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    Dedication

  


  To everyone who’s ever been without a hot date on Valentine’s Night.


  Good luck finding your own naughtily ever after.
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    Dear Reader,

  


  When the lovely people at Tule asked me if I would like to contribute a novella for their Bad Boy Shorts series, I couldn’t resist. And pretty soon after that, Cal Landry came to mind, a fiercely hot American photojournalist returning to London after burying his father, he was a wounded man, in need of some company– the uncomplicated kind– on Valentine’s Night. And as luck would have it, who should be in the bar he decided to go into in Soho, but Rosie Smith– a sweet, slightly-sozzled art teacher in need of some company too. One game of kiss or dare later and several unforeseen complications and suddenly I had a story. I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it.


  Heidi x


  
    Chapter One
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  “I’m allergic to Valentine’s Day.” Rosie Smith stared into her second strawberry daiquiri, which had failed to make the happy hour in the crowded Soho bar remotely happy– even at two-for-one prices. “Either that or I’m suffering from PTVD.”


  Her friend, Tash, spat out a mouthful of her own daiquiri. “Bloody hell, Rosie, have you been to the clinic to have it checked out?”


  “It’s not a communicable disease, you muppet. It’s worse than that,” Rosie replied. “I have Post Traumatic Valentine’s Day Disorder.” She glanced around the packed bar in London’s West End, festooned with enough pink and fluffy décor to make the Sugarplump Fairy barf. “Because anything red and sparkly and/or shaped like a love-heart brings me out in hives. And those penis-shaped deely boppers are making me want to puke.”


  A thirty-strong hen party had entered the bar ten minutes ago, each one shouting and laughing and proudly sporting phalluses springing from the alice bands on their heads– inadvertently making an ironic statement about how Valentine’s Day brought out the dickhead in every man, to Rosie’s way of thinking.


  She sighed, gazing into the vibrant red cocktail. “And when I woke up this morning I actually missed Vince. You know we broke up a year ago today? Which means my love life has now officially sucked for twelve solid months.”


  Rosie’s other bestie, Imogen– better known as Imo the Emo because of the Goth phase she’d never grown out of– sent Rosie a death stare through the eyeliner she’d OD’d on that morning. “You don’t miss Vince. Because Vince was a dick. And you’re probably just allergic to V-Day because, like every other single woman with more than two functioning brain cells to rub together, you’ve figured out it’s a corporate myth manufactured to sell greeting cards and overpriced flower arrangements.”


  “Spoken like someone else who hasn’t humped anything without batteries in over a year,” Tash replied good-naturedly, laughing off Imo’s death stare. “But our resident femi-nazi is right about one thing.” She laid a consoling hand over Rosie’s on the sticky table of the booth they’d managed to secure across from the long antique bar. “Not having sex for over a year is bad for your mental health.”


  “When did I say that?” Imo grumbled.


  “You didn’t, because you’re a lost cause,” Tash continued. “But Rosie isn’t. Not yet.”


  “Then why am I doing such a good impression of one?” Rosie asked, hating the miserable tone, but unable to shake it.


  How could she possibly be missing her ex-boyfriend? Vince had been a dick. Informing her after she’d cooked them a special meal on Valentine’s Day and even worn the seedy crotchless panties he’d bought her for Christmas, that he wanted more space in their relationship. Which turned out to be code for he wanted to shag the nineteen-year-old intern at his architectural practice without fear of reprisals.


  Vince hadn’t just been a dick. He’d been a dick with an appalling taste in lingerie, whom she’d been an idiot to trust. And she hadn’t thought about him in months. But this morning, when she’d woken up without a date on Valentine’s Day, or the prospect of getting one in the foreseeable future, Rosie’s neat, tidy apartment had seemed emptier than usual.


  And she’d actually become a tiny bit wistful at the memory of Vince’s dirty socks lying by the washing basket, the crumbs he’d always left on the countertop and the gunk he’d never cleaned off the bathroom sink after shaving. And it had been bringing her down all day.


  Why had she found it so hard to connect with anyone new in the last year? Was she on the shelf for life already, at twenty-six?


  She’d gone on a few dates, during her half-hearted spree of online dating a few months ago. But she’d never managed a second date and had eventually deleted her profile, bored with the email flirting that promised much, only to deliver either an interminable half hour of arduous conversation over a caramel latte in the local Starbucks, or a request for a Snapchat of her boobs.


  “You’re not a lost cause,” Tash said, interrupting Rosie’s maudlin thoughts. “But drastic action is called for or you soon will be. We don’t want your lady bits to dry up and desiccate like Imo’s.”


  “Piss off, Tash. Just because my lady bits don’t have ADHD,” Imo mumbled.


  “Exactly how drastic is drastic?” Rosie asked, because drastic for Tash might be a smidgen outside Rosie’s comfort zone.


  “Drastic as in, we need to get your sex life fully operational again.”


  “My sex life isn’t the Starship Enterprise, you know.”


  “Au contraire,” Tash said, grinning. “If we could boldly get Chris Pine’s Captain Kirk to go down on you your problems would be solved.”


  Rosie all but choked on her daiquiri as Imo laughed, but she couldn’t deny the definite spark of something hot and fluid.


  While she and Vince hadn’t had a spectacular sex life, she had missed the flesh to flesh connection that couldn’t be provided by her top-of-the-range vibrator– or even an X-rated Trekkie fantasy.


  Tash refilled Rosie’s daiquiri glass to the brim from the pitcher on the table. “But in the absence of Chris, we need to get your sex life back up to warp speed with what’s on offer.” She clinked her glass against Rosie’s and took a healthy sip. “Here. Tonight.”


  “But I’ve already tried dating,” Rosie pointed out, not ready to jump back into that shark tank again while she was feeling vulnerable. “It was a lot of time and effort for no return.”


  “We’re not talking dating. That was your first mistake with Vince, thinking you wanted to keep him. What you need right now is Hot Shag Against a Wall Guy– not Cheating Asshole Who Moves In With You Guy.” She craned her neck, to look past Rosie’s shoulder. “So let’s check out the available talent and see if we can find a willing victim.” She coughed, theatrically. “I mean a likely candidate.”


  “Good luck with finding any talent in this dump,” Imogen said, but the interested gleam in her panda eyes as she craned her neck too told a different story.


  Rosie sipped her daiquiri, not convinced, as Imo and Tash scanned the bar, which was packed on a Friday night with the two-for-one cocktail hour crowd, the penis-wearing hen party and assorted tourists and Valentine’s Day revelers. But as her friends began suggesting and then discarding the few likely victims on offer, the pleasant buzz of too many daiquiris had Rosie actually considering Tash’s outrageous suggestion.


  Would it be so bad to cut loose just this once? She’d never had a one-night stand before, always more interested in making an emotional connection than a sexual one. But there was no law that said you always had to be looking for the long-haul? And if one hot night with a hot guy would ensure she never again got melancholy about not having shaving gunk in her sink, perhaps it was worth a shot?


  Her spirits slumped. That said, Imo and Tash would have to find a likely candidate first.


  “Oh-My-Fucking-God, over there at twelve o’clock.” Tash yanked Rosie’s arm hard enough to slosh daiquiri over her hand. “We’ve found him.”


  “Shit, Tash, try and at least be a little subtle, or he’ll see us.” Imo hunched, being a bit disingenuous for someone who made themselves up everyday to look like Rocky Raccoon.


  “There! Right behind you,” Tash said in a stage whisper, her only concession to subtle, as she pointed over Rosie’s shoulder. “This end of the bar, wearing the leather jacket and the sexy scowl. He’s abso-fricking-luscious. Check out those shoulders. And those hands. If he doesn’t have a huge willy and know exactly what to do with it, I’ll eat my tits. That guy’s not just smokin’, he’s on fire. As are my lady bits right now.”


  “Well spotted,” Imogen agreed, which for her was like erecting a shrine to the guy.


  Rosie swung round to take a look, ready to be unimpressed. Her standards were a good deal higher than Tash’s. But as her gaze landed on Mr. Abso-Fricking-Luscious– because it had to be him– her heartbeat slowed to a crawl, and then galloped to light speed.


  He certainly had the wow factor. Because even though Rosie’s lady bits had never been as combustible as Tash’s, they were definitely doing a Snoopy dance.


  Day-old stubble covered a chiseled jaw and sculpted cheekbones, complementing the thick dark hair that flowed down to touch the collar of his jacket. Rosie dug her nails into her palms, to contain the urge to run her fingers through the unkempt waves, which looked tactile and sexily disheveled instead of stiff with product. The black jeans and battered jacket completed the rough-around-the-edges look, fitting his muscular body and wide shoulders to perfection.


  And every single thing about him screamed: I couldn’t give a shit about Valentine’s Day.


  Rosie’s pulse jumped. Mr. Abso-Fricking-Luscious wasn’t just hot, he was a badass. No wonder he stood out from the Soho crowd– who probably thought going to a party in Peckham after dark was a walk on the wild side.


  Then again, what single person wouldn’t feel surly after walking into a bar decorated in heart-shaped balloons and packed to the rafters with boozy women sporting sparkly penis-shaped deely boppers?


  Rosie smiled, recognizing a fellow hostage to the loved-up party atmosphere and the warm glow of kinship combined with the heady blast of sexual awareness.


  The vision of kneeling in front of him to locate the zip tab on his jeans with her teeth blasted into her brain and sent all the blood spiraling south.


  James T. Kirk, eat your heart out.


  “He’s even hotter than Chris Pine,” Rosie murmured.


  Tash did a fist pump. “Excellent, we have a winner. Now let’s figure out how to hook you two up for the evening.”


  But then the stranger lifted his fingers to attract the barman’s attention. And the barman instantly detached his gaze from the cleavage he had been chatting up most of the evening as if responding to his master’s voice.


  Rosie gulped down another mouthful of daiquiri– with a hefty dose of reality. “I’m not approaching him.” She was a booty call virgin, for goodness sake. Running before she could walk would risk getting a slap-down that could flatten her ego for good. And she really didn’t need to feel any more inadequate. Tonight of all nights.


  “Don’t be daft, why not?” Tash asked. “He’s perfect. You said so yourself.”


  “No I didn’t. I said he was hot. But there’s hot, and there’s too hot.” She gave Tash her best ‘duh’ look. “I don’t want to get burned. I should start with someone less intimidating…” She nodded towards a thin bespectacled guy playing on one of the bar’s vintage pinball machines, who she vaguely recalled Tash and Imo discarding earlier. “How about Bill Gates over there?”


