’ distraction he turned back to the booth. A golden-haired goddess stared up at him. Sea-blue eyes seemed to catch every drop of light in the room and reflect it in shimmering azure. She rose to offer him her hand and his heart hesitated a beat.
“James?” Milk and honey flowed through her voice and his spine straightened, his cock already jerking into a salute. “I’m….”
“Lauren Kincaid.” He could only hope he wasn’t drooling like a lovesick fool. Lauren Kincaid, movie goddess, is my one-night stand?
Her candid laughter, low and throaty, tingled against his ears and he grinned. Shaking off his shock, he took her extended hand and shook it carefully. His larger hand totally engulfed her slender fingers, and he didn’t want to squeeze her with excitement.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Her charming smile flashed with warmth that rolled over him from head to toe.
“Ma’am, you have no idea.” His date was Lauren Kincaid. The only chick flick star he would pay money to see. With or without a date.


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
She rose with practiced grace. Years of performing in front of a camera with only a thirty-minute nap and a cup of decaf to stave off exhaustion had made her a master of poise and controlled expression. A talent she was immensely grateful for because she’d glanced out of the booth to see the tall, athletic man with his broad shoulders, tan skin, and sexy-as-sin smile a full sixty seconds before the waitress led him to her booth.
She barely managed to sit back and reach for her wine glass to steady her nerves and back-flipping stomach. If one could blend Hugh Jackman’s engaging smile and Dwayne Johnson’s broad shoulders with Chris Hemsworth’s physique, they would have created James. The description she’d received via text promised a six-foot four dining companion with sandy blond hair, a dimpled cheek and a passion for long conversations about “life, the universe and everything.” The Douglas Adams quote was enough to soothe her unease over a blind one-night stand.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” And it was. Ironic considering she’d turned around twice on her way to the date, both times having to consciously recite the three reasons she’d allowed her agent to sign her up for the mysterious Madame Eve’s 1Night Stand. She wanted a night with a real man, with no vested interest in how she could help his career. She wanted to explore genuine options, to descend from the glass walls of exposure where being seen was what it was all about. And, she wanted a night that was just about her and the delicious man standing in front of her.
As they shook hands, she couldn’t help the smile pulling her mouth wide. She didn’t need to pretend pleasure at meeting him or the simple delight at the emotion rippling across his expression lighting up his slate gray eyes.
“Ma’am, you have no idea.” The cultured gentleman with the air of small town charm continued to hold her hand.
“Well, perhaps you can enlighten me.” Her knees quivered and she was glad she’d chosen the pale champagne silk dress with its bodice cupping top and floor length skirt. James released her with a hint of reluctance and gestured toward the booth.
Barely managing to contain the wild butterflies rioting in her belly, she swept a smoothing hand across her hip before sitting. Fortunately pure silk didn’t wrinkle, so sitting wouldn’t leave a crinkled line across her ass.
Thank God I worked out this morning.
He waited a beat until she’d settled before sliding in across from her. She was at once irritated and delighted by their private booth. Delighted for the intimacy of the small table and the privacy it afforded and irritated that he was far away, around the curve of the booth to sit opposite her.
Slow down. We can afford to take a moment and absorb. He hasn’t said much and the gorgeous packaging is just window dressing. Her libido wasn’t remotely interested in the practical thoughts. She crossed one leg over the other, foot bumping his long legs under the table. A quiver of heat shivered in her belly.
“I have a confession to make.” Her first rule of dating shattered without a backward glance. She never started the conversation. After ten years of boring dates with men who only seemed to know how to talk about themselves, she’d learned the best barometer of her interest was to let her date take the lead. She could tell in five minutes or less whether dinner would make it to dessert or drinks afterward and within another ten whether they would be saying goodnight at the restaurant.
“Oh?” He shifted in the seat, the warmth of his leg stretching away from hers a fraction, allowing her crossed legs space but still close enough that she regretted insisting on a public meeting location.
“Yes.” Wrapping her fingers around the wine glass for courage, she tried to edge aside the schoolgirl jitters to meet his even look. “I’ve never decided to have sex with a man after one glance before.”
His mouth opened, a hint of shock flattening his dimples.
Way to play that subtle, Kincaid. Where did you learn your technique? The Bachelor?
“Thank you, I think. And I’ll see your confession with one of my own. I have decided that I would have sex with a woman at one glance before.”
Straightforward, blunt-edged honesty without arrogance. Where the hell has this guy been hiding?
“Oh?” She played with fire.
The waitress returned with a chilled bottle of wine in an ice bucket for her and a square, tumbled glass with ice and a splash of something clear and bubbly for him. “Would you care to hear the specials tonight?”
He glanced at Lauren, eyebrows raised in inquiry. Smile widening, she nodded a silent assent. “Please,” he told the waitress. She listed off several dishes, but Lauren barely heard her. He canted his head to the side, his expression attentive and patient throughout the full list.
“What would you like?” The smoky, sex-on-a-stick gray gaze slid toward her and she had to fight the urge to bite her lip.
“The parmesan encrusted salmon, fresh vegetables and lemon spears, white rice.” He was steak medium rare, and baked potato with butter and sour cream, and avocado bread.
He’s chocolate-drizzled cheesecake and white chocolate dipped strawberries, too. Stop drooling.
The waitress smiled and disappeared with their order. Dabbing her mouth with the napkin, Lauren took a drink of wine to buy her composure some time. “So, how did that go?”
“How did what go, ma’am?”
“The woman you wanted to have sex with at one glance.”
“I don’t know. We just met.” It could have been a line, but the simplicity and directness coupled in his tone melted her reservations.
“Well, you will definitely have to let me know how that turns out.” She raised her wine glass.
“You will be the first to know.” He clinked his tumbler to her glass and grinned.
“So what do you do, James with no last name?”
He set down his drink and frowned. “I apologize. James Westwood, ma’am.”
“It’s a pleasure, James Westwood, and please, call me Lauren, not ma’am.”
“Yes, ma—Lauren.”
They both laughed, the artificial tension melting like the ice in his glass.
“I’m a psychologist, boring on the surface, I suppose. But a field I enjoy.”
“It doesn’t sound boring, I played a psychologist once.” Lame, Lauren. Lame. “Look you do something real for a living, but I played one on TV.” She swallowed another mouthful of wine to cover her discomfort.
“You were charming. I loved watching you trying to ferret out the murderer.” He turned his glass in an easy circle on its napkin.
“Yes, well, I wouldn’t have sent patients to me. I barely understood the issue the profilers were describing or why my character was so defensive.” And can we stop talking about my career…isn’t that what bores the hell out of me when every other date I’ve had does it?
“I don’t know. You disagreed on the underlying cause, and as it turns out you were right. The triggers were not psychosexual and indirect, but directly related to his immature understanding of social interactions due to a lifetime of bullying. The man literally couldn’t comprehend kindness, which was why the perp kept coming back to see your character week in and week out. You were the first one to accept him for who he was and why, when he experienced the break, he didn’t hurt her and she was able to talk him down.”
“Well, when you put it that way…I was brilliant.”
He laughed, a kind, cheerful sound devoid of any condescension or judgment and she grinned.
