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Chapter One
 
 
“Needs a cup of Bailey’s and a dash of cayenne, John-John.” Damon Sinclair handed the large wooden ladle back to an assistant and moved on to check the cornbread coming out of the triple ovens in the back of the bustling kitchen. Opening night hummed in the kitchens with every swing of the doors as waiters and waitresses rushed in, dropped off orders then picked up piping hot food to rush it back out.
Wiping his hands on a towel, he approved all but the last cornbread. “Break that one up and soak it in the red beans.” The woman nodded, whirling away with the trays for cutting and adding to the meals, while the last one was passed down to the station chef handling the big pot simmering on one of a dozen stovetops that made up the entire right wall of his kitchens.
Lagniappe’s served only the best; if the food wasn’t crying to get to the table, it didn’t leave his kitchen. He stopped a waitress carrying a large tray, plucked the garnish from a crawfish platter and waved it at John-John. “No weeds with the seafood.”
“Aye, Mr. Sinclair.” The cook didn’t need to call him Mr. anything. The aging Marine served the best gumbo in the Quarter. He enjoyed the chaos, and handled it with a firm hand that reminded everyone of the drill sergeant he’d once been.
Damon lured him to Lagniappe’s with the promise of having his own kitchen to run. John-John deferred to him as owner, even if Damon was thirty years his junior. Amused, the chef upended the entire parsley garnish onto his cutting board and diced it at high speed before dumping the lot into the Jambalaya. With no garnish to add to the plates, the steward wouldn’t make the mistake again.
“Captain Dexter’s here.” Ginny Mayer sailed in with an empty tray held aloft, neatly dodging Jackson Cooper’s heavier load as he carried out a serving tray steaming with cornbread, étouffée and gumbo.
“Excellent. I reserved the six-top for them.” Damon paused at the dessert counter, studying the beignets with a critical eye. “These are almost too large, you want smaller portions. Remember…each one’s a kiss of the south, think brush of the lips, not tongue-thrusting wet.”
Demi, the pastry chef, gave him an arch look and worked her mouth into a pout, but the playful gleam in her eyes betrayed her.
“Save the look for the Gunny, Demi. He’ll be happy to give you all the tongue thrusting you could want. Give my customers an angel kiss.”
“Sir, yes, sir.” Her laughter followed him through the kitchen to the doors where he leaned out to look. Immense satisfaction wound through him. It was seven on opening night and every table was populated save for two, one of which he’d reserved for his private guest. My date who is now, he glanced at his watch, thirty minutes late.
He’d really hoped his hook up from Madame Eve would make it before the rush, but the line out the door coupled with the chatter and laughter making the rounds of the tables filled his soul.
Luke Dexter held a chair out for Rebecca, his fiancée, the stunning chestnut-haired beauty he’d left behind when he enlisted, then won back nearly a decade later. Damon gave the Captain a quiet salute, a gesture the man returned easily. A gasp and sudden rise in volume rolled up the line waiting at the door. James Westwood guided his date, movie star Lauren Kincaid, through the throng of well-wishers. A couple of flashes went off, and Damon slanted a look at Javier the maître d’ and nodded his head.
The man diverted from his post to corral the amateur photographers back to their tables with a calm word and a stern expression. Lagniappe’s wasn’t the place for the wannabe paparazzi. James shot him a grateful look, but was quickly distracted when his blonde bombshell pounced on Lauren. The women hugged with a giggling fierceness reminiscent of high school.
They must speak the silent code of the popular.
“You gonna change, boss?” Jones, a waiter, paused at his side, an empty tray dangling from one hand. All of his employees were inactive Marines or related to a Marine. Jones fell in the latter category.
“Soon. Any word?”
“Nope. Javier’s checking the line periodically, making sure she doesn’t get hung up waiting. But nothing.”
Her tardiness annoyed the Marine in him. The schedule called for her to arrive at six-thirty. He took pride in promptness. “Well, I’ll change when she gets here. Table seven needs coffee, grab some of the beignets for table fourteen, and bring out two bottles of white for the Captain’s table.”
“On it.” Jones vanished into the kitchens. A wave of oohs and aahs rose from the bar. Matt demonstrated flair with a pair of bottles dancing up in the air. The press of feminine bodies coupled with laughter and applause amused Damon. McCall had come a long way since trashing his car six weeks before. He’d even made plans to spend Thanksgiving with his family.
A big step.
Damon had offered to travel with him, but the man declined. He still received counseling from James regularly, and between the psychologist’s support and the rest of the unit, Matt was getting it together.
“Yo, boss….” The call tugged his attention back toward the kitchen, but a tingle on the back of his neck warned him to wait. Threading through the line at the door was a long-legged brunette, her short dark hair angling around the smooth, alabaster skin of her face. A modicum of makeup—he supposed it was makeup—highlighted fine cheekbones, delicate eyes and a direct, no-nonsense stare that shot a sizzling jolt to his cock.
Oh, please let that be Helena Blake….
Willowy didn’t begin to describe the slender woman. A white scarf hung around her neck and dangled between her small, pert breasts. The gray sleeveless top and smart black skirt seemed too sedate for the sensuality in her plump lips and dark eyes. His gaze roamed down her body, pausing only when the crowd surged between them then parted again. The press of people annoyed him, he wanted more than peek-a-boo glimpses.
He watched Javier guide her past the velvet ropes to the private dining area set up just off the main room. Close enough to be public, but private enough to indulge in good conversation.
Hell. Yeah.
Whirling from the door, he darted past the servers to check the white chili with fresh chicken and shrimp bubbling in a separate pot. “Whatcha need John-John….”
 