  “Bill is out.” Tash was adamant. “He’s probably more interested in getting onto the leader board than scoring a touchdown with you. And those glasses have definite nurture-me vibes. Too hot is what you want, or you’ll only get hooked into his nerd drama and go into share and discuss mode. That’s how you ended up letting Vince the Dick move in with you, remember? When he told you that sob story about his mother which wasn’t even true.”


  Fair point.


  Rosie’s gaze landed back on Mr. Too Hot. “But what if I get hooked into this guy’s drama? He looks sort of lonely don’t you think?” The surly look had to have a cause? She wondered what it could be? Had he been dumped on Valentine’s Day too?


  “Rosie, focus.” Tash snapped her fingers in front of Rosie’s nose. “You won’t get hooked into anything as long as you follow the three golden rules of booty call engagements.” Her friend held up her fingers to count them down, as if instructing the pottery class at the art college where all three of them worked on how to make the perfect throw down. “No surnames. No personal questions and under no circumstances are you to consider keeping him. Remember this is a use-him-then-lose-him deal. No relationship agendas allowed. Or you could end up getting hurt again. And that is not what this is about.” Tash’s gaze locked back on her prey. “But I don’t think you need to worry. I can spot a bad boy at thirty paces. If that guy ever had a mother, he’s not looking for another.”


  “Right,” Rosie said.


  Could she crush her curiosity about him? Ignore that blast of kinship? Put her desire to nurture on lockdown? Could one night of anonymous sex really cure her V-Day allergy and re-boot her love life?


  She shot back the last of the chilly daiquiri to ease the dryness in her throat and refilled her glass. Then asked herself the toughest question of all.


  Could she hook up with a complete stranger to find out?


  Her pulse raced, as she listened with half an ear to her friends composing the ‘perfect chat-up line’, the hum of excitement surprising her.


  An exceptionally hot complete stranger…


  But then she saw the hot stranger’s brows draw down as he spoke to the barman, making the surly frown even hotter. And her anticipation raced straight back into that brick wall called reality.


  Forget perfect. This chat-up line is going to have to be super-human if it’s going to get a badass like him to want to hook up with me.
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  “Give me a glass of whatever beer you’ve got on tap,” Caleb Landry shouted above the collective shrieking of the party of women behind him wearing bouncing pink dicks on their heads.


  “Sorry, mate, the taps are out,” the barman replied. “We’ve got bottles of cherry-flavored lager or strawberry cocktails left and that’s about it.”


  Cal scowled at the guy, who looked about seventeen. Son of a bitch, who did he have to kill to get a drink that wasn’t fucking pink tonight? “Guinness?”


  Baby-face nodded. “Bottled, yeah. Although I can’t guarantee it’s cold.”


  “Not a problem, I’ll take one.” Cal had worked for six months in a pub in Temple Bar eleven years ago, back when he’d first arrived in Europe, age eighteen, looking for anonymity, adventure and a chance to take his photography to the next level. The pictures he’d taken in Dublin’s tourist mecca had mostly been of gullible tourists and hammered rugby fans, but while there he’d discovered the smooth, rich, restorative qualities of Ireland’s favorite stout. And smooth was what he needed tonight, to blunt the jagged edges after six days spent handling his old man’s affairs and dealing with the ghosts of his childhood, and twenty-four hours spent traveling back to London from the no-hope small town near Buffalo in Upstate New York where he’d grown up.


  Drinking alone tonight would be bad, because of all the stuff he didn’t want to think about after burying his father– not to mention the nightmare that had accosted him at the funeral. So he’d jumped off the subway from Heathrow at Leicester Square and headed into Soho. Forgetting tonight was Valentine’s Day had been his second mistake. But he was stuck in the eye of the hurricane now until he got hammered enough to be able to face his empty apartment alone. Drinking anything pink, though, was out, because he did not need another reminder that every guy in this place was liable to get lucky tonight except him.


  Hell, probably even Barman Baby Face.


  What he wouldn’t give to have a warm body to take home and slide up against tonight. A body which was soft and round in all the right places and smelled of perfume and sin and could help take the emptiness away, no questions asked. But that wasn’t going to happen, because women always had questions, even when it came to one-night hook-ups. And anything resembling conversation was off the agenda after a week spent talking to funeral directors and lawyers and IRS bureaucrats… And that bastard, Decker.


  We need to talk, son.


  The strained words spoken by West Daley County’s chief of police at the crematorium echoed in his head from two days before.


  Who the hell did the guy think he was? Trying to dump that crap on him at his old man’s funeral? Dan Landry had been the only father he wanted, the only father that meant anything. He didn’t want to know what had happened between Decker and his mother. Not now. Not ever.


  His fingers clenched into a fist, all the fury and confusion that had burst out when he was a kid– and he’d seen the suspicious looks, heard the whispered comments, endured the taunts of the other kids– came flooding back. His knuckles throbbed with the familiar urge to hit out instead of holding back.


  Don’t believe a word of it, kid, your Mom was a good woman. Whatever they said you’ve got to turn the other cheek, because you’re the only one who’s getting hurt.


  The memory of his father’s weary faith in a woman who had never deserved it had Cal’s fingers releasing. He flexed his hand, and waited for the urge to pass. The way he’d finally learned to do back then, by using his camera lens to separate himself and his life from the endless gossip and name-calling and small-mindedness of the good people of West Daley– who all seemed to think that someone else’s business was theirs to own.


  Shake it off. You don’t have to punch Decker. You just have to forget him.


  He’d torn up Decker’s card, and he wasn’t ever going to contact the guy. So that was the end of it. No harm, no foul.


  Even so, when the barman returned with his Guinness, Cal stared into the dark liquid and knew it was going to take a lot more than one bottle to get hammered enough to go home alone tonight. He took a long drag, and let the rich malty taste start to take some of the bitterness away.


  But as he threw a ten-pound note on to the bar, slim fingers touched his forearm. He turned and tensed, the sight of the heart-shaped face beaming at him making him feel as if he’d just taken a sucker punch to the gut.


  The woman’s apple cheeks glowed in the muted lighting from the bar. The dusky pink of her skin contrasting with the fluorescent cocktail she had in her hand.


  He sucked in a careful breath, getting his bearings back.


  She wasn’t what you’d call conventionally pretty. Her mouth a little too wide, the red-brown curls rioting round her face a mess, her eyes slanted at the edges to give them a sleepy quality. But she was striking– the high cheekbones, the delicate line of her throat, the pulse fluttering in her collarbone and those come-to-bed eyes. His fingers itched again, but this time for the Leica that was packed in the bag at his feet– the desire to take some shots of her instant and unstoppable.


  But then her small white teeth dug into her bottom lip and professional interest was obliterated by the yank of lust.


  Her lush mouth curved up and the crooked half-smile looked so hot, he began to wonder if she was actually real. Was he hammered already? After one sip? He had to be more stressed than he thought.


  “Hello…” She cleared her throat, the single word coming out on a husk of breath and relief spun through his system. She was real all right. And not just a figment of his desperation to get laid. Good to know.


  “Hi.” He noticed the sparkle of interest in her eyes and hoped like hell it was the result of her appreciation, and not inebriation.


  She lifted her fingers from his arm, and he missed the light pressure through his jacket immediately.


  “I have a favor to ask you,” she said, the smoky English accent speaking directly to his cock. And making him totally forget why he wasn’t in the mood for small talk tonight.


  “Yeah?” Whatever the favor was, her cheeks were glowing redder than the cocktail now.


  “My friends, who are over there…” She pointed across the bar and he clocked a couple of women in the booth opposite waving. “Have come up with what they think is the perfect chat-up line and dared me to use it on you. So if you could just pretend I’m doing that for a couple of minutes I’d appreciate it or I’ll never hear the end of it.”


  She climbed onto the stool beside him and veered to one side.


  He grabbed her arm to stop her toppling any further. She gave a squeak of distress, her skin soft and warm under his fingers, before her fluorescent drink splattered his T-shirt.


  “Oh shit.” Dumping the glass, she grabbed napkins from the dispenser on the bar. “I knew this would be a disaster.”


  “Was that part of the pick-up plan?” he asked, enjoying the feel of her fingers dabbing frantically at his pec. And then feeling kind of pathetic. Exactly how long had it been since a beautiful woman had touched him?


  She met his gaze, those slanted eyes going round with confusion.


  “To cover me in cocktail?” he elaborated, wondering why any woman who had that striking face, and eyes that arresting shade of blue-green would need a pick-up line.


  “Oh no, not at all, that was an accident…”


  “Then let’s have it.”


  “Have what?” She stopped dabbing, and her teeth sunk back into that pouty bottom lip. She’d chewed off any lipstick, leaving the skin naturally reddened. His crotch twitched at the thought of nipping the plump curve and then licking it better. “The perfect pick-up line?” he coaxed. “What is it?”


  She shook her head, making the red-brown curls bounce on her shoulders. “I’m not telling you. It’s awful.”


  His first genuine smile in over a week began to work its way loose from his chest. “That bad, huh?”


  “Worse,” she said with feeling. “It’s so bad it could get me arrested. For crimes against flirting. They think they’re being helpful because I have an allergy to Valentine’s Day.”


  “Doesn’t everyone?”


  Her wide mouth tipped up at the edges, and his head began to spin. No doubt from his jet lag.


  “If they don’t, they should have,” she said, her enthusiastic agreement making him wonder what her gripe could be? Because she looked like the type who would usually buy into all the hearts-and-flowers bullshit. Her open face and blue-green eyes guileless enough to give Bambi a run for his money.


  “I promise not to have you arrested,” he said, hoping the line was dirty. Something dirty coming out of that lush mouth would be almost as erotic as watching her chew her lip.


  “It’s hopelessly cheesy,” she countered. Then glared at her friends, who were still watching their every move as if they had stakes in this game.


  “Pick-up lines usually are.” Not that he had a lot in his arsenal. He generally preferred straight talking when it came to sex. But he was intrigued now. As well as being seriously turned on.


  She licked her top lip, her tongue touching the dip in the center. He felt the phantom stroke right across the head of his cock.


  Damn, that mouth was killing him.


  “Do you absolutely promise not to have me arrested?” she said.


  “I swear.” He crossed a finger over the sticky patch on his chest. “Now quit stalling and let’s have it.”


  “All right, but remember you asked for it.” She took a deep breath, which made the top button on her shirt strain. The hint of cleavage was coy enough to leave far too much to his sex-starved imagination.