“Half of my job is listening, hearing what a patient says. Too often we don’t really listen to the people around us. We talk to them, we listen to them talk, but we don’t hear them. We judge people whether it’s a social situation or business relationship, we categorize the worth and value of their words before they even open their mouth. In some cases, we label them and box them up as people and never allow them to step beyond those parameters because we don’t want to hear it.”
The waitress returned with a pair of walnut apple salads sprinkled with feta cheese, then quickly and efficiently left them to their privacy.
“How can we not want to hear the people we care about?” Lauren picked up her fork and speared an apple slice. “Doesn’t the act of conversation suggest that we want to hear what someone else is saying?”
“Yes and no. When we talk, we want the person we are speaking to, to hear us and share our emotions with regard to the topic of conversation. Case in point, you wanted to relate to my profession so you mentioned what you played on television. It’s not the same thing and you were a bit embarrassed about it, but….” He waved his fork at her when she opened her mouth, the already mentioned embarrassment creeping up to warm her cheeks. “But it also demonstrated that you were trying to empathize with me. You did hear me and you wanted to create a common space for our conversation.”
“And here I thought it a little vain and pretentious by asking you to pay attention to my career, and I hate bringing up my career.” Thank God for dim lighting. I must be beet red at this point.
“But you’re an actress—it’s what you do. Why would it be vain or pretentious to bring up your body of work?”
She crunched the apple thoughtfully, considering her answer. “Because…it’s lame? I have people who come up to me all the time, acting like they really know me or really love me because they saw me in some movie or some program and it gives them the right to this intimate acquaintance with me. I deal with actors and their egos all the time….”
Why is it always so hard to put my thoughts into actual words? Do I really need a script for this?
“At the risk of sounding clinical, you have every right to refer to your career and your experiences for the purposes of conversation and worry about the awkwardness that I might be interested in you only for those experiences.” He chewed a mouthful of salad, gaze never wavering. “For the record, you stole my breath away in Once Smitten, Twice Shy, but any intimacy I want to experience, I want to do so with the woman across the table from me, not the lady on the screen.”
“You’re direct.”
“Best way to avoid miscommunication is to say what you mean. Mean what you say.” The wry hint of self-deprecation didn’t escape her.
“You didn’t sound clinical…okay, maybe a little…but I like that you seem to understand my babble.”
“It’s not babble. It’s conversation. We can talk about your work. We can not talk about your work. You can finish that salad and dance with me. Or we can talk about the Cowboys….”
“That’s a sports team, right?” She hid a smile behind another bite of salad, the sweet tart of the apple enhanced by the smooth, smoky feta and lemony lettuce.
“I know. You’re a Raiders girl.”
“Actually, I’m more of a Lakers girl. I look fabulous on those big screens sitting courtside.” She grinned when he laughed again. She loved the deep, throaty quality of his laugh without any hint of nasal distraction or worse, the polite tee hee of humoring the blonde.
“Been to any games recently? A lot of the guys recorded them. I can check it out for myself.”
“During the playoffs. My agent wanted me to make nice with the lead in the movie I auditioned for—you know, see and be seen, get some buzz on TMZ—and see if the casting director went for it.” The tabloids loved her ringside positioning next to the Hollywood bad boy with his oversexed reputation and permanent bachelor status.
She hated that part of her job. The auditions were professional, but all the ‘play for the press’ made her look like an exhibitionist. Lately, a desperate exhibitionist trying to cling to her youth.
“Did you get the part?” A guarded look came over his expression.
“Nope. I’m actually kind of glad because the man didn’t seem to understand the need for Tic Tacs before you whisper in someone’s face. He smelled like hot dogs and bad coffee.”
The waitress reappeared, stealing away their salads and setting their meals in front of them.
“Good. Well, not good,” He frowned dropping his gaze to his plate. Her heart bounced like a puppy scrabbling for attention. “Sorry, would you like more wine?”
“Yes, please. And why are you sorry?” She slid her wine glass toward him, and he refilled it carefully.
“Being happy you didn’t get a job doesn’t seem like the right thing.”
“It depends on why you were happy. Because if you knew about the production, then you might be happy that I’m not somewhere in Indiana filming right now. Or you could be happy because the lead has a lecherous reputation and has slept with every woman he’s ever shared screen time with. Or you could simply be happy that I didn’t want to kiss him….” She lifted the wine glass to her lips, daring him with a playful look.
“Fine. I’m not sorry at all that you didn’t get the part because I’m extremely happy you’re not in Indiana, nor being pawed by a letch whose arms would need to be broken, and that you didn’t want to kiss him.”
Her sex clenched. “I’m glad I didn’t get the part, too.”
“Are you glad because you didn’t want to kiss him? Because you didn’t want to sleep with him? Or because you wouldn’t be at dinner with me?”
An hour ago, she wanted to be anywhere but the Sybarite Club waiting for some stranger with expectations of sex no matter how libidinous her needs were. An hour ago she’d argued with her agent on the phone about the latest offer to play mom to Aqua Williams, Hollywood’s latest It girl in a role that she herself would have been offered ten years before.
An hour ago, she hadn’t met James Westwood and decided that kissing him would be better than cheesecake dipped in melted chocolate or that lead in the next action film would be poor recompense for the laughter-tinged desire humming through her system.
“Lauren?”
“Hmm?” She covered her mouth mid-chew and swallowed the salmon with a choked chuckle. “Sorry, I think that I was happy I didn’t get the part because I wouldn’t have known what I missed, meeting you. I really thought this whole thing was a bad idea….”
“Which segues beautifully into the question I wanted to ask, but didn’t want to offend you.” He set his knife down and captured her hand. Her insides somersaulted. His calloused thumb stroked her palm.
“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” She shattered her second rule of dating. Although hardly fait accompli, she didn’t care if he’d signed up because he just wanted to get laid. She hadn’t had so much fun in a long time.
He slid out of the booth, still holding her hand. “Dance with me.”
She let him tug her out of the booth. “I can’t dance.”
“Fine. Step on my toes with me.”
Curiosity trumped nerves and she nodded, following him onto the dance floor and gliding into his arms, barely aware of the drifting melody of sobbing saxophone and nerve-thumping guitar. Up close, cradled against the warmth of his chest, enjoying the beat of his heart against his ribs beneath her palm, she found her four-inch heels gave her no advantage to his height. The cage of his body wrapped around hers, pulling her into a gentle to and fro sway far sexier and simpler than any choreographed number she’d had to practice.
“Why a one-night stand, Lauren?”
“You’ll think it’s stupid.”
“Let me be the judge of that.” He leaned in, his forehead just millimeters from hers, the sweet hints of Old Spice, cotton, and something deeply masculine filled her lungs.
“Because I spend all my time playing to egos, catering to what the audience wants, and meeting men who play the same parts…I wanted to meet someone real. Not an actor with an agenda or a director with plan…but a real, honest-to-God man with no other agenda beyond an entertaining evening.”
She bit her lip, forcing her gaze up to meet his bold directness. “I wanted a night of simple pleasures, man, woman, food…and if sex happened, I wanted it to be spectacular and all about mutual pleasure…not for career advancement or some egotistic need to punch a notch on a belt.”
“I promise.” His voice melted over her. “If sex happens, it will definitely be all about mutual pleasure.”