***
 
Helena eased around the restaurant’s overflowing tables. She hated to be late. The maître d’ cut a path through, but she had to hurry to keep up or risk the press of bodies refilling the empty space. The overwhelming noise level rattled her after relaxing to Tchaikovsky on the drive. She’d hardly believed the email when it arrived two days ago. Had it really been a year since she’d signed up for Madame Eve’s exclusive 1Night Stand service? Had it taken the woman that long to find a possible match?
Skepticism chased the frustration cramping her stomach. Smells assaulted her—first the tang of a fish broil overlaid with the roasting smell of meat, then the sweet pastry aroma of a bakery—all layered together. Her stomach roiled in a vociferous growl. She latched onto each new scent like a drowning man desperate for driftwood. Not eating since the rushed yogurt and protein bar before court had been a mistake.
The rich, piquant scent of gumbo served to the table on her left distracted her, and she bumped into the young man lurching up from the table on the right. She swayed dangerously on her four-inch heels. A firm hand latched onto her arm, steadying her. The maître d’ pulled the kid out of her path.
“Thank you.”
“Not a problem.” But the hard look he gave the poor boy earned her a fast, mumbled apology and an open path through the crowded restaurant to a table segregated by red velvet ropes and carefully placed dividers.
Her escort pulled out a chair for her and she sat, crossing one leg over the other. She hadn’t expected to be the first to arrive, particularly since she’d run so late.
“Would you care for a drink?” The man offered no menu or wine list and she pursed her lips. A glass of wine sounded heavenly if not for the small fact that she’d be asleep ten minutes later.
“Actually, I’d love a cup of coffee. Black. No sugar.” Three sugars and loads of cream sounds way better but would add way too much to the hips. So, black it is.
“Right away, ma’am.” Her escort gave her a grin and vanished back into the chaos that was Lagniappe’s. Elbow propped on the table, she perused the crowd. It was mix of upper middle class to mildly wealthy, sprinkled liberally with college students and young adults. The bar seemed to be the most popular spot, where the ratio of females exceeded the males. The bartender must be something to see.
Exhaling, she stared at a tray of piping hot bread bowls filling a waiter’s tray as he ducked through the swinging doors of the kitchen. Her stomach pinched. The carbs alone would kill her diet. Salad would be her best bet, particularly considering her blind date was late. The last thing she needed was to fall on the food like a starving woman.
Another steaming tray of shellfish and cornbread sailed past and she wanted to weep. She’d pay her soul for the spicy combination of crawfish washed down by cold beer. A third man appeared through the swinging doors, and she forced her attention back to the round table in front of her. The heavy red linens on the white cloth added to the atmosphere of city chic meets down home charm. Crystal wine glasses decorated the place settings along with heavy silverware and three cloth napkins per place setting. The restaurant served delicious, messy meals and the napkins would be used.
Except she planned to have a cup of coffee and a salad washed down by water and lemon. Her stomach snarled. She pressed a hand firmly under her rib cage and concentrated on the breathing exercise learned in Yoga. It always got her through a difficult deposition. She couldn’t afford to gain any weight. She had a hard enough time getting a date as it was.
Look at me, sitting in the exclusive, isolated spot, waiting for some man as hard up as I am, all to scratch a primal itch that normal people didn’t need a special service to arrange. It had sounded so much better in theory.
A cup of coffee appeared in front of her, and she jerked her gaze upward, blinking at the waiter she’d seen exiting the kitchen. Unlike most of the other staff, he actually wore a jacket, the rich black a perfect complement to his dark hair and too-blue eyes.
“Good evening.” The rich, rolling cadence of the south drifted through his voice. “One cup of coffee, black.”
“Thank you.” She closed her cool fingers around the hot cup. She’d barely eaten and had forgotten her suit jacket at the office. The combination of low blood sugar and cooler temperatures left her chilled. “I don’t suppose there are menus?”
The waiter’s eyebrows lifted. “Yes, ma’am, typically we offer menus.” His mouth quirked in an amused smile. “But your meal was prepared tonight by the owner, especially for you.”
“I see.”
He wasn’t a waiter. The fact that he wore a jacket over a button down white shirt and none of the other waiters did was a clue. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she trusted her instincts. No way was he the waiter. So was her date playing a game with her? As her mind raced over the possibilities, her stomach chose the one moment of silence to gurgle. She lifted the coffee cup to her lips to hide her discomfort.
“He planned the meal for six-thirty, but he wasn’t sure whether you preferred a white or a red wine and that will tell him a lot about what to serve first.”
Oh, he didn’t, did he? Well, two can play. She lowered the cup. “My wine selection?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Again with the amusement. What does he know that I don’t?
“Wines say a lot about someone. A person who orders a dry white is a focused individual, and prefers clearly defined foods, with a smoky cheese. Whereas the patron who enjoys a fruity white is more likely to indulge in a spicy dish.” The lyrical cadence to his words fascinated her.
She rubbed her finger against the warm side of the coffee cup. A swallow of the bitter black brew helped. It was far less than her stomach wanted, but it would have to do for now.
“And red wines?”
“Reds are complicated. First, there are the blushes. The shy palate prefers a blush because she knows what she’s getting, but she really wants to experiment. She just doesn’t know how. She who desires a merlot possesses sophisticated taste, but is very clear on what she won’t try. And Burgundies…” the faux waiter sighed, dragging the word out until the breath caught in her throat. “Burgundies are for those hungry for something they’ve never had before.”
“And you can tell all of that by what wine a person orders?” Her heart thudded against her ribs with a curious thrill of anticipation. If he was the example, this restaurant would be a smashing success.
“Yes, ma’am. Which wine would you prefer?”
“Can you tell what wine a person will order by looking at them?” Good Lord, I’m flirting with him. Please be the date just playing a game. Her gaze flicked to the empty seat across the table and back to him. It was a subtle hint, but the man seriously seemed to notice everything. His blue eyes were amazing, but he didn’t seem to take the hint.
All the noise and chaos behind him faded as he leaned in with a secretive smile. “Sometimes.”
“Surprise me.” She nibbled her lower lip, probably scraping what was left of her lipstick off, but she didn’t care. He wasn’t looking at her mouth. Correction, the waiter wasn’t looking just at her mouth. Instead, he seemed to take in her whole body and she straightened, almost self-conscious of the appraisal.
“I’ll do that.” He circled the table to retrieve a napkin and snapped it out to lay over her lap. The move was so at odds with the location and yet utterly charming nonetheless. “My name is Damon and it will be my pleasure to serve you tonight.”
He winked and pivoted neatly to disappear behind the swinging doors. She exhaled sharply, her skin tingling all over. Her pulse raced like a wild hummingbird. Heat uncoiled in her belly.
He had to be Madame Eve’s date. She wasn’t sure why he wanted to pretend to be the waiter, but he was really cute at it. She told herself that the flutters in her belly and the stuttering of her heart had nothing to do with her decision to continue to play along.


 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
He marched through the swinging doors, bracing one open for the line of waitresses carrying full trays out. “John-John, did we get in those sides of beef we ordered?”
“Yes, sir.” The chef gave him a squinty-eyed look from behind the silver racks in front of him. “What’s on your mind, Mr. Damon?”
Letting go of the door as the last waitress passed, he considered the whole of the kitchen. Every pair of hands was engaged in some activity, every dish in some stage of preparation. “Filet cuts, two butterfly cut and two half-inch thick. burgundy red, and au jus for the butterfly, on a bed of ice-chilled lettuce with a crumble of the cornbread. Coffee-rub the half-inch thick filets with chicory and the sweet Columbian, slow cook to medium with the ends done to medium well.”
“Not bloody.”
He shook his head slowly. “She’s a little skittish for bloody. Sweet potato soup, add some of the cubed Idahos to it, pinch of salt, dash of paprika. Quarter up the vegetables and steam them over the gumbo and grilled shrimp as a garnish.”
“You got it.”
Damon left him to it and circled through the kitchen to the wine vault, itself a work of art—hand carved shelves, temperature controlled, no humidity and a level of low lighting that let him read the labels without harming the wine. He trailed his fingers along the bottlenecks, tugging out one or two with a thought for the leggy beauty.
She thinks I’m the waiter.
A grin tugged his lips. He probably should have outted himself, but the unease in her expression relaxed during their conversation. A spark of amusement had flooded her dark eyes and he wanted to see more of that.
It would be no problem to serve her. If the night went well, she would need all the calories he could give her.
He paused and contemplated a label. Satisfied, he pulled out a bottle. Perfect.
Shutting down the lights, he stepped back into the coordinated chaos of his kitchen, letting the laughter and the camaraderie wash over him.
“Demi, you got time to put together a selection of bread and cheese, skip the crackers, use the thinner slices of the pumpkin, nine grain, cornbread with the bleu, the gouda and that creamy Swiss we picked up?”
His bakery chef grinned and gestured to the tray of fresh beignets. “Do I need to kiss those, too?”
“Air kisses are good.” Winking at her, he twisted the corkscrew into the bottle top, popping it open to breathe. He watched her movements with a critical eye, approving or disapproving of Demi’s selection until she set up the rectangle trencher, five thin slices of bread, each boasting a bit of cheese. She added a raisin to the bleu cheese, a dab of peach jam to the side of the Swiss and sliver of apple to the gouda.
“Perfect.” Lifting the rectangle, he pushed through the doors to carry the wine and cheese platter to his date. She was staring at a smartphone in her palm, finger tapping away. He navigated through the crowd and the velvet rope to their private little nook apart from the noise. In one smooth move, he slid the cheese platter onto the table and plucked the phone from her hand.
“Hey!” Her smooth forehead knitted together. She lifted her chin, a spark of outrage flushing her pale cheeks with color. He highly approved of the glow warming her face and pressed his thumb to the power button without looking at the screen.
“No cell, smart or mobile phones allowed, ma’am.” Southern apology drifted under the words, not that he experienced an ounce of remorse. It might be controversial and elitist in some parts of the country, but he believed work disturbed a meal. His customers came to Lagniappe’s for the experience and the sign added to that ambience. Typically, he didn’t enforce it, but he wanted her attention focused on the meal and on him. “They’re bad for digestion.”
“And if I was sending a text message to my daughter?”
Damon paused, considering her pinched expression. “Were you, ma’am?”
She sighed. “No, I was answering a message from my assistant.”
“Then it can wait until after your meal.” He slipped the phone into his pocket, ensuring that she would stick around for the rest of his plans rather than get irritated and leave.
She stared at his pocket, but didn’t protest.
He presented the bottle of wine with a smile. “May I present your wine choice for this evening, a 1972 Châteauneuf-du-Pape? Made from thirteen types of grapes, it is spicy, with a combination of black and red raspberries and soft on the palate. It is both sweet and dry.” Cradling her wine glass between his fingers, he poured a small sample and watched her frown melt away at its rich ruby color.
“You chose a burgundy for me.”
“A grenache, but close to burgundy.” He appreciated her delight and held the glass out, enjoying the way her cool fingers brushed his to take it.
Setting the bottle down, he shuttled aside her coffee cup. “What we have here is a selection of cheeses, some smoky, some sweet. Each comes served on a thin bed of bread. Bread is better than crackers because each flavor will spark another. I would suggest that you begin with this pumpkin slice, with bleu cheese and the raisin. They are cut so that you eat each one whole, allowing the flavors to dance on your tongue.”
She rolled the wine in the glass, her expression rapt as he explained, her attention dipping to the plate and back again. Hesitation made her smile hitch. “I’ve never been a fan of bleu cheese.”
Damon crouched next to her chair. “It’s not about like or dislike. It’s about teasing your palate, allowing you to experience the flavors. The pumpkin and the raisin bring out different aspects of the aged cheese, each allowing the other to tell you a different story. The pumpkin is autumn fresh, new and brazen. The aged cheese is like the wine, it takes on elements of experience while the raisin is both sweet and tart, giving the bleu a new lease on life.”
Her white teeth pulled on her lower lip and he wanted to run his tongue over her pouty, pink mouth, tug it with his own teeth and then feed her. But it was best to go one step at a time. Like the cheese and the wine, she needed to acclimate, to sample and let the food bring out new layers.
And he could sample them all.
She seemed to lose some inner struggle and laughed. It was a gorgeous sound. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone talk about food this way before.”
“Too many people treat food like fuel. Firing up to rush from one place to the next. I get it. I’ve been there. But I can enjoy it now. Would you allow me to show you how?”
She smothered her laughter and the hint of color in her cheeks flared again. He liked keeping her off balance. He nodded to the plate. “Choose the pumpkin bread and try that with the cheese.”
He wanted to make the selection and offer it to her himself, but he was still playing the role of waiter. She hesitated, but reached for the pumpkin bread square and lifted it to her mouth. Anticipation curled in his stomach as her lips parted.
“Close your eyes, take a small breath through your nose. Let the smoky combination tease your palate and then taste with your tongue.” He wanted to follow the path of that bread and kiss her with the flavor warm on her lips, but he forced himself to remain still.
A hint of rebellion slipped through her gaze, followed by the barest sensation of impatience. Impatience for him or impatience for herself, he wasn’t sure, but her lashes fluttered down and her nostrils flared. She slid the bite into her mouth.
She was still for several seconds before gliding her lips against each other as though savoring the flavors and a mild ecstasy rippled across her expression.
Her eyes popped open, surprise and delight filling them. She pressed two fingers to her mouth. “Wow.”
“Indeed. Now sample the wine, a careful sip, just enough to let it swirl through the flavors already on your tongue.” How he envied the wine as the crystal touched her lips and she took a small drink. The color in her cheeks deepened, flushing to a healthier pink that heightened the sparkle in her eyes.
“Good?”
“Amazing.” She held the glass away, looking at it with wonder and then inspected the plate with a curiosity that filled his soul to satisfaction. “They’re all different.”
“Of course. Each one has a different story, a different experience waiting for you to discover.” He stood slowly, reluctant to continue the game and disappointment flashed across her face.
“I should probably wait for my dinner date.” A forlorn note creased the words. “I thought he would be here by now.”
“Then it is his loss for being late. But you have another course coming and we can easily prepare him anything he wishes. Don’t let his absence rob you of this opportunity.” He promised to kick the crap out of himself later if this backfired, but the air of loneliness around the woman diminished. She’d thought he was the waiter and he’d intended just a little bit of fun, but watching her rapture over the food, the careful way her teeth grazed her lips, and how she savored the wine were doing wild things to his cock.
He wasn’t sure she’d allow such abandon with her date.
She set the wine glass down with determination. “You know, you’re right and I am now very curious about the rest of this cheese.”
“That’s my girl.” He grinned. “I’ll be back in just a few minutes.”
 