  She blew the breath back out. “I’m supposed to tell you, I’m giving out free hugs for Valentine’s Day and that you look like you need one.” Her blush shot back into the red zone. “You see what I mean? So cheesy it hurts.”


  And nowhere near as filthy as he’d hoped.


  He frowned. “What makes you think I need a free hug?” he asked, annoyed that the dumb line had tapped straight into the empty space inside him. The space that had opened up a week ago, when he’d gotten the two am call from the Sheriff’s Department to say his father had died from a heart condition he’d known nothing about.


  “Because you looked so pissed off…” she answered, sounding apologetic.


  He tried to dial down on the frown. Don’t scare her off, you dick.


  “Which is perfectly understandable given all the plastic penises on display here tonight…” She qualified quickly. But then she tilted her head to one side, considering. “And because you look sort of sad too.”


  He stared, not sure what the hell to say. He didn’t spill his guts to women, especially not ones he’d only just met. And he wasn’t about to start talking about his recent bereavement, or the shit storm Decker had tried to unload on him, to anyone. But that didn’t stop her easy understanding from unsettling him. Was it that obvious?


  You need to work harder, Landry.


  But before he could think of what to say, to deflect her concern and cover his crappy mood, she climbed off the stool.


  “All of which is none of my business. I should go.”


  “Hey, wait up.” He snagged her wrist before she could get away, determined to shift the conversation back where it belonged. He could still salvage this seduction, which had the potential to provide exactly the distraction he needed tonight. All he had to do was locate the man he’d been a week ago, before he’d gotten that phone call.


  The man who could travel the globe taking pictures of other people’s pain without letting it get to him. The man who never had to deal with his own drama, because he’d become an expert at ignoring it. The man who had never had a problem talking a beautiful woman into mutually assured orgasms and knew how to deliver satisfaction, guaranteed.


  That guy would have knocked this pick-up out of the park already.


  “I don’t need a free hug,” he said. Just to be clear.


  She nodded, but she didn’t look as if she believed him, those enchanting sea-green eyes still seeing much more than he wanted them to see.


  Time to play hard ball.


  “But a free kiss…” He leaned towards her to whisper in her ear, and felt her shudder of response as he got a lungful of her scent– fresh and sexy and so full of potential his cock strangled in his jeans. “A free kiss I could definitely use.”


  Her teeth grazed her bottom lip again. And the smile he’d been holding hostage for what felt like a month worked itself loose.


  Hell yeah, the man is back.


  
    Chapter Two
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  Rosie’s heartbeat accelerated, the blood pounding into her face, and a few other important places further south.


  Good Lord, the man was even more devastating when he smiled. His coffee brown eyes losing the shadows she’d spotted as soon as she’d approached him, and highlighting the golden strands in the irises. The tanned skin around his eyes creased. Was he laughing at her? Did she care?


  “A kiss?” she blurted out, just to be sure she’d heard him correctly over the raucous laughter from the hen party behind him and the sound of Rod Stewart growling his way through a golden oldie on the bar’s sound system. Her gaze got riveted to those sensual lips as if she were profoundly deaf. She pretty much was with her pulse building to a crescendo in her ears.


  “Yeah, a kiss.” The smile inched up on one side of his mouth, heating his gaze– and the hot brick that had lodged between her thighs. “If you’ve got one to spare.”


  It was a dare, plain and simple. And one she would never have taken in normal circumstances– despite her Valentine’s Day phobia and whatever Tash had to say about the healing powers of hot hook-up sex.


  She simply wasn’t the spontaneous type. Or the type to kiss random strangers in bars. No matter how hot the stranger, or how irresistible he became when he smiled.


  But then something inside her shifted.


  Maybe it was the many sparkling pink penises bobbing in her peripheral vision. Or the knowledge that Tash and Imo were watching her every move and expecting her to chicken out. Or possibly even the dutch courage afforded by four– make that three and a bit– strawberry daiquiris. Or maybe it was simply the flicker of sadness she’d detected in those delicious chocolate eyes that made her want to be bold and reckless too. Instead of serious and safe and depressingly predictable.


  But whatever it was, she heard herself say, “I’m not sure you can handle one of my kisses.”


  That would be the other her. The her who had always wanted to be daring enough to kiss a hot stranger in a bar but never had.


  He lifted his hand to touch her bottom lip with his thumb. The barely there pressure slid across her flesh and reaction sizzled through her entire body.


  “I’ll risk it, for a taste of that mouth.” His deep voice brushed over her skin like a caress. And he cupped the back of her neck, turning the sizzles into shockwaves.


  Heck, shock-tsunamis.


  He lowered his mouth to hers, holding her in place. “Kiss me,” he said, his eyes locked on hers. “I dare you.”


  The bar noise and Rod’s growling drifted away, drowned out by the thundering beat of her heart.


  She rested her hands on his shoulders to steady herself. Strength rippled beneath the soft leather, spurring her on, as his hands lifted into her hair to cradle her head and angle it, just so.


  But he waited, for her to lift up on tiptoe and close the distance between them to touch her mouth to his.


  He licked across the seam of her lips, demanding entry, and she opened for him instinctively. The thundering beat became a roar as his hands swept down to her hips and his tongue took control of the kiss, directing it into dark delicious danger.


  Her lungs squeezed, and her skin tightened, as their tongues tangled in a hungry dance. She plastered herself against him, rubbing her aching breasts against the rock solid wall of muscle beneath his T-shirt. Large hands settled on her butt to grind her against the ridge in his jeans.


  Chu-ching! Tash was right. He felt huge, and indomitable and tasted of stout and spice and pure unadulterated need.


  He drew back, his lust-blown pupils turning the hot chocolate to dark rum, his breathing as uneven as hers. The roar in her ears became deafening, until she realized the hen party were giving them a round of applause.


  The girl standing behind him with a Bride-to-Be sash and a plastic tiara stuck jauntily on her head shrieked. “Go for it, luv!”


  “You want to get out of here?” The husky request issued against her ear, rumbled up her spine, detonating a series of conflicting emotions en route. Panic and shock, but most of all bone-deep longing.


  This badass stranger wanted her. And she wanted him. She’d never been kissed like that before in her entire life. And had never kissed anyone back like that either. Without holding a single thing back. Especially not in public.


  “My place is in Clerkenwell…” His hands roamed over her butt, the firm pressure sending a smile through her system. “If you want to take this further? Somewhere private?” His lips quirked in a smile that was both wicked and ironic and unbearably sexy.


  Her heart sunk into her abdomen to party with her raging hormones.


  “I can’t believe that cheesy chat-up line actually worked,” she said, struggling to clear a path through the fog of endorphins. She didn’t know this guy from Adam, however incredible his kissing technique. And however promising the enormous bulge in his jeans.


  “It wasn’t the pick-up line. It’s that amazing mouth.” His gaze got fixated on her lips, the longing unmistakable. “Is it classified as a WMD? Because it ought to be.”


  She laughed. His palms moved up her back with a possessiveness that was even hotter than his smile. Or that bulge. The endorphins fogging up everything now but the clear thought that she wanted to kiss him some more. A lot more.


  Fuck sensible.


  What was she waiting for? Why was she trying to argue herself out of a good time? Why overcomplicate this?


  She was a grown woman with needs and desires that hadn’t been met in a year. Even longer than that if you factored in Vince’s tiny dick and aversion to giving head. All she wanted was some hot fun to cure her V-Day curse. And what better person to do it with than a guy who could kiss her senseless… And might well have a V-Day curse of his own?


  This is so not complicated.


  “How about it?” He dragged her closer, butting his hips against hers. “You want to grab a cab and finish Valentine’s Day in style? Satisfaction guaranteed?”


  “Actually, I think I do.”


  He touched his forehead to hers, a smug grin splitting his handsome face. “What’s your name?”


  “Rosie,” she supplied, glad when he didn’t ask for a surname. This was strictly a one-night only, dirty, sexy, V-Day curse buster.


  No surnames, no keepers and no sharing of anything other than hot sex. She breathed in the scent of leather and man. And rampaging pheromones. “What’s yours?” she asked.


  “Cal. Great to meet you, Rosie,” he said, and for the first time she noticed the low drawl of his accent. American, she would guess or Canadian. But she didn’t ask. Because, no sharing.


  She dismissed the foolish trickle of regret– that she would never know where the sad look had come from. Or be able to fix it.


  Didn’t matter, she told herself staunchly. Because she’d already fixed it by blasting it with her ultra-hot lip action.


  Score one, to Rosie the Slut.


  “I think you’re about to make my year,” he murmured, the hungry look as much of an aphrodisiac as his kiss. He lifted her fingers, and brushed his lips across her knuckles.


  Her heart slam-dunked her throat. She swallowed it back down.


  Nuh-uh. Not going there.


  The man was too hot not to be an accomplished player. The gallantry was just an act to get into her panties. Which was exactly what she needed tonight.


  His gaze flicked to Imo and Tash– who were gaping at Rosie as if she’d just stripped naked on the bar. “You want to square things with your buddies before we head out?”


  She considered it for a moment. A very short moment. “No, sod it, let’s leave them hanging.” She might as well go the full slut while she was at it.


  His answering chuckle sent conspiratorial glee soaring through her veins.


  “I’ll give them all the filthy details tomorrow,” she finished, because she was fairly sure they’d insist.


  She sent her friends a jaunty thumbs up and then turned her back on Tash’s hoot of triumph and Imo’s horrified ‘we’ve created a monster’ look.


  She had her cash card and her phone in the back pocket of her jeans. And the buzz of anticipation and strawberry daiquiris to keep her warm. Tash would take care of her coat until tomorrow– if for no other reason than she’d then have leverage when it came to prying out the details.


  Her inner slut rejoiced as Cal tightened his grip and tugged her through the crowd towards the exit.


  This was actually happening.


  I am Superslut. Hear me roar.


  But as they hit the street, the fug of warm bodies and too much alcohol gave way to the chilly suspicion of rain and the scent of wet pavements. She shivered.


  “You cold?” The concerned look cracked open a tiny fissure in her chest. But only for a moment.


  Zip it, Rosie. No overthinking.


  She shook her head, because she didn’t feel remotely cold. “I left my coat in the bar.”


  His lips tilted in a deadly half-smile. Lit by the bar’s neon sign, the wicked twinkle in his eyes was even more irresistible. “You want me to go back and grab it?”


  She squeezed his fingers– deciding to use her newfound powers for good. “Just kiss me again, that should take care of it.”