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
She flowed beautifully in his arms, satin, silk, and softness drifting to the music. He fought to keep his hands from roaming. Her blue eyes watched him from beneath the thick fringe of her lashes. The artless smiles, the raw honesty, and the flicker of nervous ticks in her hand gestures bulldozed every reservation he’d had about the date. From the first email he’d received from the mysterious Madame Eve to the moment he’d walked up to the table, his plan remained simple: enjoy a meal, some quiet conversation, and say good night.
Yes, he’d signed up for the 1Night Stand along with every other man in the unit. A show of solidarity for their brothers who needed the opportunity to meet someone, to reintegrate with the big bad world far away from the fierce and fast rules of the sandbox. But meeting her changed everything.
“Your turn, James.” Her voice possessed a husky quality that slid through his system like a well-aged whisky, heating every nerve it touched. “Why did you sign up?”
True to her word, her foot stepped on his, but he ignored the pinch of her shoe and the scrape across the top of his loafers. She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. He could polish out the scuffmarks later.
“I spent a few years in the sandbox, received an honorable discharge, came home and finished my degree. The day I received my certification and license, I had a call from Captain Dexter. I’d reported to him during my first tour. Good man. He opened a facility here in Allen called Mike’s Place. Heard of it?”
She shook her head and the waterfall of champagne blonde hair danced in a caress against her shoulders. A cluster of strawberries shadowed her right shoulder, a birthmark he didn’t recall seeing on the screen. Hand skimming up her arm, he drew a thumb across the mark. An unfamiliar tug pulled behind his sternum. Cataloging differences between the smoking hot sweetheart on the big screen and the exquisite femininity in his arms was a hobby he could embrace.
“It’s a facility predicated on helping our brothers. It begins with therapy, physical, mental, and emotional. It offers rehabilitation for physical injuries, post-operative recovery support, group and individual therapy. We have a hospital wing for patients who need more intensive care and an outpatient wing for locals and those who live in the guest residences.”
“It sounds very well thought out.”
“It’s brilliant, actually. The Captain—Luke—is a dedicated Marine. He puts his men first. He added guest residences for out-of-state patients and their families, and apartments for staff. There’s a sports complex, a daycare and in the next six months, a full-time charter school with our own instructors for children of staff and patients. We don’t just focus on our brothers, but offer support for the whole family. Luke’s planning to expand over the next year to include care for widowed spouses and their children.”
The music shifted to a slower tempo and he paused to tug her closer until her body rested breast to chest with his and her thighs gently glided against his in a rasp of fabric.
“And you work there?” She murmured the words.
“Yes, I focused my thesis and clinical on trauma support. Reintegration after the sandbox is difficult in the best of circumstances, but when you combine physical injury or personal loss, you raise the emotional stakes, and we’re wired for combat, not civilian life. It takes time to reacclimatize.”
Her perfume carried hints of flowers and candy, like a breeze blowing from a bakery shop on a spring day. His cock jerked hopefully and he focused on a stand-down order. He wanted to take his time and savor every moment.
“You must have an amazing soul.”
Pleasure spiked at the compliment, but his brows quirked. “How so, ma—Lauren?” He’d get that right, sooner or later.
She laughed, but didn’t comment on his near slip. “Because I can’t imagine how hard it must be for you. You served there and you have to relive that to help others.”
“They’re my brothers, nothing I wouldn’t do for them.”
“And who helped you when you came home?” The insightful question cut through the layers of separation, dividing James the man from James the psychologist.
“My work helps me every day. I knew the minute I received my discharge orders what I wanted to do. How I could help them. If I couldn’t be over there to cover their backs, I could damn well cover them here. Pardon my language.”
“You are forgiven.”
He turned them along the edge of the dance floor, drifting to the bluesy number. Her hands glided up his arms until her fingers interlocked behind his neck. The action lifted her breasts, cupped beautifully by the dress, and he allowed one look, searing it in his brain before retreating to stare into her eyes. Not that much of a retreat. The warm softness of her curves still pressed into him, and it didn’t take much of a leap to imagine riding between her bare thighs, her legs wrapped around his hips.
One battle at a time, Marine.
“You still haven’t answered my question. I don’t think.” Her forehead crinkled in a thoughtful frown.
“No, you’re correct. I just wanted you to have a firm basis for understanding my decision. Madame Eve offers an unparalleled service that seems to pair ideal couples together for meaningful interactions that may or may not lead to sex.” He tacked on the last as a reminder to his engorged cock, but the organ ignored him, wholly focused on the goddess in his arms.
“For some of our guys, it’s been the perfect way to meet someone with no strings, no expectations but still allow meaningful experience, plugging them back into the world, building confidence. That’s especially important because intimacy can’t be forced. The Marines who truly need it were reluctant to sign up until Luke volunteered all of us.”
The music drifted to a lonely, final note that hung in the air and they slowed. She took one step back. Instead of withdrawing, she ran a hand down his arm and threaded her fingers through his. James took the cue and led her back to the table. Rather than reclaim her seat, she chose his side of the booth and scooted until he could slide in next to her.
He took a moment to push her dinner plate toward her, along with a fresh glass of wine.
“That’s really beautiful, you know? And so much more classy than my reasons.” Her pink-tinged lips twisted into a self-deprecating smile.
“Not at all. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for my brothers, but—and I mean this with absolute sincerity—signing up was for them. But this right here, this is for me.”
“Really?” The sudden flush turning her cheeks crimson added spark to her eyes.
He grinned, lifting her slender fingers to kiss her knuckles. “Absolutely. I meant what I said earlier about your movie and if you tell anyone what I’m about to confide in you, I will have to surrender my man card. So please consider your options with the following intelligence.”
She propped her free hand on the table, chin in her palm, eyebrows lifted, and made no move to reclaim the hand he’d captured between his.
“I’ve seen every single one of your movies, not always with a date. Even that Fourth of July picnic farce with the swingers you babysat for.” A partial truth. He’d actually seen some of them twice and at least three of them four times and owned every single one on DVD.
Her delighted laughter wrapped around him. The gleam in her eyes tempered the sobriety of her tone. “I promise, your manhood is safe with me.”
“Double entendre intended, I hope?”
“Absolutely.”
He chuckled, kissing her fingers again and they resumed eating, her hand firmly in his.
The conversation returned to sports.
She preferred basketball to football. He favored baseball and enjoyed basketball enough to debate team statistics.