***
 
The sucking black hole of loneliness enveloped her with his absence. It was odd how delightful the restaurant sounded, the musical notes straining through the hum of the crowd, the swish of the doors, the clink, clank of the plates and the bursts of explosive laughter. The symphony descended into cacophony when her “waiter” vanished back into the kitchens. Helena sighed, swirling the burgundy—grenache—around in the glass. He’d brought her the burgundy, the wine for the hungry soul. How did he describe it? Burgundy wine drinkers are hungry for something they’ve never had before?
She sampled more, letting the wine flow around her tongue. It was spicy and fruity and gentle, all the things Damon described.
And the seat opposite her was still empty. Because she was hungry for something she’d never had before. She was hungry for a real connection, something both physical and intimate, but without the tangle of strings or the dating dance which was near impossible to meet on her schedule—and had been for more than a decade if she was honest with herself. Sometime between graduating high school at sixteen and entering college on an accelerated program that earned her a bachelor’s degree before she was nineteen, she’d forgotten how to have fun. If she wasn’t studying, she was working, if she wasn’t working she was sleeping, and then only in small increments. She was thirty years old and she had just received the offer to become a full partner in her law firm.
She should be out celebrating with friends, except her closet friend preferred his meals served on a plate in the kitchen and then to snuggle on her law briefs while she tried to review them.
Of course, what do I know? I think my date is playing waiter tonight, and I’m not sure why. But it’s fun and a little naughty.
She inspected the thin slice of nine grain with the Swiss layered over the top and a drizzle of honey for flavor. Her last date had been to junior prom, which somehow didn’t seem to count in the great, grand scheme of things. A wild burst of laughter from the crowd dragged her away from the melancholy.
Thankful for the distraction, she bit into the hors d’oeuvre. The flavors melded together, blindingly sweet, tart, with something as familiar and homey as the wheat. The bread’s texture was grainy compared to the utter smoothness and she chased bits around her mouth, sliding them against her teeth before swallowing.
She washed the mouthful down with wine and a flush of guilty pleasure. She wasn’t supposed to play with the food. A glance at her watch said it was nearly twenty to eight and her date was still a no show.
Pausing mid reach for her purse, she frowned. Damon had taken her cell phone. She couldn’t even check to see if Madame Eve sent her a note that something else had come up.
Impatience flashed through her and she scooped up another piece of cheese and bread. She’d have to double her time on the treadmill tomorrow to begin to make up for the calories she was indulging in. But hell, it was her birthday, she’d been stood up by the so-called perfect one-night stand and she’d rather devour the sweet cheese and fruity wine than all the self-pity in the world.
A shadow drifted across her plate and she glanced up, half-ready to give the latecomer a piece of her mind, but her waiter’s raised eyebrows stilled the acidic words. The corner of her mouth turned up and she set the wine glass down.
“I take it you didn’t like that piece.”
If she could bottle his accent and intonations, she could sample them every day. “No…I mean yes, it was fine. I don’t think I really tasted that one, I was too busy being a bitter old bat.”
With practiced ease, he slid away the trencher of cheese and bread and replaced it with a round plate featuring crisped greens and the most sinful piece of steak. Her stomach recovered from the doldrums faster than her smile. The scent of wine lingered in the air, along with traces of beef and a mouthwatering spice she couldn’t quite put a finger on.
“First, we do not insult ladies in this establishment, so no more bat comments. Second, if you’re bitter and old, you must introduce me to ancient and decrepit.” The confident ease in his voice did more to stroke her ego than all the pretty compliments in the world. For a horrifying moment, tears touched the back of her eyes and she blinked them away.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” But instead of abandoning her to the next course, he set out her silverware and traded the black napkin for a red before squatting down, one hand braced on the back of the chair.
“Would you like to tell me what’s wrong?”
Mortification vied with attraction and she shook her head. Do you want to confess to being my date now? Because at this point, if you’re not, I have a feeling my date is going to be dramatically disappointed. Or I am.
“No, I’m sure you have a lot of better things to do than listen to me moan and complain.”
“Actually, there’s nothing better I have to do than listen to your complaints, particularly if I can fix them. As for moaning, just give me time. I promise, I can’t wait.”
Shock and awe rolled through her, but she wasn’t sure which one was winning. It was one thing to flirt with the truly good-looking waiter, his lean build and well-muscled physique a testament to his fitness, but it was something else to think he was flirting with her.
God, do I have to be so rusty at this? Is he actually flirting or am I just looking for crumbs?
“Seriously.” He laid a hand over the top of hers. “Tell me what’s wrong. I promise you, if I can fix it, I will.”
Her throat choked up and she blinked back the mortifying assault of tears burning her eyes. This was exactly why she’d needed a Madame Eve, because she could light her competition up in the court room, but she’d never figured out how to capture that sizzle outside of it. “I was supposed to be meeting someone tonight, but I was late and obviously they are too or they didn’t bother to show up. It’s my birthday. I’ve been looking forward to tonight for the last week. I hadn’t really thought I had been and then everything went kerfuffle in court, and the judge was a pain in the ass, and I couldn’t get out of there on time, and it looks like I’m spending my birthday eating this beautiful food alone. So pity party, table for one.” The words poured out like a wound lancing open, the pressure on her chest eased, and the cramps in her legs relaxed.
She glanced away from Damon. She was not going to turn into some hysterical female bawling all over him because she’d been stood up.
“It’s your birthday….” His words were slow, mesmerizing and drew her gaze back in spite of herself.
“Yes. The big 3-0. Happy birthday to me…I don’t suppose your boss would let you join me for the meal?” She had no idea where the sassy invitation came from, but once it slipped past her lips there was no taking it back.
“Even if he didn’t, there’s no place else I’d rather be.” He smiled slowly, almost hesitantly. “About your date….”
“No.” She cut him off by turning her hand over under his and indulging in the contact, no matter how brief. “I don’t want to talk about him. He’s not here. Let’s just leave that plot buried, shall we?”
He threaded his fingers with hers. She liked his hands, the fingers were tapered, strong and evenly callused. Whatever he did for a living, he used his hands and he used them well. She half-wondered what it would be like to have them touching her, but immediately shuttled that into the inappropriate and creepy bin. Poor guy was probably just being nice to the hysterical customer.
“I would love to join you for dinner.”
Surprise flared in her. Seriously?
“I don’t want to get you into trouble.” She tried to withdraw, but his grip subtly tightened.
“No trouble at all. In fact, I should have from the start. Now….” He pressed a kiss to her knuckles and his sexy blue eyes locked on hers. “Give me three minutes and we’re going to have the best birthday dinner you’ve ever eaten. I promise.”
“Three minutes?”
“And not a minute longer.”
He released her, rose to his feet and scooped up the cheese plate in one smooth motion. With a wink, he pivoted and headed off to the kitchen. Did he just confess to being my date? Hope flared in her stomach. She didn’t like the indecision or the worry. You know, to hell with it. Whether he’s my date or not, he’s joining me. She saluted her new resolve with another mouthful of wine.
She really was hungry for something she’d never tried before….
But somehow she doubted that Damon was on Lagniappe’s elusive menu.