  He chuckled again, and she detected the rusty tone this time, as if he hadn’t laughed in a long time. “No way. Not until we’re in a cab. Or we’ll never get anywhere.” He stuck two fingers into his mouth and blew. The shrill whistle made her jump.


  She stumbled back as a black cab hurtled down the street and braked a few inches from her toes.


  “Holy crap!” She jumped back.


  His arm wrapped round her waist to stop her falling on her butt.


  “I thought you could only hail a cab like that in movies?” she said.


  “I used to live on the Lower East Side. Where hailing a cab is a basic survival skill,” he said, the teasing note wonderfully confidential. As if they were lovers, who had just been cast in her favorite chick-flick.


  Leaning into the driver’s window, he gave an address she recognized in Clerkenwell. The uber-hip sector of the City of London where cool bars and restaurants, serving everything from sushi to pie and mash, jostled for space with flashy boutiques, sleek new offices and fancy bolt-holes and loft apartments that rarely sold for under a million.


  Stinking rich and American, then.


  Perhaps the leather jacket was a pose and he wasn’t really that badass?


  But then she noticed the scar bisecting his left eyebrow that she hadn’t spotted in the dark bar. He whipped off his jacket and slung it over her shoulders. The smell of leather and the warmth of his body engulfed her, the butter softness confirming her faith in his bad boy credentials.


  Stinking rich and American… But absolutely still a badass.


  “Come here.” Gripping the lapels of his jacket, he hauled her up to fasten his lips on hers.


  The fire smoldering in her belly blazed– burning away the last remnants of her reserve. Not that it had been putting up much of a fight.


  She sucked on his marauding tongue and rubbed against the ridge in his jeans. Excitement leapt up her chest as she assessed the impressive package. She wanted to feel him deep inside her. She wanted to be taken, used, and spun into a world of the senses from which there would be no escape. Tonight she could have exactly what she wanted without fearing the consequences. If this guy was a jerk, it didn’t matter, because it would all be over by morning.


  “Oy, mate, I’ve got the meter running here.”


  Her bad boy studmuffin lifted his head at the shout from the cabbie, but his gaze remained fixed on her mouth as he yelled back. “Okey, dokey, mate.”


  The cockney phrase sounded delightfully silly in his gruff American accent. And she giggled. She actually giggled.


  He opened the cab door. “Let’s get out of here.”


  They climbed in and the cab rumbled away from the curb. But as she reached for him, he captured her hands and drew them down. “Do you have a cell phone?”


  She nodded, confused. “In my back pocket.”


  He eased his fingers in, taking a moment to caress her butt, before pulling out the phone. “What’s the code?”


  “6969,” she blurted, then felt the flush on her neck. “My friend, Tash, programmed it as a joke,” she added, then wished she hadn’t explained the naughty code.


  You’re supposed to be a bad girl, you tit-head.


  “Uh-huh?” He grinned, sending her a flirtatious side eye. He thought she was kidding.


  Did he think she was a badass too? Did he have no idea she was actually a boring good girl in bad girl clothing?


  O.M.F.G. How phenomenally cool is that?


  He programmed in the code, clicked on the message app, typed something lightning fast with his thumbs, then flicked through her contacts and pressed send. Leaning over her, he slid her mobile back into the pocket of her jeans, taking lots of wonderful liberties en route.


  She flattened her palms to his chest, peering up at him. “Who did you text?”


  “Your pal, Tash. I’m guessing she’s one of the pick-up line poets in the bar?”


  “Yes, but why did you text her?” she asked, confused.


  Did he know Tash? Her fuzzy mind tried to connect the dots. The big fat fluffy dots that made no sense now and were starting to intrude on her big fat fluffy sex buzz.


  Had Tash set her up? Was Mr. Super-Hot a pity date? Was she about to have her bad girl card revoked?


  “I shot her my address, and told her you’d be in touch in the morning,” he said, as if that made perfect sense. “I don’t want them to think I kidnapped you.”


  The thoughtful gesture had the fissure opening up again, and the buzz sinking southwards– a dangerous combination of hotness and emotion. Wasn’t this the one thing Tash had warned her against?


  Before she could overreact, he grasped her lapels again…. Or rather his lapels… And tugged her towards him.


  “Now quit asking dumb questions.” Warm breath whispered across her ear, before he bit the lobe and sent sensation skittering.


  She rasped her palms across the stubble on his jaw and thrust her fingers into silky hair to yank him the rest of the way down. She heard something that sounded like a growl rumble out of her throat. Or had that come from his throat?


  Clamping her mouth to those sinfully sexy lips, she threw her leg over his lap, and settled her yearning clitoris against the bulge in his Levis, all thoughts of everything but riding the impressive ridge shooting straight out of her head and into the dark, dangerous London night.


  Let’s hear it for Rosie the Super Slut, who is about to nail the hottest, dirtiest Valentine’s date of her life.


  
    Chapter Three
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  “Wow! This place is amazing.”


  Cal leaned against the door of his apartment and smiled as Rosie the Hot Kisser swung round in a circle, then tilted to one side on her heels. He shot forward to catch her before she fell on her ass.


  She grinned up at him, pressing her curves against his in sultry motion and swiveling her hips until she’d notched his confined cock against the apex of her thighs.


  Oh, yeah. Just exactly there.


  He skimmed his hands over her curves, then folded his arms round her waist to draw her close. Damn, he wanted nothing more than to forget about everything tonight and get lost in this beautiful woman. But as she stretched up on tiptoes and he lowered his head to take another glorious bite out of those lips, he got a close-up of her irises. Or rather the thin rim of blue-green that was left of them around her fully dilated pupils.


  He pulled back. What had looked like lust in the cab now looked like something more troubling. “Rosie, how many of those fluorescent cocktails did you have back at the bar?”


  She lifted four fingers. “Two.” She squinted at her fingers. “Three, maybe.”


  Shit. She’s stoned.


  His spirits plummeted, but the erection pressing against her belly refused to follow suit.


  Forget it, buddy, you’re not getting laid tonight unless you can sober her up.


  “How about I make us some coffee?”


  She sent him a lopsided smile. “But I don’t want coffee. I want to explore all your delicious muscles.” She rolled her hips against his rampant cock again. “And the shotgun in your pants.”


  Questing hands flattened against his chest, her fingers exploring his pecs and then spreading up to his shoulders. Her fingernails scraped across his nape and need tightened his ballsack.


  “Let’s go straight to bed,” she murmured. “Do not pass go.”


  He settled his palms on her hips. And edged her back an inch, despite the lurch of protest from the shotgun in his pants– which was about to lose both barrels. Then captured her marauding hands before they could pull the trigger.


  “Coffee first,” he said. “Bed later.” But hopefully not too much later.


  He directed her over to the couch, her delighted laughter echoing in his aching nuts– and gave her a gentle shove which had her toppling onto the cushions with a hiccup, all those delectable curves bouncing in unison.


  Just kill me now.


  He let out a heartfelt groan. If not taking advantage of this woman didn’t guarantee him a place in the good guy hall of fame for all eternity, nothing would.


  “Can we have coffee in bed?” She slurred the words, her smile sweet but hopelessly crooked– crucifying him more. Then palmed her face, the clumsy caress pushing the wild curls back over her shoulders. “Actually, I do feel a little dizzy.”


  Not as dizzy as him, now all the blood had left his brain on a mission that could well be doomed to failure. “Hang tight. I’ll go get reinforcements.”


  He dashed into the kitchen to start brewing something strong enough to tar the road outside.


  But when he arrived back in the living area, two steaming cups of road tar in his hands, she was curled up on his couch in a tight ball. One shoe on the floor, another hanging by a toe, her hands tucked under her head in a praying position, and those wild curls glowing gold in the lamplight.


  He placed the mugs onto the coffee table and jostled her arm. “Hey, Rosie, coffee’s here.”


  She grumbled something incoherent, and snuggled deeper into his couch.


  Rosie the Hot Kisser was out cold. And there would be no more feasting on those lips tonight or any other soft, fragrant parts of her anatomy.


  Goddamn it, so close and yet so far.


  His frustration faded as he slipped his arms under her knees and her armpits. Maybe this wasn’t what he’d been hoping to do with her company tonight, but at least he wasn’t alone.


  “Come on, Hot Stuff.” He lifted her off the couch, his heart jolting when she snuggled into his chest with a soft moan, as trusting as a child. “Let’s get you into bed, so you can sleep it off.”


  He carried her up the spiral staircase to his bedroom, aware of the scent of her hair tickling his nose, and the flushed glimpse of cleavage afforded by the straining buttons of her shirt. The sprinkle of freckles across her nose, and the chewed lip only added to that captivating combination of innocence and sin. Which was not doing his aching nuts much good. The tight jeans molding her butt completed the torture.


  Her cell played the opening bar of a dirty R ‘n’ B song. Probably another joke from her partner in crime, Tash.


  He settled her into the center of the bed and tugged off her remaining shoe. She rolled away from him. Steeling himself against the temptation to delve too far, he dipped into her back pocket and pulled out the cell. Then read the text that had popped up on her screen from a Michael Carter.


  Babe, get in touch. We’ve got a problem for tomorrow. I may have to bail. x


  The dart of something swift and sharp hit him square in the chest, the echo of old hurt and fresh anger consumed him. He turned off the cell’s ringer and slung it onto the bedside table, not bothering to pick it up when it slid off and hit the floor.


  Who the fuck is Michael Carter?


  He stomped down to the living room, his frustration returning full force.


  Was the guy her boyfriend? Maybe Rosie wasn’t as cute as she looked, if she was the kind of girl who liked to pick up guys in bars while she already had one at home?


  He threw back the cooling coffee in a couple of gulps, dumped hers in the sink.


  Not that it mattered to him. They’d only shared a couple of lip locks.


  But as he made himself up a bed on the couch, it annoyed him to realize it did matter. Way more than it should.


  
    Chapter Four
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  “Ahhh!” Rosie groaned as she cracked open an eyelid and then slammed it shut again– before the penetrating glare of a million suns could laser off her retinas.


  Counting a couple of beats, she eased it open this time. White sheets smelling of laundry soap swam into focus while the thundering pain of a thousand pickaxes hammered at her skull.


  Licking dry lips, she sat up in the gigantic bed.


  Hello, hangover. Where the heck am I?


  She searched the high-ceilinged room flooded with natural light. Far too much natural light. Bare red brick walls contrasted stylishly with polished oak floorboards. A pile of unopened cardboard boxes stacked in one corner and a low bedside table were the only other clues to her whereabouts. She winced, careful not to move her head too suddenly in case it rolled off her shoulders and shattered on the gleaming wood.