He liked Italian to her French. She preferred an afternoon at the spa to shopping in Beverly Hills. He was satisfied with the online offerings.
She cited Tahoe as having the best ski resorts. He favored Wisp on the East Coast.
She longed to take a cruise and laughed when he retorted, “My ass rode in Navy equipment enough.”
Dinner stretched to dessert and finally to coffee.
They danced.
They laughed.
They talked.
He lost track of the topics, savoring her dry wit, pointed comments, and her absolute failure to agree with him just to agree. She warmed to the areas where they were at odds, favoring Jackie Chan’s Rush Hour to the clearly superior Legend of the Drunken Master. And wrinkled her nose delightfully when he told her it was a good thing she was so pretty.
At two AM, they closed the bar down, but he was content to spend the rest of the night. He hadn’t laughed so hard in years.
The irritating buzz of his phone interrupted her suggestion of the local Adolphus hotel and a champagne brunch. He tugged the phone out of his pocket and recognized Damon’s number and offered her an apologetic look. He thumbed the phone to answer it. Damon Sinclair was the finest cook he’d ever had the privilege of serving with, considering the man could make potato soup taste like manna from heaven. He also wasn’t likely to call James at two-thirty in the morning without a damn good reason.
“Westwood.”
“Sorry to cut into your date, Doc. But I’m at the Fillmore with Matt and there was an incident.”
“The Fillmore?” The evening’s pleasure drained out of him, his mouth tightening. Matt wasn’t ready for bars and shouldn’t be off property yet. His gaze cut to the beautiful woman mouthing, ‘pub?’ and echoed the question into the phone. “The Fillmore Pub?”
“Yes, sir. Plano cops are here too, sir. I wouldn’t call, but Captain Dexter took his fiancée away for the weekend and….”
“No. It’s fine that you called. I’m on my way. Can you keep him cool until I get there?”
“Think so, sir.”
“I’ll be there in….” He glanced at her. She mouthed, fifteen. “Fifteen minutes.”
“Thanks, Doc.”
He rang off and mentally searched for an appropriate apology, but she shooed him out of the booth. He offered her a hand. She slid out and reclaimed the flat little purse he’d not seen on the opposite bench.
“I know where it is, so I’ll go with you and that way you can get there as soon as possible.”
“I’m sorry about this.” He felt like an ass, but the waitress appeared to take his credit card and a second brought a light wrap that James helped Lauren into. “I can use the GPS in the car.”
“Pfft. GPS. I grew up in Plano. I know exactly where the Fillmore is….” She hesitated, as though taken aback by a thought. “Unless I would be intruding.”
“Not at all. I just don’t know how long it will take and it’s a patient. I need to find out what’s going on.”
“Then I’ll go with you and I’ll wait. We can find breakfast somewhere.”
He didn’t know what to say to that. He definitely didn’t want to say goodnight, but without a better idea of what had gone down with Matt, he didn’t want to leave her hanging either.
“Tell you what, Marine. You owe me the rest of the night, but I am assuming you’re the kind of man who’ll let me choose how we spend it.”
“Absolutely, ma’am.” His eyes crinkled at the crisp notes her voice adopted.
“Then I want to spend it helping this patient of yours, and I expect you to accommodate me.” The combination of glitz, glamour, and gritty reality gave him his first true glimpse of the kind of woman she was, not just the woman she played in one of her movies. Combining the tough, no nonsense demand with the artless, charming dinner companion and he found it easy to nod.
He really didn’t want the night to end.
He signed the credit card slip and added a generous tip to the waitress’ gratuity. Lauren’s hand rested in the crook of his arm as they ascended the red velvet steps and exited into the cool September evening.
At the valet stand, he hesitated. She’d driven herself, but she plucked his valet ticket from his fingers. “You can bring me back or I can get a cab…just remember, you’ll have me at your mercy and I’m relying on you.”
The grin fighting past his concern won out and he nodded slowly. “You are in good hands and I will do everything in my power to live up to your trust.”
Her luminescent blue eyes warmed his soul. “I have every faith in you.”
He barely noticed the valet taking the slip or returning with his car. Taking care to settle her in the SUV, he slipped the young lady a twenty for bringing the vehicle so fast and paused for a heartbeat to fight the urge to fist pump.
Lauren sat in his car.
She wanted to spend time with him.
What an amazing woman.
“Seatbelt on?” He firmed his grip on self-control and slid into the driver’s seat.
The drive to the Fillmore took less than the fifteen minutes she’d advised, but her expert directions didn’t allow for a single wrong turn. Three black and white Plano police chargers were angled in the mostly empty parking lot, red and blue lights flashing. He spotted Damon first, talking to one police officer, and searched the stray pools of light for a sign of Matt. The younger man sat on a curb next to his car.
His dented-hood, headlight-smashed car.
“I’ll be right back.” James gave her knee a quick squeeze and slid out, pulling his Mike’s Place ID out of his wallet.
“Sorry, Doc.” Damon abandoned the police officer to meet him with a hard handshake. “We just came out for a couple of burgers and beers. It was going fine and then it just wasn’t.”
“What happened, exactly?”
“You’re the doctor?” The officer followed a pace behind Damon, the nameplate pinned to his blue uniform reading Atkins.
“Psychologist.” James held out his credentials. “Mr. McCall is one of my patients. What is he being charged with?”
“At the moment, nothing. It’s his own car that he damaged and no one is hurt. He settled down some when we got here, but we weren’t comfortable letting him drive.” The officer looked over the identification briefly before handing it back. He palmed a standard issue flashlight and shone it at the car.
“A brawl started inside, he wasn’t a part of it, but apparently they plowed into him. He put both men down, but they’re fine outside of some bruises. The bartender and several patrons described the incident and it’s a case of self-defense. He could have done a hell of a lot more damage, but he didn’t.” Respect tinged the officer’s words. “Then he came out here and trashed his car. We were already responding to the incident inside when we found him.”
James nodded once, flicking a brief look to Damon. “And you don’t know why he came out here?”
“No. Like Officer Atkins said, these two guys were arguing, started fighting and they bumped a waitress before they slammed into Matt. I had to hit the latrine or I’d have been right there. As it was, he had one guy down in a chokehold and the other cold cocked on the pool table when I came out. The bartender rounded them up, and the manager rousted them when Matt just walked out of the bar. By the time I got out here, he was kicking the shit out of it.”
“Did he say anything?”
“Not a word. Creepiest damn thing I’d ever seen, Doc. It was all surgical strikes, headlights, windshield, side mirrors, tail lights, and then he just beat his fists bloody on the hood. I tried to talk to him when the cops got here. They ordered him to stand down and he did. He’s been sitting on that curb ever since….” Damon’s words trailed off as he pointed and James followed his gaze.
Lauren was out of the SUV and sitting on the dirty cement curb in her filmy, silk dress, hands clasped in her lap, legs extended with one glittery ankle crossed over the other. Her head tilted toward Matt. Matt looked as poleaxed as James felt when he’d first seen her sitting in the restaurant.
“Thanks, Damon.” Worry choked his gut and he headed over. If Matt was unstable, Lauren sat right next to a live powder keg.