 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
He snapped into the kitchen, moving double time, a man on a mission. “Mindy, trade stations with Jan. I want you working the tables closest to the private lounge. You’re going to take over bringing out the dishes. John-John has the orders and he’ll give them to you when they need to be delivered.”
“Um, okay.” The redhead arched both eyebrows. “I thought that was your table.”
“It is. Hit the privacy curtain, time to see if the money I spent on that was worth the investment. And switch over the tracks to Blue Star.”
“Jazz trio?”
“Yes.” He swung by John John’s station, eyes skimming the marinating steaks. “Thirty more minutes on those. Sweet potato soup first and get Demi to hollow out some of those sweet potato breads for bread bowls.”
“You said those were too sweet.” John John didn’t look up, but amusement littered his words.
“Pinch of salt and paprika on the soup should offset that. Send those out in fifteen. Steaks in forty-five.”
“Yes sir, Mr. Damon. I’ll be sending.” Despite the sardonic Driving Miss Daisy humor, the chef spared him a reproachful look. “It’s about time you sat down with that young lady and stopped playing games.”
“Not changing strategies.” Guilt punched him. Should have just ‘fessed up so she didn’t feel stood up. He didn’t realize it was her birthday. He was such an ass. But he could fix it. “Just moving up the time table.”
Salad plate in hand, he exited the kitchen. The crowd continued to ebb and flow. Captain Dexter’s table had added four more chairs and he caught the hand wave from Logan and the nod from Zach. It didn’t surprise him that his fellow Marines made a show of solidarity, but it did leave him with a satisfied glow. They never left a buddy behind and tonight was no exception.
The curtains were already rolling around the private lounge, the swish of heavy velvet a whisper against the tiled floors. He caught the fabric, letting himself in before it closed then drank in the sight of her parted lips, raised eyebrows and wary pleasure—he was going to have to do something about that wariness.
Setting his filet and salad on the spot next to hers, he shifted the table settings and pulled up a chair. He checked his watch—sitting right at the three-minute mark.
“Are you sure you’re not going to get into trouble?” Her voice was a smooth contralto, a perfect descant to his deeper voice, and wholly feminine.
“I’m positive. And it would be a crime to leave you sitting here alone.” He shook out the napkin, spread it over his slacks, and glanced at her plate. She’d left it be, exactly as he asked and he considered it for a moment, switching the plates so hers boasted the warmest steak on the coldest salad.
Shifting in her chair, she crossed one leg over the other and he fought the urge to glance down. The tip of one black heel peeked out from under the tablecloth, flashing a sexy, come-hither red bottom at him.
“Thank you and I apologize. I should not have dumped all of that on you.”
“I asked. I wanted to know.” The corner of his mouth tilted up at the wash of emotion dancing across her face—confusion, regret and a hint of exasperation. “Tonight is supposed to be special for you. I’ve picked a wide selection of dishes designed to tease and tantalize your palate, and none of them come with a side of misery.”
“I thought you said the owner chose my menu tonight….” The slow delivery suggested she’d already put the pieces together, so he refilled her glass before adding a generous measure to his own.
“I did.”
“You own Lagniappe’s?” Her lips parted in expressive wonder.
God, he hoped she was as delightfully open when he carried her off to bed. It was going to be a lights-on session, all hands on deck and his eyes on hers when he slid between her thighs. His cock jerked hopefully at the thought, but he ignored the urge to jump the gun. Strategy was about surgical insertions and definitive results. They’d not finished prepping the foundation yet.
Soon.
“Yes, ma’am. Damon Sinclair at your service and as I said earlier, it is my pleasure to serve you. Now, shall we drink to new acquaintances and new experiences…?”
Her eyelashes fluttered twice and her lips stretched into a grin that promised delight. “Helena Blake, Mr. Sinclair.”
“Damon.”
“Damon.” She touched her glass to his, the gentle clink an almost musical note. “To new acquaintances and experiences.”
He watched her sip before taking one of his own, testing the flavor with a swish of his tongue. The Châteauneuf-du-Pape was an excellent vintage, its spicy undertones warming his mouth. A soft sigh pushed past her lips and he smiled again.
“You like the wine.”
“I love the wine.” She set the glass down with a little shiver. “But I’m not much of a drinker, not sure I could tell you the difference between a boxed variety, or a fine vintage. But this is magnificent.”
He barely held back the grimace at the mention of the boxed variety.
“What?” Her soft brown eyes narrowed and the glass lowered to the table. “You said you could tell a lot about a person based on the wine they drank. What does a box wine say about me?”
“You’re going to make me answer before I can coax you into trying this next dish, aren’t you?”
Releasing the glass, she sat back in the chair, arms folded. “Yes, I am. Because now I’m really curious.”
“You shop at a Kroger’s or an Albertson’s on your way home from the office. It’s always late when you swing in there, you always have work to do, and a box will keep for days if you need it to. You probably choose the zinfandel because it’s sweet, and if it’s an indulgence, then it should be sweet.” He cleared his throat and gave her silverware a pointed look. She reached out for the fork and sat forward, posture relaxing.
Nodding with approval, he continued. “You carry it back to the Styrofoam palace housed in your fridge. You probably drink it in a mug that you can rinse out and have fresh coffee in if you have to work late. But you have your cup while eating cold noodles from a dinner two days before and working at the kitchen counter.”
Yes. He could totally envision that.
Her mouth opened and closed. “I’m not sure whether to be impressed or terrified.”
“As I said, wine says a great deal about a person. But you are not dining at your Styrofoam palace, you’re having dinner with me.”
Her wariness gave way to a flash of trepidation that vanished under a wider smile. “I am, aren’t I?”
“Yes, and about your date….” Time to come clean, fantasy or no fantasy. It was her birthday and what began as a fanciful tease wasn’t fun anymore.
She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “No. Let’s not. I’m really enjoying this…now…just the way it is.”
His conscience argued against the idea, but she looked so pleased that he was hard-pressed to push the issue. It was dinner.
It’s her birthday….
“Very well, it’s your birthday. We’ll do it your way.” He turned away from the niggling worry of common sense and focused on the fantasy. “Now, what you see in front of you is a filet, butterflied thin and cooked slowly with red wine. A burgundy.” He emphasized his earlier selection and grinned at the warm sparkle in her eyes. “And au jus, allowing the meat to absorb the flavors of both as it’s slowly turned on a low fire. The lettuce is romaine, cooled to thirty-eight degrees to preserve freshness. The idea is to slice into the steak, spear a small section along with the lettuce and to bite into both simultaneously.”
He demonstrated, spearing a sliver of his steak with one crisp lettuce section and leaned toward her, fork aloft. His gaze never left hers as her mouth parted beautifully, accepting the offering and he glided the meat home to her tongue. His abdomen tightened as her lips closed on the fork and she took the whole bite.
Her low groan lacked any hint of artifice or drama. Instead, her eyes shimmered, surprise filling them. With two fingers to her lips, she chewed and spoke at the same time. “Oh, my God….”
“The steak is rich, but the lettuce is cool, it’s an assault. Save the wine for when you are done, or it will change the flavor subtly on your palate.”
“I’ve never had anything like this before….”
“That’s why tonight is all about new experiences.” She picked up her knife and fork and began to cut into the steak. The echoes of Blue Star’s experimental melodies rolled into the quiet air around them, muting the hum of the restaurant beyond the heavy curtains.
Yes, sitting down to dinner had been the best plan. Her pink tongue flicked out to catch every morsel of steak.
He couldn’t wait for the next course.
 