  Six-foot high windows on all sides with no blinds or curtains explained the winter sunshine threatening to blind her.


  Her eyes watered, but eventually got used to the glare enough to focus on the three framed photographs on the wall opposite. The pounding in her head receded to a dull thumping as she became transfixed by the images. One in saturated color, the other two in striking black and white. Each one arresting in its own way: a bare shoulderblade, the line of the collarbone strong and lithe dappled by sunlight; a pair of gnarled hands, the knuckles thickened by arthritis but still confident and capable; a baby’s round head covered with downy hair, its face partially hidden as eager lips latched on to its mother’s breast. Each image made a statement, haunting and human and desperately moving.


  She tugged the sheet to her chin, feeling exposed even though she still had her underwear on. Then she noticed the trail of clothing– one shoe, her jeans, her blouse– sprawled in a line that led to an open door on the other side of the room. The edge of a glass shower cubicle marked it out as the en-suite bathroom she vaguely remembered visiting in the night.


  The desperate urge to pee overtook her. Crawling out of bed, she headed across the cavernous room. Favoring her aching skull, she scooped up her clothing en route while images from the previous evening tumbled through her head in garish Technicolor: brilliant red strawberry daiquiris, sparkly pink penises, butter-smooth black leather and a pair of tempting hot chocolate eyes.


  Mortification followed as the events of last night slowly became clear. Or clear-ish.


  She’d jumped into a cab with a total stranger she’d met in the bar.


  Cal. His name had been Cal. And he’d been a world-class kisser. From what she could remember of eating his face off in the back of the cab on a ride to his place in… She peered out of the bathroom window while washing her hands at the stainless steel sink… Clerkenwell.


  This was Cal’s apartment. Had to be. The Dickensian architecture crammed next to brand new office space was instantly recognizable as the chic city neighborhood.


  Had they slept together? They’d certainly snogged. The memory of his tongue’s strong, sensual strokes robbed her of breath all over again. She touched her fingertips to the prickle of beard burn on her cheeks. She could vaguely remember arriving at his apartment… Staggering up a flight of metal steps. And then it all became a blur– a hot, wet, heady blur wrapped in the phantom scent of coffee and sandalwood soap and leather. The hot brick between her legs began to throb.


  But the rest of the night remained foggy and vague.


  She opened the bathroom cabinet, in search of heavy-duty painkillers. To find it empty. Nothing. Except a bar of soap still in its wrapping. Had he just moved in here? And where was he now? Did she really want to know? Dressing quickly, she hopped around on one shoe while she washed her face, scrubbing off the smudged mascara and making her cheeks sting.


  She tied her unruly hair into a knot, trying to ignore the pickaxes still hammering at her skull. For such a cute drink, strawberry daiquiris could leave you with a homicidal hangover. It felt as if all seven of Snow White’s dwarves were currently diamond mining right behind her frontal lobe. Heading into the bedroom, she spotted a tall glass of water on the other side of the bed to the one she’d woken up on, holding down a piece of folded paper.


  She gulped down the water and unfolded the paper. A couple of round pink pills dropped into her palm.


  Hallelujah. Painkillers.


  Knocking the pills back with the last of the water, she read the note scrawled on the paper.


  Hope your head’s not too sore this morning. Gone out to grab us some breakfast. Back soon.


  C.


  They had slept together. They must have. Had it been good? Bad? Awesome? How come she couldn’t remember a bloody thing?


  This was horrendous. After jumping the guy last night in the bar. Kissing him into a coma in the cab. Ripping his clothes off once they got back here… Probably. And then having her way with him. Possibly. She absolutely could not recall a single detail.


  Had she blanked it from her mind deliberately? Embarrassed by her slutty behavior? How could she face him this morning? When being bold and reckless and sexy was the opposite of who she really was?


  While part of her was kind of astonished she’d been brazen enough to actually follow through last night, another part of her definitely did not want to deal with Mr. Too-Hot this morning. Especially while Dopey and Co. were still chipping away at her frontal lobe and making coherent thought a major effort.


  She groaned, as panic clawed its way up her torso.


  Leave now, before he gets back with breakfast.


  Inching down the spiral staircase, she found herself in an enormous open plan living area. At least this she recognized. Lots more natural light from the two-story metal-framed windows illuminated leather sofas, a sleek breakfast bar, gleaming kitchen appliances and a plasma TV the size of a small cinema.


  Thankfully the large room was empty. Her one-night hook-up must still be out sourcing breakfast.


  Again everything was clean and tidy and super minimalist, except for more cardboard boxes stacked beside the couch. After hunting up her other shoe, which she found under the couch, she headed towards the front door. Pausing when she found two more large framed photographs leaning against the apartment’s back wall, as if someone had been planning to put them up but hadn’t got round to it. These images were as captivating as the ones upstairs, but much starker, imbued with the grim pragmatism of war reportage. One of a young girl gripping a dolls’ house in the rubble of a ruined building had her heart squeezing at the desperation in the child’s face. The work looked familiar, if not in content certainly in tone and concept. She heard a chime and glanced towards the clock above the art deco fridge.


  Eleven o’clock. She shook her head, to free herself from the photograph’s spell. She had less than an hour to get into work. Her Saturday drawing class were doing their interim exam this morning, and the college’s administrator Mr. Abernathy was due to visit in the second hour to check on their progress.


  All of which gave her an excellent excuse not to stick around and face Cal. Her first and last one-night stand. However good the sex may or may not have been, it was nothing more now than a blur of strawberry daiquiris and penis-shaped deely boppers.


  Unlocking the heavy fire door, she slipped out of the apartment and scrambled down the metal stairs. The trickle of guilt at not waiting for Cal, or at least leaving a note to explain where she’d gone, evaporated as she reached the street and flagged down a cab.


  This was for the best. The sex can’t have been great if she couldn’t remember it. So much for her grand plans to lift her V-Day curse.


  Dopey and Co. had finally stopped mining her skull by the time the cab had made its way to Kings Cross.


  She was so never having another strawberry daiquiri again in this lifetime.


  Rosie jumped out at the University of the Arts campus, in front of the Victorian grain warehouses behind the mainline station that had been converted during the St Pancras redevelopment a few years ago. After paying the cabbie with her card, she dug through her pockets again to find her phone and call Tash– she would have to raid the stash of clean lingerie Tash kept in her office– only to discover clean panties was the least of her troubles. Her phone was MIA.


  Strong seeking fingers caressing her butt last night in the cab flashed into her memory. And awareness skittered across her bottom, in tandem with the shot of horror.


  There was only one place her mobile could be. Back at Cal the badass kisser’s love-shack in Clerkenwell. Bollocks.


  
    Chapter Five
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  “Just use your manikin to get a feel for the different poses we might try when the model arrives, everyone. I’m sure Mick will be here any minute.” Rosie pushed her insane hair back from her face, feeling as if her head were about to explode.


  Valentine’s Day was beginning to look like a roaring success compared to the day after. At least she’d quite possibly had sex with a really hot guy yesterday, even if she couldn’t remember it.


  Today, on the other hand, was turning into a total catastrophe.


  Mick, the life model she’d booked months ago and who was usually so reliable, hadn’t turned up for the class, and she didn’t have her phone so she couldn’t find out what had happened to him. Mr. Abernathy was due to arrive in less than an hour and her class had nothing to draw for their exam. So her walk of shame was going to turn into a march straight to the unemployment office if Mick didn’t show, very soon. And she couldn’t stop stressing about Cal and his kisses and his sad look and skipping out on him without leaving a note.


  Which had not only been shoddy behavior, even for a trainee bad girl, but also compounded today’s disasters by adding the thorny problem of how she was going to get her phone back.


  Her exhausted brain was knotting around that thought, when a tall figure appeared in the studio’s glass door and shoved it open.


  Cal? Here?


  Heat blossomed in her belly as he walked into the room. He looked even hotter in daylight, clean-shaven, his dark hair damp, still rocking the leather jacket and boots, but this time with a black T-shirt and worn blue jeans.


  What did she do now? Act nonchalant? How was she going to pull that off when her pulse had gone into hyperdrive?


  But the moment of exhilaration and expectation was quickly followed by trepidation as she took in the rigid line of his jaw, and the storm clouds swirling in his eyes.


  He did not look particularly pleased to see her.


  “Do you know how many damn Rosie Smiths there are on Facebook?” So that’s how he’d found her. But…


  “You know my surname?” she said, still reeling from the sight of him, in all his glory.


  “It’s in your cell phone settings,” he said, tugging the missing phone out of his pocket. Lifting her hand, he slapped it into her palm. “The cell you left behind at my place because you were in such a hurry to run out on me. You may think it’s cute to pick up a guy in a bar then vanish the next morning without a goddamn explanation, but I don’t. For all I knew, you could have been kidnapped by aliens.”


  The collective gasps of her class were nothing to her own escaped breath.


  “I can explain,” she said– except she couldn’t, the guilt almost as huge as the panic. What on earth had made her think it was okay to use this man and then lose him?


  “Great, then you can start by telling me who the fuck Michael Carter is?”


  The black hole of guilt combined with the supernova of unwanted arousal to give her stress amnesia– and her mind went completely blank. “I don’t know anyone called Michael Carter.”


  “Bullshit.” Another collective gasp from her students, who had now abandoned any pretense at drawing to listen to every word. “You’ve had five messages from the guy since yesterday evening. The poor bastard’s been trying to get in touch with you to tell you he’s in the hospital with a busted arm after a wipeout on his bike. When exactly were you planning to let him know you’d come home with me?”


  “Oh, my God. Michael Carter.” Enlightenment burst through the smog. “You mean Mick.”


  “Now she remembers him,” he said, dripping sarcasm. “You should have told me you had a boyfriend. I don’t like being played.”


  “Mick’s not my boyfriend,” she said as she finally made sense of why Cal was looking at her as if she’d just punched a pensioner. Obviously her bad girl act had been a lot more successful than she’d thought. “He’s the model for this class, who was supposed to be coming in today.” And she now knew why he hadn’t turned up. And wasn’t going to. Which was bad.


  But the problem of how she was going to explain his absence to Abernathy didn’t seem nearly as pressing as handling the six foot two inches of volatile male standing in front of her exuding pissed-off vibes.


  Cal’s scowl turned into a suspicious frown. “He’s not your boyfriend?”