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Despite his easy manner, James’ palpable tension filled the vehicle all the way to Plano. A professional demeanor, focused concern, and watchful wariness replaced his charming smile and flirty honesty. The desire quivering in her insides sobered in the Fillmore Pub’s empty parking lot under the harsh reality of red and blue strobes. He spoke to an officer and a second man dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, presumably the man who’d called him at the club.
She glanced over the others, settling on the young man sitting on the curb. His wide shoulders were framed by a too tight T-shirt that did little to disguise the muscled physique beneath, jeans and scuffed tennis shoes. The close shave haircut coupled with the empty expression on his face and the way he stared sightlessly at the damaged car to his right told her that was who they had been called to help.
Her chest constricted at the loneliness shimmering in the air around him. Dropping her purse on the floorboard, she opened the passenger door and slipped out. The pavement tilted unevenly, littered with cement cracks and blacktop repairs, but she crossed the open space to the young man before she’d fully thought through the decision.
“Do you mind if I join you?” The night air was warm, cooler than the day, but still comfortable. She wrapped her shawl around her more for comfort than heat, holding it firm with the fold of her arms.
The man glanced up, his eyebrows knitting together in confusion. “No ma’am, but I don’t really think a dirty curb is going to be kind to your dress.”
She chuckled, teetering down carefully to sit and stretch her legs. “That’s why I use dry cleaners, they’re miracle workers.”
The young man continued to stare at her, his confusion giving way to an open bewilderment. “I’m sorry, ma’am, do I know you?”
“Probably not, you’re way too young and male to be in my demographic.” She extended hand her right hand. “I’m Lauren.”
“Matt McCall, ma’am.” He took her hand so cautiously she forced herself to stay still lest any motion startle him. His knuckles were black, blue, and red. She’d seen freshly ground hamburger meat that was more attractive.
“It’s lovely to meet you, Matt. Are you from Texas?” She considered commenting on his knuckles, but he withdrew his hand far more quickly than he’d offered it and tucked it back down against his leg, out of sight. He wasn’t quite rocking back and forth, but the tension thickened in the stiff set of his spine and rigid lock of his jaw.
“No.” He gave a quick jerk of his head. “Indiana.”
“Really? I’ve only been to Indiana once.” Biting the inside of her lip, she thought back to what James said at the Sybarite Club. People want to be heard. They want someone to listen. And even the most inane piece of trivia can show someone they’ve been heard. Clasping her hands together, she shifted so her butt wasn’t quite perched on the jagged crack in the cement curb. The lazy heat of the day drifted up from warm pavement, chasing away even a hint of chill.
“We were filming a car chase scene that ended in corn fields and then a secondary chase through the fields.” Crossing one ankle over the other, she pretended an interest in her painted toes. “Longest week of my life. Corn hurts when you run through it. No one told me that.”
“It can be razor sharp, ma’am. I used to hang out in the back of one of those fields with some buddies in high school. We could smoke and talk sh—um—talk stuff about girls and stuff. Anyway, we got to wrestling one day and I got a few good slices.”
“So, it’s not just me? My director told me it was because I was a klutz, but it’s not easy to race through a field, looking over your shoulder and not bang into the plants.”
Matt gave her the most peculiar look. “Why was someone chasing you, ma’am?”
“It was in the script. Between you and I, a terrible script. Who runs through cornfields in four-inch heels? I kept losing a shoe or worse, my heel would sink and then I’d trip. But they wouldn’t let me just strip them off and drop them to run.” The director’s high-handed tone still managed to chafe.
“Probably not the best idea to run through a cornfield in bare feet, ma’am. That’s a good way to get snake bit.”
“Snakes?” A shudder rocked through her and she turned wide eyes on Matt. She didn’t have to stretch far to project shock. She hated snakes. Hated them since the episode she’d had to let a python crawl over her when she played Amy Benning, the beloved daughter of Detective Andy. Nasty things.
“Yes, ma’am.” Matt’s wan smile was still a smile. “Snakes like cornfields, lots of mice to eat.”
“Ewww.”
He chuckled. A rusty sound if she’d ever heard one.
“Well, I guess I should thank my snotty director for the shoe advice.”
“Maybe. But I won’t tell if you don’t want me to.”
“I appreciate that, very much. But enough about me, what’s a good-looking young man like you doing, killing time on a curb?”
“Not sure. I don’t think they’re going to arrest me.” The lines of tension around his mouth tightened. “But maybe they should.”
“Now why would you say that?” A gamble, she probably shouldn’t push. She didn’t know Matt, she didn’t know his situation, but she knew loneliness when she saw it. She’d seen it in the mirror for twenty years. Isolated, having little contact with her peers and while Hollywood had more than a few child stars, scheduling conflicts and demands left little time for girl talk, mall-hopping or confidences. Add competition for jobs and it just became worse.
“I don’t know if I can put it in words, ma’am.”
“You know, I say that all the time, or I say that’s why I memorize scripts and don’t write them. I’ve been spouting other people’s words for years. But if this were a scene in a movie, I’d tell you just to say it plain and let the chips fall. How often do you get a chance to just spit out what’s on your mind, to hell with any consequences?” She crossed her fingers and hoped for the right thing to say.
“If you want it plain, ma’am, I’m twenty-four and I’m finished. Done. No prospects. I’m fit, but not fit for duty. I’m strong, but not strong enough. My country needs me, my men need me, and my mama needs me, and I’m no good to any of them.” The dull note in his voice worried her more than the statement.
“How are you done, Matt?”
“Inner ear. One little bone. It’s cracked. Can’t even see the stupid thing and it messes me up sometimes…messes me up enough that the docs wouldn’t clear me. The Corps discharged me, honorably, but discharged nonetheless. My guys are still in the sandbox and I’m here, sitting in a bar where a couple of dumbasses get into a fistfight over an order of fries. It’s just so damn stupid.”
Twenty-four had been a banner year for her. Three movies filmed back-to-back with a fourth script waiting to be memorized. She’d been nominated for a People’s Choice at that age.
“It’s hard to be told you’re done. You can’t do what you want to do, what you’re good at because of a little bone or the preconception that you can’t do it anymore, that you aren’t sexy enough or alluring enough to put the butts in the seats. You’re good enough to play mom or teacher or nurse, but not to play the love interest or the lead.”
Matt blinked at her slowly and she blushed. She was supposed to be listening, not bitching about her career.
“I’m sorry. That kind of just poured out.”
“Ma’am, you’re way too sexy to be a teacher or someone’s mom. If you’d been my teacher, I’d have paid a hell of a lot more attention in class.”
“You’re sweet, thank you. But the point I tried to make before I dove off the pier of self-pity is I’ve been judged by preconceptions since I started in this business. I can try to tell myself it was easy all through my twenties and that those lead roles fell in my lap, but they didn’t. First, I had to fight being seen as Amy Benning, and then I had to fight being seen as the quirky romantic comedy lead, and it’s impossible to break out of typecasting in Hollywood. I can blame it on my age because thirty-four is dried and done, or I can prove them wrong and fight for the roles I want to fight for, make my own kind of movies.”
The thought struck a chord. Take the supporting parts, use the money to fund smaller budget productions or even get a clause in the contract that would allow a contribution. She could take the higher paying empty gigs to pay for those with soul and reinvent herself again. Tucking that thought away for examination later, she focused on Matt.
“Comparing an actress to a Marine…I’m assuming you’re a Marine.” At his nod, she smiled and continued. “Comparing being an actress to being a Marine is like comparing soufflé to a porterhouse steak, I get that. But you can’t tell me being a Marine, going through training, and into combat was easy. It shouldn’t be easy adjusting to not serving actively. It’s just a different kind of training.”
His slow, owlish blink emboldened her.
“And you’re a good guy or you wouldn’t be sitting here beating yourself up about being sad. But we need to be sad. Sad helps us appreciate happiness and appreciate what we need and what we want. You know what you want, you just have to find a way to do it.”
“I do?”
“Of course you do, Matt.”
Lauren jumped at James’ quiet voice. He’d crept up on them and she’d been so focused on Matt, she’d failed to notice. Blushing guiltily, she shot him an apologetic look, but he held out his hand, a request and offer rolled into one. She accepted the assistance and he lifted her effortlessly to her feet.
“You want to help your brothers. You want to help your family. You just think you can’t because the medical discharge papers say your ear inhibits your performance. But that just keeps you out of combat.” James’ certain, steady voice offered calmness. He squeezed her hand lightly, holding her close and a thrill zinged through her.
Matt climbed to his feet, brow furrowed. “It sounds easy.”
“So did basic until the first time you had to run ten miles, do a hundred pushups, then run another ten.” Her date’s smile twisted with a hint of wryness. “It got easier, but it wasn’t easy to start with.”
“No, sir. It wasn’t.” Matt scuffed a shoe against the curb, the deep lines around his mouth and eyes easing. He looked at his car and then back to James, as though really seeing the two for the first time. “I’m sorry, Doc. It won’t happen again.”
“It’s fine, Matt. It’s what I’m here for. But you are getting some homework after this.”
“Yeah?”
“Lauren.” James paused to look at her. “Would you give us a couple of minutes?”
“Absolutely.” Turning to Matt, she smiled. “Lovely to meet you, Matt. Thank you for listening.”
A faintly puzzled look marred the ghost of a smile flirting with his lips, but still a smile. “Nice to meet you, ma’am….” She made it three steps away when he continued. “And ma’am? If you ever want to try out for Mrs. Robinson, I’ll be available.”
She swallowed a laugh and gave him a solemn nod. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
At the car, she dusted off her skirt before sliding back into the passenger seat. James joined her a few minutes later, his features set in a stern expression.
“You’re not mad, are you?” She shouldn’t have given into the impulse, but he looked so forlorn.
“No.” He wrapped his hands on the steering wheel. “I’m not mad. But that wasn’t the safest option. Matt’s issues can give him a hair-trigger temper. Staying in the car was as much for your safety as it was his. That said….” He held up a hand when she opened her mouth. “That said, thank you. You listened to him. You heard him. What’s more, you made him hear you. That hasn’t been an easy road and it’s far from over, but he’s back on the path and more than ready to be there.”
“So I helped?”
“Yes, you did.”
She grinned, pleased with herself.
“You’re not calling him about a Mrs. Robinson role.”
She laughed.
“I’m serious.”
“I know you are.” She leaned across to brush a kiss to his cheek. “I don’t want to play Mrs. Robinson.”
“No?” The word echoed on a deep note, low in his throat. She imagined closing the scant inches between their mouths and testing the strength in the firm line of his lips.
“No. I like my man to be confident enough to take on the problems of others, charming enough to admit he liked my films long before he ever met me, and ready to rip out the arms of a man they’ve never met because he might have pawed me.”
“I might know someone like that.”
“Yeah?”
He answered with a slow brush of his lips on hers. Gentle, almost fleeting, until her lips parted and his tongue sought access to hers. She cupped his cheek, and the kiss ended nearly as softly as it began. Her stomach fluttered and she opened her eyes, barely even aware that she’d closed them.
“The night’s not over yet, James.” Definitely time to make some changes, to embrace new challenges and new opportunities, starting with the gorgeous man sitting next to her.
“No?”
She shook her head slowly.
He brushed his fingers over the curve of her jaw. “I live in an apartment at Mike’s Place. It’s about fifteen minutes from here.”
“Fifteen minutes?”
“Maybe twenty if you add the time from car to apartment.”
“So twenty minutes?”
“I can make it ten.”
“Take your time, we have all night.”