***
 
In very fine restaurants, and she’d eaten in enough of them, the salad didn’t come until after the meat, and the cheese typically came after that. But nothing about this evening or the meal, seemed to be following what she would normally expect. By the time the hedonistic steak and salad course was swept away and a bread bowl laden with soup was set before her, she didn’t care.
She immersed herself in the evening, in her pretend date with the waiter, and the wildly delicious food. It was past eight, she should be home reviewing case files, but Judge Albert was going to issue a continuance in the morning no matter how prepped she was, the plaintiff’s case wasn’t ready and her client had been dealing with nuisance suits for years.
Damon poured a third glass of wine and gestured to the bowls. “Sweet potato bread, cooked hard, cored out to serve as the bowl for sweet potato soup. There’re diced Idaho potatoes with a dash of paprika and a pinch of salt for flavor. The soup is a palate refresher, it will relax your taste buds and prepare them for the next course.”
She loved the way he talked about the food and didn’t hesitate to dip her spoon for a taste. The soup was rich and creamy with a hint of sweetness, but to her utter surprise she could taste the paprika.
“You like?” He swirled the wine in the glass, leaning back in the chair. He’d angled his seat until they were sitting closer together. The stretch of his long legs beneath the table warmed hers and she’d compensated to sit slightly twisted, taking advantage of her front row view. He really was the whole delicious package from the white shirt contrasting with his olive complexion. Although not a huge man, the elegance and precision in his movements emphasized his musculature.
And then there were his eyes.
She’d never understood the phrase ‘drown in his eyes’ until she was able to feast on the sight of his. They were the most perfect shade of midnight blue. The sound of the restaurant beyond the curtains might as well have been miles away for all that it failed to intrude on their intimate tête-à-tête.
“If I forget to mention it later,” she murmured, “I think this is my favorite birthday.”
He grinned and her pulse thudded. “We’ve just gotten started, don’t give away the prize until the mission is complete.”
Laughter bubbled up and she took another spoonful of soup, her gaze skating over to watch his hands as he began to eat. His expression was neutral as he sampled the flavors.
“It’s not quite perfect. I think we should have added the Idaho potatoes later.”
“I think it’s wonderful. But now I am very curious.”
“And what are you curious about?”
“You know so much about food and you obviously enjoy it, but why a restaurant? There’s so much more to running a restaurant than just the food.” She’d seen the unfortunate results of what happened of creative passion overwhelmed by the demands of running a business. It wore a person down. In at least two cases, she’d seen those same passionate people lose their appetites for creating altogether because the work of ownership carried too much pressure.
“My mother was passionate about food. She believed in the family table, the breaking of bread and the joy of serving. Every Sunday, we came home from church and she’d serve food, the neighbors came over, and brought dishes with them. You could always find food at our house. Saturday nights were always about the preparation. It was a party to stand in the kitchen, sampling the different flavors, putting together the combinations. Even when the steel factory layoffs came and Dad was out of work, she could turn potato and leek soup into an experience. ‘Damon,’ she would say, ‘food is for the soul. Your belly only thinks it is in charge. Never let hunger determine your meal.’”
“That sounds amazing.” Her parents favored microwaveable meals in front of the television or she ate at her desk in her room as she pored over her books. They’d never dragged her away to experience a meal, often as not, leaving her to study when they went out to meals and bringing her back some take out. “I can’t imagine spending hours cooking. My culinary skills extend to opening a pot pie box and nuking it for five minutes.”
“And why don’t you cook?”
“You think all women know how to cook?”
“Absolutely not. One of the women in my unit burns water and a buddy of mine pays his wife not to cook because he’s had food poisoning twice.” His quick grin lit her own and she couldn’t help the laughter.
“That’s awful.”
“But true. So no, I don’t expect a woman to know how to cook. But why didn’t you learn?”
She glanced down at the nearly empty bread bowl and wondered if it would be impolite to begin to nibble on the soup-soaked bread. As though reading her mind, he reached over and tore off an edge, drenched it in the creamy bottom and held it up to her lips.
She caught his gaze as she took the offered bite, her tongue just barely grazing his finger, but he didn’t pull away, instead, catching a stray drop sliding over her lower lip and offered it to her. Boldness flooded through her and she drew his finger into her mouth until she cleaned off the drop.
“You were saying?” The hint of teasing drifted along the thick undertones of his voice and she sighed.
Yep. No matter how this evening ended, it was definitely the best birthday ever.
“I was something of a prodigy when I was younger. By the time I was seven, my parents had to enroll me in a private school and I skipped several grades. By the time I was twelve, they hired a private tutor because I was a freshman in high school. I graduated at sixteen, but only because my mother was reluctant to allow me to graduate at fifteen. I finished my Bachelor’s in Criminal Justice at nineteen and law school a month before my twenty-second birthday. I’ve been an associate at my law firm since then, and I just got offered partner last week. I haven’t had time to look at anything except books or legal briefs.”
His expression dimmed at her sigh and she fought for a smile.
“I’m whining and I’m aware of that. I never really paid attention to anything else, it’s not that I was denied the opportunities, I was just….”
“You were focused. You had an objective. I get it. I skipped the college experience. Went straight into the Corps the day after I graduated high school. Family tradition. My grandfather, my father. My great-grandfather was a Navy man. My uncle was in the Army, and I have a kid brother who went Air Force, something about liking to play with his stick.”
A shiver washed through her at his easy grin.
“So you were a Marine….”
“No, ma’am. I am a Marine. I’m just not on active duty.” He picked up his wine glass and she mirrored him, barely aware of the waitress stealing away their plates and replacing them with a platter of steak and steamed vegetables. The scents creeping up from the plates set her mouth to watering and her stomach cheered.
Unless she planned to spend eight hours on the treadmill the next day, she’d never burn off so many calories.
“Thank you, Mindy.” He never lifted his gaze from Helena’s and her cheeks began to ache from smiling, the muscles of her face locked in a permanent grin.
“Yes, thank you.” She managed a quick glance at the waitress who winked and slipped away as quietly as she’d come. The parting curtain revealed dimmer lighting beyond and the haunting blues of a lone jazz horn.
“Oooh, you have live musicians, too.” Her heart did a little fist pump. She’d had one case take her to the French Quarter a year before, just a week after her birthday and a street musician’s performance brought her to tears. She’d never heard such a mournful, beautiful sound before.
“Yes, ma’am. Would you like me to tell you about your dinner?”
“You can tell me anything you want. I’m completely in your hands.” Apprehensive desire knotted in her belly. It was the single, most provocative thing she’d ever said to a man and the intensity flaring in his blue eyes told her he’d received the message, loud and clear.
“Completely?” he asked, setting the wine glass to the side and plucking hers from her nerveless fingers.
“Completely.”
Tingles followed the brush of his skin on hers and she held her breath. “Will you let me feed you?”
“Haven’t you been doing that already?” The one-two punch of her heart against her ribs sounded so loud in her own ears.
“Yes, but I want to give you the full experience. I want you to close your eyes and keep them closed…let me feed your soul, one bite at a time.”
Heat flamed between her thighs and her panties dampened. Not quite trusting her voice and not altogether certain it was the best idea, she nodded slowly.
He traced his fingers across the palm of her hand. “Close your eyes.”
She gazed at him for a long moment, burning an imprint in her mind of his intense expression, earnest gaze. Clenching her fingers into her napkin, she closed her eyes.
“How is your palate?” The words shivered through her, and he abandoned her palm to stroke her cheek. She hoped he never stopped.
“I don’t know. I think it’s…I think it’s okay. Everything has tasted wonderful.”
“Let’s see.” His breath whispered against her lips, the warmth of him washing over her face. Her eyelids fluttered, but a brush of his fingers kept them closed.
The first touch of his lips on hers and she forgot to breathe. His lips were soft, warm and her mouth opened in a silent O. Her thoughts fogged. Electricity raced down her spine. His tongue rubbed against hers, an invitation. She forgot to think altogether.