  “No. He’s a fifty-year-old ex-punk rocker.” Which was somewhat beside the point, but seemed relevant somehow. “He models regularly for my drawing classes here. I’m an art teacher.” It felt weird having to explain her job to a guy she had slept with last night but that’s what came of letting your inner slut loose after too many strawberry daiquiris. “For what it’s worth…” She touched his arm and lowered her voice, mindful of their audience. “I wouldn’t have picked you up in the bar last night if I did have a boyfriend…” She cleared her throat. This was probably way too much information. It was only supposed to be a one-night stand, but she couldn’t bear for Cal to think she would cheat on him. Or anyone, she qualified quickly. Because she knew exactly what that was like. “And I certainly wouldn’t have slept with you,” she added for complete clarity.


  Goodness, being a bad girl, even for one night, was bloody exhausting.


  Cal’s features relaxed and she let go of his arm, a bit too aware of the solid muscle of his forearm, and the delicious scent of sandalwood soap and minty toothpaste.


  “I should get back to my class. I need to find another model,” she said a little inanely. “Thanks for bringing back my phone.”


  But as she turned to go, he slid his hand into hers and tugged her back around. “Not so fast.” To her astonishment he led her towards the door on the far side of the studio while addressing the class. “Carry on with your pictures, folks. Ms. Smith will be back in a minute.”


  “Cal, what are you doing?” she whispered.


  “Getting us some privacy.” So saying, he dragged her into the tiny windowless room which had once been a supply closet, but which now doubled as her office, after she’d crammed a desk into the space last year. “This’ll have to do.”


  Her heartbeat rabbited under her ribcage. The confined space, even more cramped than usual when he shut the door behind them.


  She dug her teeth into her lip, disconcerted when his gaze tracked down to her mouth.


  “I’m sorry,” she blurted out. “I shouldn’t have run off this morning without writing a note or something. But I had to get to this class, it’s an important one, they’re taking their exam today and I didn’t want to be late. And now Mick isn’t coming, I really don’t have time to…”


  His finger touched her lips. “Shhh, Rosie. Don’t apologize again. You’re not the one who walked in here and behaved like a jerk. We’ll figure out a solution to the Mick situation.”


  They would. How?


  “But I wanted to clear something up first.” The slow sensual smile sent the hum of sensation left by his silencing finger hurtling down to set up shop in her clit, like a high-end vibrator. “How’s the head?”


  Her heart clutched at the memory of the pills and the glass of water he’d left beside the bed for her. “Not too bad. Thank you for leaving the painkillers this morning. I was pretty wasted last night.”


  “I know,” he said, the smile becoming strangely intimate. “You crashed out on my couch five minutes after you arrived.”


  “I… I did? But then how did we…” Make love. In your bed. Together.


  “We didn’t,” he said, answering the question she hadn’t been able to ask because of the mortification constricting around her throat. “I carried you upstairs to bed and then spent the night on the couch, nursing a serious case of blue balls.”


  Her cheeks burned. But the mocking admission felt wonderful, as well as completely mortifying. Maybe she’d taken her V-Day curse to a whole other level of catastrophe last night, but it still felt good to know she hadn’t had sex with the hottest guy on the planet and then forgotten about it.


  “You thought we did?” The amused tone only added to her mortification.


  “I wasn’t sure?” she said, squirming.


  Damn those bloody strawberry daiquiris. Never, ever again.


  “FYI… If we had,” he said, still smiling, “I like to think you would have remembered it.”


  The clambering beat of Rosie’s heart kicked up a notch.


  Was he going to suggest another hook-up tonight? Awareness charged through her system. Followed swiftly by panic. Did she want him to? Would she be able to seduce this guy sober? Given her terrible track record when it came to good-looking guys.


  Or even ugly ones for that matter.


  “I’m not very good at this,” she said.


  His eyebrow lifted. “Not good at what?”


  “At, you know, seduction…” She wheeled her hands, to indicate the two of them. “At hooking up with people… With guys.”


  His lips lifted, the smile widening, and he nodded. “Uh-huh.”


  “Especially with guys I don’t know. Hot guys. When I’m sober. Or, you know, drunk. I’m no good at this drunk either. Because, last night…” She stopped babbling as he stepped towards her, backing her firmly into the desk.


  “Got it,” he said, his lips lifting into a grin.


  Just shut up now. And quit while you’re ahead.


  She bit into her lip, to stop the babbling, but her mouth overrode the directive. “I have virtually no experience, you see. I don’t usually pick guys up in bars.”


  His hands settled on her hips, the firm touch electric, the delicious scent of him sending her senses and her mouth into overdrive.


  “In fact, I’ve never picked a guy up like that before. Not ever. It’s out of character behavior for me. For which I totally blame the strawberry daiquiris.”


  He hooked a strand of hair behind her ear, the smile in her eyes turning into something more potent. “For an amateur, you did pretty good.”


  She raised her hands to his chest, flattened them against the firm muscles. Absorbing his strength, and the insistent spike of arousal. “Except for the passing out and leaving you with blue balls bit.” She qualified, mortified all over again.


  “That’s my problem, not yours,” he said. “But how about we start with the basics again, and see how we go from there?” The teasing suggestion brought with it a jolt of euphoria. She hadn’t totally blown it with this guy.


  “The basics?” she asked, her mind unable to grasp anything but the pulse of attraction powering through her body.


  “Yeah, the basics.” He angled his head, and fastened his lips on the rabbiting pulse at the base of her throat.


  Butterfly kisses worked their way up her neck, hot and firm and mind-altering as sensation fired across her collarbone and plunged into her breasts.


  Her head eased back, giving him better access, as she sank against the desk, her knees going liquid.


  He found her mouth at last as rough hands slid under her blouse. His thumbs brushed across her bra, coaxing her already hard nipples into taut, aching peaks. Her breath gushed out in a rush, her skin tightening, unbearably sensitive, as he pinched lightly at the tips.


  She jerked against the desk. A strangled cry of need wrenched from her throat.


  Hot brown eyes gleamed with unconcealed lust. “You want to head back to mine and get to the specifics?”


  “I… I can’t.” Her mind spun in circles, trying to cling on to at least one coherent thought. She had something to do, something important. Other than jumping him.


  As she was trying to kick-start her brain around the wave of lust, her gaze landed on her work calendar behind his left shoulder.


  The class. Her job. Oh crap.


  Planting shaking palms against his chest, she pushed him back and ducked under his arm. “I can’t go back to yours; I have to teach this class first or I’ll lose my job.”


  She smoothed her hair down with trembling hands, while trying not to notice the way her nipples were pressing against her bra like torpedoes ready to launch.


  “When do you finish here?” he asked, his face a mask of determination.


  Not nearly soon enough.


  She huffed out a breath, at the errant thought. “Very soon, if I don’t find another model.”


  You do not have time to get jiggy. Your job depends on it.


  She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “I need to make some calls. See if I can get a replacement. Maybe I could get in touch with you later?” Once I’ve calmed down enough to make a sensible decision. “When I’m unemployed,” she added.


  “Hey?” He held her chin between his thumb and forefinger, and studied her face, the heat in his eyes turning to concern. And her heart clenched again. “Are they really gonna fire your ass if you don’t find another model?”


  “Mr. Abernathy, my department head, makes Ebenezer Scrooge look like Employer of the Year. So I wouldn’t put it past him.”


  “How about I help you out?”


  “I don’t see how,” she replied, her mind beginning to knot with panic and unrequited lust.


  How could he be even more gorgeous with that concerned frown on his face?


  “Why don’t I stand in for the guy? I don’t have anything else to do today.”


  “Seriously? You’d do that?” Her gaze travelled down the length of his body. The thought of seeing him naked sent a giddy thrill hurtling through her which was completely inappropriate.


  “Sure, why not? It’s no big deal.”


  He didn’t think posing naked in front of a room full of strangers was a big deal? Her mind boggled. Goodness, being that confident made him even hotter. And a little bit intimidating.


  “How long do you need me for?” he added.


  “Two hours.” The thrill turned into something hot and fluid and even more inappropriate. But she couldn’t help it. He really would do this thing? For her? And she would get to see him naked. Her breath clogged in her lungs. “And there’s a fifty pound fee,” she added. Then felt a little ridiculous. If his flat was anything to go by, fifty quid wasn’t going to be much of an incentive.


  Her gaze flicked to the strong muscles of his chest, disguised behind the black cotton T-shirt.


  Maybe she should reconsider. Would she be able to survive seeing him naked?


  “Two hours sitting in front of your class without moving?” he asked.


  Bloody hell, he was considering it.


  “You don’t have to worry about not moving. Most models can only sit for ten to fifteen minutes tops without needing a breather. Just let me know if anything’s starting to cramp and we can re-set.”


  She blinked at the challenging smile, the dimple in his cheek making her heart smile, right alongside her clitoris.


  “Okay, I’m in.”


  He was? She couldn’t quite believe it. “That’s terrific, seriously, it’s wonderful.” And a bit too good to be true. How had she managed to hook a guy like him? What would he expect in return? Because whatever it was she was fairly sure she couldn’t deliver.


  Don’t turn a good thing into a disaster, Rosie. Stow your superpower for one day.


  She opened the door to check on her class. All their heads shot round. Oestrogen-fuelled anticipation hung in the air from the women in the class while Derek, her one gay student, had a definite twinkle in his eye. She knew how he felt.


  She glanced over her shoulder to beam her best smile at their new model. The man was a lifesaver; if his confidence was intimidating, she’d get over it.


  “I’ll go set up the dais for you. Just come in when you’re ready and I’ll pose you. There’s a robe in the cupboard over there you can use once you’ve stripped off.”


  She darted off to get everything prepared for him. Her whole life had suddenly been imbued with all sorts of erotic possibilities, instead of the usual erotic disasters– she was not going to make that a bad thing.


  Vince had destroyed her confidence and then kicked her ego while it was down a year ago. And it had taken her this long to recover. And obviously she still wasn’t quite there yet if the thought of getting a second chance to finally hook up with the hottest guy in London was giving her a panic attack– but she had two whole hours to get over it. While getting to see him naked. It was all good.


  Totally. All. Good.
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  Strip off? What the fuck?


  Cal frowned at the door, watching Rosie direct her class through the glass panel.


  Had he heard that right? Twelve sets of eager eyes turned towards him. He ducked out of view, his balls shrinking to the size of peanuts.


  Damn it. Seriously? They were going to be drawing his junk for the next two hours! He had no idea he’d been offering to pose for her butt naked.


  He rubbed damp palms on his jeans. “Shit.”