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
The last thing he’d expected to do when he headed out for dinner was bring his date home, much less invite Lauren Kincaid home. One on level, his brain still tried to wrap around the concept that the actress sat in the passenger seat, hand firmly in his. On another level, he was far more interested in the woman who sat on the curb in her sexy dress and talked to a Marine who desperately needed a friend as easily as she’d charmed James over wine and bad dancing.
The fifteen-minute route through the quiet streets of Plano to the Mike’s Place complex in Allen took forever. He considered twice suggesting that they go back for her car, a reasonable alternative to being trapped with his transportation. But what if she wants her car? What if she decides this is a bad idea?
Suck it up, Marine.
The gate scanned the identification box attached behind his rearview mirror and swung open smoothly. He obeyed the twenty-mile-an-hour warning signs, vividly aware that a game of touch football at nearly three in the morning was not that unheard of.
“You know, it occurs to me we’re breaking the rules.” His voice remained remarkably steady considering the triple-time cadence of his heart beat.
“Oh? Which rules are those?” The lazy Texan drawl, barely discernible in her dulcet tones drifted out to tease him like honeysuckle on a hot summer night.
“Madame Eve’s rules.”
“She has rules?”
He slid the SUV into its parking spot and cocked an eyebrow at his date. “Yes. Public meetings, fancy hotels, the safety of not being isolated with a stranger…didn’t you read the FAQ?”
Her gaze slid to the right. “Small confession time?”
He braced himself. “Go ahead.”
“My agent made all the arrangements. I didn’t even know there was a site or a FAQ to read.”
He laughed. “I see.”
“Sorry.” She winced apologetically. “If you want to dump me on the side of the road, I understand.”
“Oh, I will get over it. But I feel it’s important that you understand you have options. I can take you back to your car or take you home. We can go inside, have coffee and talk. Nothing has to happen that you don’t want to happen.”
Lauren mirrored his pose, unclipping her seat belt to sit sideways. “Are you saying you don’t want to have sex with me?”
Good Lord, he enjoyed the woman’s directness. “No, ma’am, I’m saying you have options, not that I’m stupid.”
Her wide grin cracked through his good intentions. If she got out of the car and walked up the stairs to his place, all bets were off. But he could handle being a gentleman.
For five more minutes.
“Would you like me to be clear?”
“Crystal.”
“In the interest of total clarity, I’m going to walk up those stairs, go into your apartment, take off this dress, and ask you to make hot, wet, passionate love to me. If that’s all right with you?”
Yep. He adored the little details, like brutal honesty.
He shut the engine off, killed the lights and exited the car to jog around to help her out before she could change her mind. Hand in hand, they dashed up the steps. Her smothered giggles were damn infectious. At the door, he managed to get the key in the lock and open it before remembering he’d left his jacket tossed over the back of the simple dining room chair and a stack of files that he planned to read when he got back.
“One minute?” He grinned and slipped inside to clean up. It took less than thirty seconds to hang the jacket in the coat closet and set the files on the top shelf out of sight.
She laughed when he opened the door fully to invite her in. Her gaze skimmed the room with its sparse furnishings, brown leather sofa, coffee table and lamp, but wasted little time in dropping her purse on the entry table next to his keys and kicking off her heels. Two bookshelves framed the fifty-six inch flat screen and her perusal hesitated.
James kicked himself.
She’d spotted the DVD collection.
Her smile grew wider and her eyes actually teared up a little.
“Hey.” Concern overrode the mild embarrassment and he cupped her cheek with his hand. “What’s wrong?”
“You were totally serious about liking my movies.”
“I couldn’t stand most of your movies. I just liked you.”
She swallowed. “Wow.”
“Truth be told, I don’t know that I care about those anymore. The real you is a hell of a lot more interesting than the woman on the screen.” He would have said more, but she rose up on her tiptoes and then her mouth was on his. James sealed the kiss, lifting her up and taking his time, tongue delving against her teeth to stroke hers.
He tasted the sweet flavors of coffee and cheesecake and thrust his tongue deeper, trying to capture the decadence of female. Slender fingers dug into his shoulders. Her nose rubbed his, tendrils of her hair teasing his face.
Her breasts rubbed against his shirtfront and as much as he loved the champagne gown, it had to go. Smoothing his hands over the silk, he roamed the smooth swell of her bottom, shaping it until his hands cupped her firmly and lifted her, dragging her sensuous weight up his body. Walking her back to the bedroom, he drew her lower lip between his teeth, nibbling before drifting kisses along her chin to her ear.
“If this is a dream, don’t wake me.” He tugged her earlobe with a playful nip and entered the sparse space he called a bedroom. The only concession to his exodus from active duty was the king size bed that accommodated his six foot four frame and let him sprawl. A nightstand held his clock and a lamp for bedtime reading, but he hadn’t even bothered with pictures on the wall, or a television.
Not that he planned to watch anything tonight. Next to the bed, he set her down, careful not to just shred the dress. Impatience pushed through him and with only the light from the front room slanting across the bed, he rested his forehead against hers.
“Last chance.” He wanted to strangle the words. But it never hurt to be sure.
“Okay.” She stepped back, running a hand through her hair. “Maybe we should put the coffee pot on….”
Stomach plummeting, he nodded slowly. He’d asked. It was why he asked. It would be too easy to get swept up in the emotion of the moment.
“I’ll go get that set up.” He turned, allowing enough time to control the disappointment in his expression.
 