 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
Her mouth opened willingly beneath Damon’s. What began as a provocative tease, escalated to explosive passion. She kissed with an almost shy, abandon that rang a chord deep inside him. He forgot about the food, teasing her palate, and the game of seduction. The earthy, rich, sweet scent of her filled him. Need raged through him and his pants tightened a notch. The desire to take it slow and explore warred with the want to strip off all their barriers and claim her right there on the table.
Her head fell back and he smiled and coaxed her tongue back against his own lips, sucking sweetly and delighting at her first tentative thrust against his teeth. Cradling her face between his hands, he drew lazy, slow circles with his thumbs against her cheeks. He wanted her boldness. He wanted her to demand. Hell, he wanted to answer those demands.
Inch by inch, her body shifted in the chair, turning in toward him until a length of her bare leg brushed against his pants and the fire he teased roared to life. A low moan seemed to roll up from her belly and then her hands were in his hair, nails lightly scraping against his scalp. The push-pull thrust of their kiss dropped a live grenade of lust in his belly, detonating until his cock swelled painfully.
Her shudders dragged him back from the decadence of her lips. Breaking the kiss, he glided his fingers along her arms, and tugged her fingers away from his hair until he could cradle both of her hands in his. Her eyelashes fluttered open revealing glazed passion in her eyes. No trace of nervousness remained in her expression. Her sexy, sweet swollen lips—plumped from one, sinfully delicious kiss—quirked into a grin.
“How was my palate?” The sassy comment was so at odds with her thready whisper.
“Hungry.” That was not the word he intended to use, but it fit. This was a woman who needed to be kissed and kissed often. Thank God those words didn’t fall from his lips, but too many viewings of Gone With the Wind at his mother’s house and Rhett’s effusive declaration to Scarlett fit.
Shyness danced in her smile and her gaze dipped to his chest; a chest he puffed out a little under her examination.
“I guess this is a night of firsts for me.”
“Me, too,” he confessed, in part to comfort and part to calm his own racing heart.
“Oh?” Her voice didn’t quite squeak, but her cheeks flushed when the higher note punched up the skepticism in the syllable.
He chuckled. “Absolutely. It’s opening night. I’ve got a restaurant full of customers who came to sample the food, friends who made their reservations when I was still knocking down walls, and a crew of devoted employees who not only helped me choose the colors, but indulged every food experiment to help me pick out a menu.” He rubbed his thumbs along the sides of her hands, seeking to soothe her rapid pulse.
Instead of responding to the intimacy of his confession, she withdrew. “I shouldn’t have pulled you away from all of that.”
Damon closed his hands around hers, keeping her turned toward him, and shook his head. “You didn’t pull me away from anything. I am exactly where I want to be. The other firsts are dinner with a beautiful and charming woman whose deeply expressive nature reveals exactly what she thinks and feels about my food and my company, while doing me the incredible honor of sharing her birthday with me.”
“Really?” The surprise widening her eyes couldn’t be feigned, because like her response to the kiss and her nervousness, it reflected in the lean of her body away from him, the sudden rigid lift to her spine and the inescapable clench of her fingers against his palms.
“Absolutely. You came here tonight to meet someone.” Time for the frontal assault, no more games or misdirection. He shifted his grip on her hands, sliding forward on his seat until his legs could brace the sides of her chair, effectively caging her in. Just in case.
“I know and I’m sorry he decided to miss out on the wonderful food, but I….”
“Wait. Please.” She couldn’t have slapped his conscience any harder if she’d tried. She was apologizing for being stood up and offering succor to his ego. He didn’t deserve it. “You came here to meet someone, an arranged date through the 1Night Stand service.”
Her beautiful, pouty lips whitened around the edges. He plowed forward, ready for the friendly fire.
“You weren’t stood up. I came out with your coffee to introduce myself, and you assumed I was a waiter. I should have just corrected you, but you were so nervous and tired, that I decided to play along. Then you were simply beautiful in your responsiveness and I didn’t want to make it awkward. Which is exactly what I’m doing now.” He sighed and caressed the pulse points along her wrists with his thumbs. “I’m sorry for that. Truly sorry that I misled you. But I am not sorry that you’re sitting in my restaurant, eating my food and sharing it with me, and I hope you’ll find it in your heart to forgive this Marine.”
“You’re my date.” She repeated the words, as though needing to say it aloud to make it real.
“Yes, ma’am.”
She wasn’t pulling away. That was a good sign. She wasn’t slapping him and calling him a jerk. That was a better sign.
A laugh escaped on a breathy exhale and her gaze lifted to the wall behind him, before darting back as she processed the information. “I’m not sure why I assumed you were a waiter. I thought you were my date just playing along and then I thought I was wrong.”
“I wasn’t sure either. Most of the staff is in white shirts and slacks, although some of the women preferred skirts.”
“You were too beautiful a man to be my date.”
He let the beautiful comment skate by, but not the too part and lifted his brows, leaning his face in and letting his nose just brush hers. “That’s an odd turn of phrase.”
“Have you looked at you? Then looked at me?” The self-deprecation littering the question wasn’t false either. She seemed to believe it.
He closed the distance between them and nipped her lower lip, pleased to see the color flood the white lines tightening the corners of her mouth. Resisting a smile, he gave her a stern frown. “First, I told you we don’t speak badly of the ladies here, and I’d much rather look at you than myself, thank you very much. Second, you must have truly been dating the wrong men to think his looks are a barometer for whether he qualified to be your arm candy.”
“Arm candy?” The sudden effusive laugh was exactly what he’d been hoping for. She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “No, I’m sorry, no man has ever qualified for my arm candy before….”
“So this makes me your first in that department. Very well. I accept and will do my best to live up to the title.”
A red flush raced over her skin and her eyes glittered. He squeezed her hands lightly before retrieving their wine glasses and topping them off. Pressing her glass into her fingers, he clinked them together. “To a night of many firsts.”
She hesitated and he read the quiet question in her eyes.
“Yes. I meant that exactly how you’re thinking right now.”
Her exhale was swift and she covered the little gasp of sound with a swallow of the wine while he hid a smile behind his own glass. Teasing a response from her would be the greatest pleasure of the night. He couldn’t wait to see her eyes soft and dewy, hear the sweet, explosive breaths as he peeled away the layers of everyday armor to delve into the sensuous woman hiding behind the gray top and sensible skirt. He wanted to find the woman that chose the red-bottom shoes.
“Can I tell you a secret?” She took another swallow of liquid courage and he shifted toward her again, intrigued.
“Absolutely.”
“I wanted you to be my date…even when I thought you were the waiter….”
“Wish granted.” Their glasses clinked again. Her pink cheeks heightened the gleam in her eyes and he nodded toward the food. “Time to close your eyes.”
“Oh…I forgot we were eating.”
The chef in him winced—no one should forget his food, much less eating it. His masculine pride swelled. He’d made her forget the food.
She set the wine glass down and folded her hands in her lap. Her lashes lowered and he shifted his seat again, easing the ache of his too-swollen cock pressing against the cage of his pants. She was so damn responsive.
He’d begun the meal intending to feed her soul.
Now he intended to completely seduce her senses.
“The steak,” he began, “Is a filet, cut thick to allow for a slower cook and richer juices….” When her tongue flicked out to moisten her lips, he forced himself to cut into the meat, but his body longed to thrust into hers, burying himself balls deep until little gasps were all she could make.
 