  How the hell could he refuse now without looking like a coward? Or a welcher? Or worse, taking away the gratitude in her eyes, that had made him feel like a super-hero?


  He’d have to do it. And somehow or other stop himself from getting a boner. He’d never figured he was into exhibitionism, but the pounding in his crotch wasn’t getting any less insistent at the thought of those hot green eyes on him in public.


  He shrugged off his jacket and slung it over a chair, then lifted a foot to pry off one of his boots.


  Well, he’d wanted the distraction of a hook-up with Rosie, the hot kisser, to take his mind off his old man. And the crummy week he’d just spent in West Daley. Two hours doing the bare butt boogie in front of an art class full of people he’d never met before ought to cover it. Even if it did seem kind of like using a nuclear warhead to crack a nut– his nuts in particular.


  He took off his shorts and wrapped the robe around himself.


  If at the end of it they got uninterrupted quality time to pursue what they should have pursued last night it would be worth it.


  She would be so damn grateful for his self-sacrifice– and hopefully the sight of his junk might turn her on. The way she’d blushed redder than a firetruck had sure as hell turned him on.


  He felt the hot weight settle in his abdomen. And coughed.


  Down boy. No getting a boner ahead of schedule, or this ordeal was gonna be even more excruciating than anticipated.


  
    Chapter Six
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  “You don’t have to go the Full Monty.” Rosie eased a breath out past her constricted lungs.


  Good Lord, she didn’t know about her class, but she was ready to pass out just looking at the dark curls on his chest peeking out from behind the belted robe. The bulge of his calf muscles as he had walked into the room had nearly given her a heart attack already.


  “I haven’t got a problem with going the Full Monty, if that’s what you need,” he murmured in a confidential voice for her alone.


  What she needed right now was an iron lung, because every single thing he said was adding to her breathing difficulties.


  “No really, the class is about drawing your musculature.” Of which he had more than enough to go round from what she could see. “Not your genitals.” She took a staggered breath as heat flared across her chest.


  Did you just say genitals you nitwit? Like a district nurse.


  “A strategically draped sheet will allow you to keep your modesty, while still allowing the students to draw what they need to draw.”


  And stop me from passing out ahead of time and making an even bigger tit of myself than I have already.


  “Whatever.” The naughty lip quirk let her know what he thought of her total surrender to his magnificence.


  She needed to work on that. Or she’d never be able to follow through on last night’s promise.


  Where was her inner slut when she needed, the bitch? Oh yeah, in the bottom of a strawberry daiquiri glass.


  “Where do you want me?” His gaze slanted to the dais she’d set up on the opposite side of the room in front of the class. Really just a raised platform with a mattress on it and a sheet draped over it, it suddenly looked like a throne to Rosie. A throne where the god of hot was about to display all his assets, and she would be able to look but not fondle.


  There is no justice in the world.


  She touched his arm, struggling to absorb the erotic jolt as the muscle flexed beneath the robe. “The most important thing is that you’re comfortable.”


  And I don’t face plant in awe when you drop the sheet.


  She directed him to the throne. The hush of the class, who were usually a fairly chatty lot, told her all she needed to know about his effect on them too.


  “If you lie down, and then arrange yourself in a pose that you think you can hold for at least ten minutes. Take off the robe and I’ll… Um… I’ll…” She grabbed a sheet from the freshly laundered pile she’d retrieved from the supply closet and fanned it out. “I’ll protect your modesty while you decide how you want to do that.”


  Not that he seemed to have much modesty.


  She held up the sheet in front of her, to shield him from the class. And her.


  He stepped onto the dais and turned towards her, the confidential smile on his face suggesting he wasn’t nearly as worried about his modesty as she was. She drew in a deep breath, to stave off oxygen deprivation as the robe slipped off his shoulders.


  Oh my. Oh my. Breathe. Keep breathing.


  His shoulders were a mile wide, the smooth tanned skin stretched taught over the strong line of his shoulderblades. A tattoo of black thorns circled his upper arm. The sprinkle of dark hair started at his sternum and fanned out over the bulge of his pectoral muscles. The sheet slipped as her arms started to shake, her gaze tracking down entirely of its own accord, to take in the ripped muscles of his eight pack and the roped sinews that defined his pelvis. The thin trail of hair blossomed at his groin into a thatch of dark curls surrounding the root of his penis, thick and long and…


  “Don’t look down, Rosie, or I’ll get a boner that’s gonna be real hard to hide.”


  Her gaze shot back to his face, her skin flaming with guilty knowledge. Her arms felt as if they weighed several tons as she strained to hold the sheet in place.


  Her tongue darted out to moisten lips that had dried to parchment.


  “And don’t lick that damn mouth, or we’re both liable to get arrested.”


  “Sorry… Sorry.” She clamped her mouth shut, her teeth digging into her bottom lip.


  He was completely beautiful. Every part of him. And she was going to have to sit quietly by while her class drew each perfect line and dip and bulge of his anatomy. And all she was going to be able to do was watch. And think about how inadequate her body was in comparison. The body she would have been more than willing to show him last night, full of daiquiri courage. But which had not been shown to anyone in over a year.


  Not since that fateful last night with Vince, when they’d made love for the last time on Valentine’s Day evening and he’d rolled over, gone off to the bathroom, and then come back to say those fateful words.


  I don’t know how to say this, but our sex life has kind of become a chore. And I’m thinking we could both do with some space to get the spark back.


  A chore, she’d become a chore.


  She’d overthought sex with Vince like she did everything. Like she was doing right now with Cal. Who was only interested in a one-night hook-up, after she’d fucked up last night’s one-night hook-up by getting pissed and passing out. And was only sitting naked for her class as a favor to her, to stop her getting sacked.


  But Cal was so much fitter than Vince and– from that almost glimpse of his penis– sporting a lot more heft. And she’d promised to do him. Later. But little did he know, she was advertising under false pretenses. Because she didn’t do hot sex. She did lukewarm duty sex. Sex with her was a chore. And once he found out, he’d feel cheated and pissed off with her. Even more pissed off than he had been this morning when he’d arrived.


  If this wasn’t the definition of torture, she didn’t know what was.


  “You can still back out,” she said, eager to give him a get-out clause. Because once he found out how rubbish she was in the sack, he might want to sue under the trade descriptions act.


  Stop getting so worked up. This is your insecurity talking. You don’t owe him a thing.


  He’s a stranger. A virtual stranger. Who you’ve shared a few kisses with. That’s all.


  He can’t hold you to account, if you don’t deliver later.


  Even Vince couldn’t do that– and she’d had a one-year relationship with him.


  When Vince had finally come clean about Maya, the intern who’d supplied the spark Rosie lacked, Rosie had been devastated. Not because she’d been heartbroken, but because it was becoming a depressing pattern. She fancied a guy. She got off with him. She got over-invested. And then he dumped her or she dumped him– usually after he’d come on to loads of other women first. But even Vince had never had the cojones to offer to pose buck naked for her class for two hours.


  Large hands covered hers on the sheet. “I’ve got it from here.”


  He took the sheet and folded it around his lean waist. Lying down on the makeshift bed, he untied the sheet and let it drop to cup his groin, arranging it so almost everything was visible. Everything except his actual penis.


  But the sinews in his thighs, that intimate hairless flesh that attached his hipbone to his groin, the springy curls that arrowed down and bloomed around his pelvic bone was more than enough to make Rosie giddy. She stepped back, and nearly tripped off the dais– drunker on two cups of instant coffee from the cafeteria dispenser than she had been the night before on three strawberry daiquiris.


  Hold that thought, it might work in your favor later.


  “Steady.” The slow smile spread, as he settled into a relaxed pose, resting his head on one hand, while the other lay casually across his flat belly– just above the hem of that blasted sheet. “How’s that?”


  Rosie’s heartbeat sped up again as she took in every glorious inch of exposed flesh. Firm, tanned, taut and magnificent.


  Way too magnificent frankly. I am so far out of my league I feel like the tea girl in Love Actually who gets the hots for Hugh Grant.


  “Yes, wonderful,” she whispered, before swinging round to address her class.


  “Right, remember everyone, the examiners will be looking for your ability to get the proportions correct first and foremost. So look at sketching in our model’s whole form in broad strokes before getting to the details.” She dragged in another breath, imagining sketching each intimate detail… With her tongue.


  In your dreams.


  “You have two hours.” She checked the time. “Starting now.” She fanned her face as the class began to pick up their charcoals and apply broad sweeping strokes to their sketch pads.


  This was going to be the longest two hours of her entire life.


  
    Chapter Seven
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  “Thanks so much for doing that, you really saved my bacon.” Rosie dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans.


  “Not a problem.” Cal looked up from belting the robe. “They’re an interesting bunch.”


  Whom he’d talked to effortlessly while lying naked in front of them.


  The exam had gone smoothly. Her inspection from Mr. Abernathy had passed without a hitch, the head of department impressed with the industriousness of her students. But the truth was, after being in a panic about the visit, she’d barely paid any attention to Mr. Abernathy’s arrival and eventual departure. Because all her attention had been on Cal, for two solid hours. She’d spent the time moving from student to student as she studied their work, while trying not to study him.


  An impossible task. Because his presence had filled the room. Both captivating and confusing her. And now she had an intimate knowledge of him that had sparked so many questions.


  Was the scar to the left of his navel from an appendix operation? Why had he gotten the tattoo, the bold geometric design both timeless and edgy? Did it signify something important, or was he just into body art? And what about the smaller tattoo on the inside of his right wrist that looked rough and homemade. When had he got that one done? As a teenager? What did it mean?


  Exactly how old was he? Surely not more than late twenties, early thirties.


  All questions a lover would ask. All questions she had no right to ask.


  But most distracting of all had been the overwhelming sexual awareness that crackled between them, every time his eyes met hers. The sound of charcoal scraping paper, the sighs and sniffs and coughs of the class as they concentrated on their task in the airless room had faded away, until all she could hear was the incessant beating of her pulse in her ears. Matching time with the delicious beat in her clitoris.


  Making all the questions she knew she had no right to ask even more dangerous.


  Because after studying his body for two hours, she’d begun to see him as so much more than just an incredibly hot guy. She’d begun to wonder about his private life, his likes and dislikes. How he could be so disarming one minute and yet surly the next. What had put the hint of sadness into his eyes that she’d seen last night and on occasion today and whether she could help take it away…


  Whoa there. You are not invested in this guy. And you don’t want to be.


  “Can you take a check, or would you prefer cash?” she asked, trying to drag her thoughts back into the sensible zone.