 
“James.” Her voice, coupled with a swooshing sound, halted him. Glancing over his shoulder, his throat locked. The champagne dress pooled at her feet. His gaze rolled over the long, tanned legs, the tapered waist and thin scrap of black and white tuxedo-colored thong, and higher still to the curve of her perfect breasts, small mounds of curvy flesh crowned by pink nipples.
Without the window dressing, she seemed so much leaner, so much more fragile, a goddess carved of delicate coral.
“I thought….” His brain struggled to reconcile her request with the long-legged siren crawling onto his bed to sit on her knees, her delicate eyebrows arched and a mysterious smile on her lips. She crooked a beckoning finger.
“I said you should put the coffee pot on for later…I have a feeling we’re not going to get much sleep tonight.”
Somewhere the neurons in his brain fired and he toed off his boots, unbuttoned his shirt and stripped the dress shirt and jacket, hanging both on the hook he’d installed next to the closet. He shed the rest of his clothes, never looking away from her. He folded the slacks in half and dropped them over the edge of the footboard.
His cock strained toward her, filled to bursting with the need to make the dream a reality. She studied him with undisguised lust, and he paused at the edge of the bed. She rose up on her knees to welcome him with another searing kiss. Breast to chest, her skin flushed hot against his. She flattened her fingers against his sternum and he leaned forward.
“Stay,” she murmured. “I want to see all of you.” The shivery words fed the fire in his blood. Fighting the urge to cut the tension with a joke, he let her lean away.
Her lips feathered along his jaw, dipping to nuzzle his throat and teasing a path down his chest. Clenching his fingers, he forced himself to be still, allowing her to explore. Her tongue swirled over his nipple and his cock jerked toward her. He’d never considered his nipples worthy of such attention, but little slivers of lightning dug into his skin, shooting sparks into his brain and flooding his balls with need.
Her nails grazed along his skin, simple caresses spreading tingles. He thrust his fingers into her hair. A glittering, shower of white gold contrasted with the warm honey of her skin. He combed his fingers through it to explore the slender length of her spine.
Her mouth descended, tongue swirling over his belly button. The silken tresses of her hair glided along his cock and his breath clogged in his lungs. Her fingers joined her lips, and she wrapped one hand around him, the other slipping between his thighs to cup his balls.
His knees butted the edge of the bed, and he fought the fierce urge to buck into her fingers. He leaned forward, caressing her back down to the sensuous ass with slender black lace peeking out from the curve of her butt cheeks. His brain dimly registered the presence of the thong, but he teased the lace, edging his fingers beneath to rub her sweet, firm ass with its smooth perfection. The muscles clenched against his fingers and he laughed slowly. Her wet kiss circled the head of his cock and her fingers caressed him.
Thought warred with need. His hips bumped forward, pushing past her lips for a better angle. He glided his forefinger down the length of lace until he sensed the damp heat of her sex and then away again. Her low moan vibrated his cock, and he worried he might come before he was ready. Tiny teeth grazed his flesh gently with every hungry swallow.
“My turn.” His voice deepened and he urged her upward and then flipped her onto her back, two fingers tearing away the miniscule tuxedo thong wrapped so lovingly against her sex. The clips snapped and he tossed the scrap of cloth away. He roamed his hands along her breasts, over her belly, and to her thighs. He dropped down to his knees and pulled her ass to the edge of the bed.
One leg slid over his shoulder, and he kissed the inner thigh gently, teeth scraping the tender flesh. He worked his way up to her damp labia crowned by white-blonde curls. Perfection. A goddess laid out for his pleasure, and he intended to pleasure her.
Sparing a look upward, he blew a breath across the sweet, wet sex and dared a single sip. The gasp of her breath offered up a delightful combination of pleasure and encouragement. He teased the lips apart with his tongue. He wanted to play there for hours, but the need raging through his cock wasn’t going to allow for much time. Her thighs quivered next to his head as he massaged his mouth across her clit, sucking it in a teasing repeat of her lips on his cock. He vibrated it with his tongue, and her body thrashed around him. The heady smell of her musk filled his nostrils and her sweet cream flooded around his mouth. Bracing her hips, he plundered the flavor, unrelenting until the muscles of her stomach clenched and she cried out again.
Rubbing his cheeks against her thighs, he looked up to see her blue eyes dark with passion and grinned. “Still think we’ll need coffee…” He slid onto the bed, urging her toward the center.
“Remind me to tease you every night.” But her eyes sparkled with laughter and desire at him. He chuckled. Everything about her beckoned, so unpredictable, sexy, sweet and funny.
He had to write Madame Eve one hell of an endorsement.
Closing the distance, he forgot about conversation, endorsements, files, and the rest of the world. The only thing that mattered was the woman in front of him, the delicious curves that beckoned his lips, and he took his time. His hands explored the smooth lines of her body in between long hot, wet kisses. So damn petite.
So many of his first impressions had come from her larger than life personality, her lusty laughs, her teasing glances, and the simple serenity of her chin propped on her hand as she listened to him talk. All of those images collided in his mind, coalescing into the drop dead gorgeous woman perched on that curb.
A fucking amazing woman.
He abandoned her lips to kiss a path down her chest, sampling the warm, vanilla-scented skin. He drew on one turgid little nipple, just barely skimming the tip with his teeth.
“I have a confession to make,” he murmured. Her body writhed beneath his while he trailed a damp path to the other breast, intent on lavishing it with the same attention. He could spend the rest of his life right there, teasing the slender body for the soft noises she made.
“Oh?” She pushed the word out on little huffs of breath. He slid his index finger along her slit. The simplest of touches and her body writhed for him again.
“It’s been a long time for me.”
“Me, too.” She arched her hips, but he ignored the demand, settling on her nipple with a swirl of his tongue. Her hips bounced against the bed, one leg rubbing against his arm. He could drown happily in her lush curves, satin softness and silken scent with nothing jagged or hard about her.
“Hmmm,” he vibrated his tongue on the nipple, slipping one finger against the slick edge of her entrance. “I think you’re teasing me again.”
“If I am…” she groaned, “You’re paying me back in kind.”
He brushed the light stubble of his cheeks against the sensitize tip. Her fingers dug into hair, half pushing, half pulling at him. “I can stop.”
“Don’t. You. Dare.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He knew an order when he heard it and captured her lips in a deep, kiss, swallowing any other conversation. He spread the lips of her soaked sex apart with two fingers and fumbled for the condoms he’d dropped on the nightstand. Hardly his smoothest move, but she was so damn responsive, he didn’t care.
He swore when he ripped the first one with the foil. Laughing and groaning, she grabbed a second and shuddered around his probing finger slipping in her entrance as she opened it. With control he could only admire, her warm fingers rolled the sheath over his eagerly jerking dick. He met her shy smile with a wider one.
He wanted more time to spread her legs, to dip his head between them, to drive her to orgasm. He wanted to taste her cream and to listen to her cries for release. He wanted to roll her on her belly and take her or lift her into his lap and watch her ride him, but the desire setting fire to his blood ignored all of those wants.
Later. He promised himself.
Reclining against the pillows, she urged him down and then he drove inside her slick entrance and his mind blanked. She was all hot, squeezing tightness and his balls swelled. He fought the rushing orgasm, teasing her clit to bring her with him. He wanted slow and leisurely, but passion pushed at him. They had one night, not enough time to fulfill every wish and desire. He had to try and take it slow, make it as memorable as possible.
He pulled her up and thrust deeper. Her body clamped down on him, her mouth pressed in a silent O against his shoulder. She moaned. The whispery sound allayed any fear that he might have hurt her. He tried to hold himself in check, but his body rebelled against his mind.
His much-lauded control shredded with every glide of her skin against his. Her nails raking down his back drove him harder and it didn’t take him long. She came apart around him, her legs locked around his hips and her low cries gaining volume. He lost it, thrusting deep against the greedy muscles clamping down on his cock and came.
Shaking, he sagged against her, fighting to brace his weight with one arm. Her fingers teased a path up his spine and he grunted, turning his head to look into her drowsy, grinning expression.
“You look stunned.” Damn, was there a more beautiful woman in the world?
“I thought I would last a hell of a lot longer.” His voice roughened with the confession. He expected to feel embarrassment or shame, but neither emotion sucked him under. Not when he held this woman in his arms.
“I think I would have died of frustration if you’d taken any longer.”
“Yeah?” He adjusted his weight for fear of crushing her, but couldn’t quite bring himself to pull away.
“Oh, yeah.” Her sex clenched as though to emphasize the statement and his body jerked. At thirty-five, he didn’t expect to feel his cock stiffening to life so soon, but it did. “I hope you have more condoms….”
“…a whole damn box full, ma’am.”
 