“…it’s rubbed with extremely fine grinds of dark and light roasts and cooked slowly over open flame until the juices begin to flow.”
Was it possible for the man to become even sexier? Her mouth watered at the description. Despite the meal she’d already consumed, the cheeses, the wine, the salad with its skirted steak soaked in sweet sin, and the creamy soup, her stomach still tingled in anticipation of what else he offered. The scrape of knife and fork against the plate sent awareness racing across her skin.
Her nipples ached against her normally comfortable bra, the fabric almost too much against the turgid little points. The dampness flooding her panties should embarrass the hell out of her, but all she could think about as she sat, eyes closed, waiting, was whether it was steak he’d offer, or another bliss-filled kiss.
A vague sensation of crazy danced through her mind. Things like this just didn’t happen to her. She was the practical one. Legal briefs, takeout, and episodes of Grey’s Anatomy populated her nights where the doctors spent more time on their love lives than their surgeries.
The rich scent of coffee teased her nostrils and her mouth opened. She expected the offering on the end of a fork, but his thumb caressed her lower lip as she took the bite from his fingertips. Curious, she caught his fingertip lightly with her teeth and lapped the flavor of the coffee-basted steak. The coiling tension in her middle exploded, sending languorous waves through her limbs and she sighed.
He tasted better than the food.
His chuckle sent her temperature climbing, but she didn’t regret the action, releasing him with a half awkward kiss to his thumb before biting into the steak itself. A second wave of explosions rippled across her taste buds and she groaned.
Tender and juicy didn’t do the flavor justice. The filet was warm, soft and seemed to break apart on her tongue. The rich meat flooded her senses, but riding the current above the marriage of blood, flame and smoke was the morning kiss of rich, gourmet coffee. The flavors tangled like a walkthrough between a Starbucks and a steakhouse. Her mind didn’t know what to process first, but she swallowed the piece, torn between regret and anticipation, opening her mouth to ask for more only to find a second bite waiting for her.
He teased her with the last piece and let her draw on his fingers, chuckling as she lapped at the pads of his fingertips before devouring the bite. So they repeated the dance. He never failed to touch her, stroking her cheek, and even grazing her nose with his when he cleaned the dribbles that escaped with feather light kisses.
She fisted her hands, fighting the desire to reach out and capture the scorching flame that engulfed her every time he came near. Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes and she barely felt the first trickle of dampness on her cheeks.
“Helena,” his voice brooked no argument and her lashes lifted, tears falling freely. The trembling in her fingers seemed to vibrate through every bone until even her hair seemed to shiver from the assault on her senses. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”
The words wouldn’t come. How could she explain the riots breaking out all over her body? Her breasts ached. Her wet sex clenched. Her toes curled insider her shoes. She shook with the force of the torrent racing through her blood. She tasted the food, but it was the flavor of him that lingered.
How could she explain how she never wanted these moments to end? How could words ever adequately describe the waves of emotion that swelled and dragged at her, tumbling over every practical objection her mind stuttered to produce?
He set aside the knife and fork. His hands cradling her cheeks as he brushed away the tears she couldn’t even work up the embarrassment to hide as they slipped, one after another, out of her control.
“Tell me what you want, sweetheart,” his voice trembled low and deep. The dark hair shaping his face was thick, barely long enough to graze the tops of his ears. His perfectly shaped ears, with their gentle whorls and lobes that looked ripe enough to graze with her teeth, to lap at with her tongue until he shivered.
His broad forehead crinkled with the frown drawing his dark brows together over his sensuously lit blue eyes. She’d called them bedroom eyes when she’d first glimpsed them, but they were so much more. They pushed past every barrier she erected, dodging her defenses or simply dismissing them. She wanted to drown in those eyes, sink into the sea of sumptuous pleasure they promised.
Swallowing past the lump filling her throat, she whispered, “You.”
The admission cost her, it took every ounce of her strength to shape the word, nails digging into her palms as the quivers in her belly continued to ripple outwards, gaining in strength. The riptide of sensation jerked her under and she didn’t want to fight it anymore.
“It would be my pleasure,” he murmured. His mouth slanted over hers and robbed her of the need to say anything else. The world tilted and she surged forward, wrapping her arms and hopes around him, a tempest exploding within her as he lifted her out of the chair and into his lap.


 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
Damon stroked his thumbs down her cheeks, urging her mouth to open wider for him. The silken heat of her bottom pressed against his raging hard on. He deepened the kiss. His tongue slid against the rough ridges of flesh behind her teeth and then up to tangle with hers. It was an altogether satisfying kiss, but he wanted more.
Her greedy little fingers fisted on his shirt. He nuzzled a trail of kisses from the corner of her mouth to taste the salty tears that continued to slip from her eyes. Raising his head, he waited for her lashes to flutter open, for the glistening warmth of her autumn brown eyes. Darker than wine, her pupils dilated as though the black sought to swallow up every last drop of light.
“When we built Lagniappe’s, we added six apartments upstairs.” He caressed one hand along the column of her throat to the silk of the gray blouse, smoothing the fabric over her shoulder until he reached the bare, warm flesh of her bicep. He wanted to touch every inch of her smooth skin.
She rolled her hips, her tight, round bottom rubbing the length of his erection, shredding his barely contained control.
Apprehension tensed her sweet, soft lips. He braced himself for her objections, her rejection. If she would spend the rest of her night sitting in his lap, he could get drunk off her hot, wet kisses and he would find a way to handle it.
“I’m not very good at it.”
The confession reined in his raging libido and he tipped her chin up. Hints of shame clouded her damp, desire-filled eyes. Tears trembled on her lashes. Her chest rose and fell matching the ragged pant of her breaths.
“Not very good at what, sweetheart?” Because she was one hell of a responsive kisser, meeting him thrust for thrust, coaxing a wild heat in him that he was having a damn hard time keeping banked to even have the conversation. If not for the whisper of bodies beyond the privacy curtain, he’d lay her out on the table in front of him, peel up her skirt and feast on the sweet delicacy of her sex until he’d satisfied his craving to know every sound she could make.
His cock twitched, thoroughly encouraged by that game plan.
“Sex.” The corner of her mouth turned down and her lashes dipped, hiding her eyes. “I tried it a few times in college.”
He would not laugh, but the noise still escaped as a small snort. “Let me guess, fifteen minutes of fumbling in the dark, a few thrusts and he was done?”
God save him from frat boys more interested in firing the gun, than how to prime and prepare the field of engagement.
“More or less. It was awkward and it hurt and then it just…I really didn’t get the fuss.” She shifted, the awkward shyness bubbling up under the professional and extremely sexy woman. He dropped his hands to her hips, holding her still before he fired off a warning shot of his own.
“Sweetheart, I promise you extremely unpleasant college sex is the last thing I have in mind.”
Red suffused her skin and her teeth grazed her lower lip. The absolute uncertainty was adorable and irritating in the same breath. “I thought you were asking me upstairs to….”
“Oh, I am definitely inviting you upstairs, and I plan to strip off every stitch of your clothing, lay you down on a bed, and explore every glorious inch of your flesh.” He kept his gaze firmly on hers, rubbing her hips gently, a roaming caress that grazed up the side of her torso, then over her belly and down again to the thigh shrouded by her smart little skirt.
She really was wearing far too much clothing.
“The problem with college boys is they are too quick to shove their dick into any warm, wet orifice and forget that just because they’re ready, their partner may not be.”
The blush scalded her cheeks, but her lashes lifted, the provocative woman fighting to meet his gaze. “I don’t want to be a disappointment…you’ve been amazing all evening…and I would hate to….”
He swallowed the rest of her words with a kiss. Bracing an arm beneath her, he pushed up from the chair and lifted her against him. Her arms wrapped around his neck and her chest plastered to his. He smiled, murmuring. “Yes or no, sweetheart. Then leave everything to me….”
“Yes.” The word slid around his tongue as she dove back into the kiss. He barely managed to grab her purse strap with one hand before carrying her toward the red wall and nudging the latch that released the privacy door. He carried her down the quiet hallway and up the stairs to the private apartment. Behind him the door swished shut and locked. The door hidden by the paint job was a finishing touch he’d added when he realized how late or early he would want to be in the restaurant.
On the first landing, he gave her bottom a gentle tap. “Wrap your legs around me, sweetheart.”
As she struggled to comply, he gave her skirt a little shove, freeing her legs. Her thighs tightened on his hips, and her ankles hooked over each other behind him, the tip of one heel tapping his thigh. The furnace of her sex pressed against his throbbing erection.
He pressed the key code for the electronic lock and released the door. Once inside, he dropped her purse nearby, but snagged the white silk scarf from the top. Then he strode through the darkened apartment, torturing himself by grinding against her heat with every step.
In the bedroom, he kicked the door shut and went to his knees at the bed as he sat her down, claiming her with another kiss. Her thighs spasmed, rocking her hips toward his invitingly.
He nibbled a path of kisses to her ear. “Do you have any attachment to this blouse?”
“No,” she breathed. “I got it on sale at….”
He stopped listening at the no and gripped the lapels, ripping it open and sending the buttons bouncing across the wooden floors. Beneath the top, her breasts peeked at him from beneath cream-colored demi cups. Sweet, small and barely a palm full, he rubbed both of his hands over them.
The twin hard points of her nipples pressed against the scrap of cloth, but he continued the slow strokes, caressing her chest. He followed the dip into the valley between her breasts and along the edges of the bra until he rolled a slow, whorl around the stiffened flesh. His gaze never left her face and he smiled at her gasp of wonder.
“Sex is a lot like cooking.” He rubbed one point between his thumb and forefinger. “You have to be patient. Some dishes are flash fried, hot and tempting, but others need loving care, spice rubs for example, need to be thoroughly massaged, ensuring a full flavor is absorbed by every ounce and then you lay it over the heat, and you cook it slowly until the juices flow….”
He leaned in, tugging one cup down and capturing the pebbled nipple, a whisper of pressure before teasing it with gentle laps. She fisted his hair, but he ignored the demand, taking his time to thoroughly sample the nipple, drawing it between his teeth until he could suck it properly. Her legs clenched against his hips. He traced a path with a single finger to the other cup and lavished the that nipple with the same treatment.
His cock ached with the urge to be free of its confinement, but he fought the need to rip off her panties and drive himself home. She wasn’t ready, no matter how responsive her gasps and clenching fingers suggested. He pushed the blouse off her shoulders, and she let him go long enough to help him strip off the cloth in his way. Her bra followed and he paused to look at her.
Her breasts were pink and warm with the blush that crept from her face to stain the skin. She was slender, almost too slender. God he wanted to feed her until she filled out the promise of curves everywhere, but she was so perfect, with her pert, upturned breasts and rosy nipples straining toward him.
Roaming his hand over her abdomen, he smiled at the trembling muscles that flexed beneath his touch. Her skirt boasted a three-inch zipper over one hip. He tugged it down and gave her a gentle nudge, urging her to lay back. Peeling the skirt down, he eyed the lace shrouding her sex. She started to shake off a shoe and he caught the heel and pressed it back into place, meeting her gaze along the long line of her body.
“The shoes stay.”
Her eyebrows lifted. He grinned and slid a finger under the edge of the lace to explore the dampness teasing his nostrils. The rich musk of her was a far more inviting aphrodisiac than the meal they’d shared earlier. Her thighs clamped on his hand, shoving him between the slick folds of her sex.
Working carefully up and down, he found her swollen clit and teased the treasured little nub with a gentle roll and laughed softly as her hips arched upward. Her eyes closed and her thighs spasmed on his wrist.
Another stroke of his finger and her body convulsed. Petting her through the orgasm, he could barely suppress a groan. If she could come apart with so little coaxing, what would she do when he went down on her?
 
Helena lost the capacity to think. Words fell away, unspoken, and all she felt seemed to center below her navel, a sweet suffocation of need stirring like a beast to storm through her body. Tingles turned to fireworks and she writhed against his hand, urging him closer and aching for more even as her body twisted with the tumult.
When he slid a finger inside of her, the muscles of her sex clenched against it and she wanted even more. Searing need speared her belly and she grabbed for the comforter, holding on lest she fly off into the ether. Desire tore apart her insides, shattering her completely.
“Let go, sweetheart,” his words washed over her and another touch against her clit and she was lost.
Drifting back to herself, she felt rather than saw him move. Her panties glided down her legs, but he left her shoes in place. A silly little giggle bubbled out of her. Naughtiness threaded through her blood, and she pushed herself up on her elbows to watch as he shed his clothes. Jacket, shirt, and pants hit the chair she’d failed to notice in the corner. His cock curved up to his belly, the dark olive skin stretching and nearly reddened at the thick tip.
Her mouth watered as she took in the tight muscles of his thigh, the chiseled six pack of his abdomen and up to the broad plains of his chest with the sexy little curls of dark hair that beckoned her fingers to run through them, caressing the hard muscle. Nothing spare hung on him, he’d been carved like a Greek statue, but so much better.
Because he was all male, hard and hot.
Need bloomed in her belly, and she arched to meet his glide onto the bed, mouth open for another tongue-tying kiss. His hands were everywhere, caressing her, cradling her and teasing until she thought she’d come apart again. Acting on impulse, she mirrored his touches. She stroked her hands down his chest, exploring the flat nipples, delighting at their stiffening.
The heat of his cock rubbed against her thigh. He pulled away, and she watched in drowsy pleasure as he pulled out a condom. He rolled the latex into place and her mouth went dry. He was magnificently shaped and so huge. Trepidation weaved through her excitement.
“I don’t know if you’ll fit.” Her heart thudded and she stifled another wave of nervous laughter at his unabashed grin.
He rolled over her, the hair on his chest teasing her nipples. He settled his raging erection against the nest of her sex. “Do you remember what I said downstairs?”
“Which part?” She fought the urge to lift her hips, the weight of him rubbed slowly against her, teasing her over sensitized clit until eddies of want drowned out the nervous thoughts bubbling to the surface.
“We don’t talk badly about women. You are perfect. Perfect mouth.” He kissed her, thrusting into her soul with his tongue as though to demonstrate. “Perfect breasts.” His hand cupped her breast, massaging the nipple for emphasis. “And a perfect, responsive, hot, pussy.”
He shifted the head of his cock, brushing her entrance and then he was pushing, in a long, slow stroke. He eased through the last of her defenses, stretching her sex until she thought she couldn’t take any more and then he pushed deeper. His jaw tightened, a vein throbbing in his forehead as breath whistled through his teeth.
“So tight,” he murmured before claiming her lips again, then his hips jerked forward and he was deeply seated inside of her. Her legs lifted of their own accord, and she wrapped them around his hips, allowing him greater access as he pulled back and thrust again.
The world narrowed to the motion of his cock and the tension of his mouth as the kisses took on a harder demand. He sucked her tongue and pursued it back into her mouth. The assault on her senses blotted out the world. She fought to hold onto some sense of herself. It was all skin sliding on skin, ripples of pleasure cascading from every point of contact and with every thrust, he grazed along her clit until the orgasm stormed through her and she could only dig her nails into his shoulders and hang on.
His shout followed hers and he bucked, his balls slapping her ass as he came. She forced her eyes open, drinking in the rapture twisting his expression until he collapsed into a pure masculine blanket of heat. Pleasure continued to eddy through her, drowning the shy reserve and she stroked the length of his spine, petting him as he’d caressed her earlier, and when her sex clenched around him, he groaned into her ear.
“Happy birthday, Helena.”
God, he even made her name sound sexy.
 
***
 
He rolled over at the sound of the door and lifted his head. Dawn edged the windows, the sun already rousing to greet the morning. He didn’t have to stretch out a hand to know she’d left. He’d taken her four times over the course of the night, indulging every idea that popped into his head.
At some point between lapping up the sweet cream of her desire and urging her to mount him, she’d murmured something about an early court appointment. It didn’t allay the desire to reach over and take her again. Sighing, he shoved upward. He needed to check the restaurant. He’d abandoned his staff to handle the rest of opening night, enjoying the hell out of the wild woman she’d become in his bed and with dawn, their one-night stand over, he regretted not inviting her back.
Scrubbing a hand over his face, his gaze landed on the slender black rectangle that lay next to his pants on the chair and a lazy smile stretched across his face.
Her phone promised that she’d return.
He eyed the smart little device with satisfaction and started planning their next menu…
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Once Her Man, Always Her Man by Heather Long
 
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?
 



 
 
Tell it to the Marine
 
PFC James Westwood isn’t a typical Marine. As a clinical psychologist, he recognizes his band of brothers needs a helping hand after their return home from the war. When his boss, Captain Dexter, encourages him to sign up for the 1Night Stand dating service, Westwood committed himself. What did he have to lose?
The last thing he expected was a date with screen goddess Lauren Kincaid.
Movie star Lauren Kincaid grew up splitting her time between the cold reality of the Hollywood scene and her family home in Plano, Texas. After two decades surrounded by artificial friendships and inflated egos, her greatest desire is to meet a real man, not a Hollywood talking head. When her agent suggests a 1Night Stand date, the only expectations Lauren allows herself to have are discretion and exclusivity. What she didn’t expect was having a gorgeous psychologist with rapier wit blow her away.
Everyone needs someone to hear them.
James and Lauren share an unmistakable connection, but when one of James’ patients suffers a crisis, Lauren more than proves her mettle. Can one night turn into happily ever after for this Marine and his movie star?
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