 
Two hours later, they reclined in the bed and he enjoyed the way her warm skin looked next to his darker, near nut-brown tan from long hours in the sun and too many games of hoops.
“What are you thinking about?” He curled a strand of blonde around his finger.
“That you need more room or a bigger place.” She bit down lightly on his shoulder and he arched an eyebrow.
“What for?”
“Honey, we couldn’t even fit my shoes in this bedroom….”
He laughed and dragged her beneath him, pausing long enough to roll on a condom before thrusting home in one slow roll of his hips. “You don’t need to wear shoes here…or anything else for that matter….”
 
 
It was nearly lunchtime when he spotted her sneaking out of the bedroom, dressed only in his shirt, her long bare legs teasing him. They couldn’t have slept for more than hour. He stretched, his body stirring at the sight of her bottom peeking behind the tail of his shirt. They’d retreated to the kitchen for coffee and found a way to christen his kitchen counter, the tiny round table he used for work, and his sofa, before making it back to the bedroom.
He wanted to dine on her sweet little sex, again. And again. Maybe he’d offer to cook her eggs and bacon in trade. Her conversation drifted from the front room, derailing the lascivious train of thought.
“Yes, go ahead and work out the details, but tell them I want them to increase the offer by twenty percent, and I want to donate forty percent of the total to Mike’s Place in Allen, Texas.”
He blinked.
“Yes, I said forty percent. No, I’d like to film all my parts in one week. I have five scenes, surely they can manage that.”
His heart sank. One night was not enough. Nowhere near enough. He hoped she’d stick around a little longer.
“Well, it will have to be a week. I’m not going to hang out on set for a month just to film a scene every four or five days. So if they want to film it that way, make sure you include travel expenses. I’m going to be based out of Dallas for the foreseeable future, so it’s only a two-hour flight…”
And just like that he blew out a long breath.
“…you know what, Marnie? There’s a hell of a lot more to life than just making movies. I’m all about taking chances and seeing where that can go. My career. My life. My choice.”
Foreseeable future.
Hell yeah, he could work with that. He levered off the bed, stalked toward the living room and the luscious goddess he planned to lay out on the table.
Time for breakfast. 
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Once Her Man, Always Her Man
 
 
Fulfilling a favor and executing a business plan, Luke Dexter arrives at Dallas’ Sybarite Club for a one-night stand. He never imagined he’d come face to face with the woman he left behind a decade earlier.
Rebecca Rainier fell in love with Luke Dexter in high school and was crushed when he dumped her to join the Marines after 9/11. Set up on a 1Night Stand by her business partner, nothing could prepare Rebecca for who her date is.
Can Luke and Rebecca bridge the pain of a decade-long abandonment, in one cold Texas night?
 



 
 
Retreat Hell! She Just Got Here
 
She's one of the few…
 
Jazz has been one of the guys for over a decade, serving her country with distinction, but she longs to explore her femininity, to be desired as a woman, to flirt, cavort and fulfill every sexual desire. When her mother of all people, signs her up for a 1Night Stand, she's not sure whether to be exhilarated or pissed. Flying to Las Vegas on the promise of a total escape, Jazz plans to be Jasmine for just one night, because tomorrow, she plans to re-up for another five years.
 
They're two of the proud…
 
Logan Cavanaugh grew up across the street from his best friend and brother-in-arms, Zach Evans. Inseparable, the two have shared everything, including women, until the year before when an IED attack during combat injured both of them. Zach suffered a concussion, but Logan's injuries were far more extensive. After a year of physical therapy, he can walk, but he'll never run or love a woman again, or so he fears. He’s ready to accept his impotence, but Zach has other ideas. He hopes a 1Night Stand date with the perfect woman will heal Logan's confidence and masculinity.
 
They're all Marines…
 
They’ll share each other, but will one night be enough?
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