  “What for?” he asked, those hot chocolate eyes boring into her and her composure.


  “Your fifty pound fee.”


  “Keep it.” He stepped closer, those broad shoulders looking even broader as he towered over her, even in his bare feet.


  “But you’ve earned it. It’s the least I can do.”


  He took her arm. His thumb rubbed across the inside of her elbow and energy zapped up to tighten her breasts.


  “School’s out, Rosie. And I’ve been lying buck naked in front of a group of strangers for two hours to help save your job.”


  Her breathing seized to a halt, and her eyes glazed over as she got a lungful of his scent. Sandalwood and spice.


  “Which is exactly why I should pay you for your trouble.”


  God, he smelled as delicious as he looked. Would asking to lick him all over right now be too forward? Because after two hours of staring at his assets, her inner slut was out and proud, and raring to go.


  Lifting his hand from her rapidly beating pulse, he tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and left his thumb in place, to skim down the side of her face. Her breath caught, the possessive touch blazing a trail across her collarbone.


  “It’s payback time, for sure,” he said. “But fifty pounds isn’t going to cover it.”


  “It’s not?” she said, all innocent, while filthy thoughts assailed her. She could see the pulse of his blood against the hollow of his clavicle, the sprinkle of dark hair playing peek-a-boo with the lapels of the robe. The sprinkle that she now knew grew in a thicket of dark springing curls around his groin.


  Her back butted against the wall of the tiny office as he stepped closer and lifted his arm above her head to cage her in. And she imagined his long cock stiffening beneath the robe.


  That he was completely naked under that robe, had her getting light-headed.


  He shook his head, his gaze intense and teasing at the same time. “Fifty pounds is not enough, because you’ve been a very bad girl.”


  Her heart skipped several crucial beats– all sorts of inappropriate fantasies, that she never thought she was even capable of, charging through her mind. “I have?”


  “You kept looking at me, Rosie, when I told you not to. That’s pretty naughty.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said, not sorry at all, as he released the top button on her blouse. Her chest expanded as she dragged in one tortured breath, to stop from passing out. Her back arched, instinctively offering her breasts to him.


  “Sorry’s not gonna cut it.” That questing thumb slid beneath the skimpy lace of the push-up bra she’d borrowed from Tash’s stash of clean lingerie.


  “Not for all the times those sea-green eyes checked out my junk.” His voice deepened on the words ‘sea-green’ and she got a heady thrill at the thought he liked the color of her eyes. No one had ever described them like that before.


  The thrill collided with all the other emotions she was not supposed to be feeling.


  It’s just sex talk, Rosie. Exceptionally good sex talk. Don’t get invested.


  “You wanna know how damn excruciating it was to keep from getting hard? With your eyes on me?”


  “It must have been dreadful,” she murmured, trying for coquettish, but getting breathless and eager instead as she almost choked on the lump of need in her throat. “It was hard for me too…”


  Undoing the last three buttons with deft fingers, he slid a rough palm beneath the silk to part her blouse, exposing her breasts in Tash’s fuck-me bra– the distended nipples clearly visible through the gossamer lace.


  Thank you, Tash, and your filthy taste in lingerie.


  His thumb circled, playing with the engorged tip as a low groan issued from her lips.


  “Yeah, I can see how hard it was for you.” The sensual smile was both promise and provocation. “I’m going to have to punish you for teasing me like that, Rosie.”


  Yes, please.


  “But what if someone sees us?” she said, her breathy voice barely audible above the rush of adrenaline making coherent thought all but impossible.


  It was broad daylight, in her office. What if one of the students popped back to get something? What if the caretaker came to lock up? What if…?


  “Tough shit,” he said, cutting through her frantic thoughts. “I’m not waiting any longer to have you.”


  He scooped her heavy breast out of the lace demi-cup and bent to lick the tip. She bucked against him, aware of the thick flesh pressing into her belly through the robe, as he blew on the wet flesh. The whisper of sensation felt like a firebrand. And the last tenuous hold she had on coherent thought, on sensible and responsible and rational thought, snapped like a high tension cable, zapping electric sparks through her body and lighting up every one of her erogenous zones.


  She threaded her fingers through his hair, dragged his mouth down to hers. He deepened the kiss, and her back hit the wall with a soft thud.


  Pulling back, his hair disheveled from her mauling, he let out a low chuckle.


  “You’ve got way too many clothes on.” He pushed her blouse off her shoulders, unclipped the front hook of the bra. Her breasts spilled out.


  She heard the groan as he bent to suckle her, the strong tugs firm and forceful. She grappled with the fly on her jeans.


  He stepped back to let her wiggle out of them. And suddenly she was standing as good as naked in front of him. In her office.


  Oh, God, this was real. She folded her arms across her breasts, suddenly shy and unsure.


  “Don’t.” He lifted her arms. “You’re beautiful.”


  “I’m stark naked in my office,” she said, shuddering with reaction, exposed and yet still desperately horny.


  “Tell me about it.” His conspiratorial grin had a laugh popping out of her mouth. Until he untied his robe and let it fall open. Her gaze rushed down, taking in the ridged eight-pack, the tantalizing ropes of muscles that defined his hip, the thicket of hair at his groin, that she was now intimately familiar with. Then zeroed in on the massive erection– in all its glory.


  Thick and hard and even longer than she had anticipated. And she’d been anticipating quite a lot since yesterday evening. The column of flesh bowed up towards his belly button, the broad head shiny with pre-cum, his testicles swaying heavily beneath.


  The smile died, her mouth dry as a bone.


  She reached out, to touch the slit and the erection leapt, his soft curse bringing her eyes back to his. He grasped her wrist to pull her hand away.


  “That’ll have to wait till later,” he said. And she felt a startled beat under her breastbone.


  There’s going to be a later?


  Raising her hand to his mouth, he bit softly into the flesh under her thumb. The affectionate nip had the odd beat going nuts.


  “The last twelve hours have been torture and I’m not superman.”


  “Sorry about that,” she said.


  He shook his head, the sensual smile going a little feral as he pressed a kiss into the palm of her hand. “Don’t be, because we’re about to make up for it.”


  He reached for the jeans he’d slung over the desk chair, and produced a condom. Ripping the packet open with his teeth, he rolled it onto the bobbing erection– totally at ease with his nakedness and hers. Was there anything more erotic than a guy who handled protection with such easy efficiency in the middle of a cramped supply teacher’s office on a Saturday afternoon?


  She blew out a breath, her own apprehension obliterated by the surge of something hot and fluid and reckless.


  Apparently not.


  If Mr. Abernathy himself walked in on them right now, she really couldn’t give a shit. All she wanted was to feel that epic penis taking her somewhere she was fairly sure she’d never been before.


  He slid his hands over her naked hips, lifted her up, until the blunt head of his penis was notched against her slit. But he didn’t enter her, the shocking contact making her gasp.


  “Easy.” He grinned. So sure, so confident. So abso-fricking-hot.


  She gripped his face, kissed those sensual lips. All the reserve, the last of her inhibitions burnt to a crisp in the firestorm of her lust. She widened her legs, gripped his shoulders, dropping her head back to knock against the wall as he found her clitoris with that clever thumb. And bent to capture a nipple. He suckled hard, trapping the peak against the roof of his mouth, drawing soft moans out of her, while his latex-clad penis rubbed against the full lips of her sex.


  She panted her need against his neck. “Please just…”


  “Not yet, Rosie. You’re being punished,” he said, but the words were harsh, tense, suggesting it was a punishment for him too.


  A part of her rejoiced as she adjusted her hips, dragged him closer, her fingers threading into the short curls at his nape.


  At last the huge head notched at her entrance. His fingers dug into her thighs to lift her higher. She sank down, taking every inch in one long, slow glide that had her breath backing up in her lungs.


  His chest flattened her breasts, his ragged breathing feathering her hair, the fullness in her sex immense.


  He shuddered, the groan wrenched from him. “Jesus, that feels so good.”


  “Tell me about it,” she moaned, rewarded by his strained chuckle.


  He raised his head, those chocolate eyes hot on her face. Holding her up with one arm banded under her butt, he found her clitoris with his thumb. Her body clenched around the thick intrusion, the touch, right at the heart of her, electrifying. She felt impaled, too full as he toyed with the hard nub. The coil of pleasure twisted tighter and tighter.


  She sobbed, panted, watching him as he watched her. Nearly there, nearly there.


  As she clung to that high ledge, the sublime pleasure barreled towards her with each sure, expert caress.


  “Come for me, Rosie,” he coaxed. “Come on my cock.”


  The urgent demand had the pleasure crashing through, and flinging her over at last. Her mind and body shattered into a million glittering sensations.


  She sank against his neck, tasting the salt of his sweat as emotion shimmered just out of reach. He gripped her hips, and thrust hard. Once, twice, pulsing as he found his own release.


  He held her, his penis still thick and firm inside her, as she tried to gather her senses. Put up the trusty shield that had slipped and lay broken on the industrial flooring somewhere around his bare feet. And stop all the questions she shouldn’t want to ask from bursting out of her mouth.


  But then he lifted his head, the deep sigh making her realize how intimately linked they still were, and how stark bollock naked.


  “Sorry, I didn’t last long,” he said, but he didn’t look sorry. Probably well aware he had nothing to be sorry for. “Next time, we do it in a bed. And you get to do the naked modeling.”


  Her heart did another uncomfortable flip flop in her chest. Next time? “Sounds like a plan,” she said, attempting to match his light tone.


  Taking a deep breath, he lifted her off him, held her for a moment round the waist as her shaky legs struggled to adjust to keeping her upright after the earth-shattering orgasm.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Yes, but I think we should probably get dressed now. Before someone really does catch us.”


  He nodded, although he didn’t seem concerned as he strolled over to his pile of clothing. As he shrugged off the robe, she got a tantalizing eyeful of taught male buttocks, the orbs of muscle flexing as he disposed of the condom, then slipped on his boxers and jeans.


  She got a little giddy. She rushed to pull on her own clothing, but the pulse of awareness refused to subside.


  Apparently one booty call was not going to be enough. But she couldn’t risk another. Given her bad habits… And all the questions she now wanted to ask even more.


  He handed her back the robe once they’d finished dressing. And the awkwardness returned. She’d expected him to tease her, flirt with her, maybe even kiss her again. To reassure her this was still casual. But their hook-up didn’t feel entirely casual anymore. The stupid bubble of hope was not welcome. Not welcome at all.


  “Thanks.” She held the robe against her chest.


  “I’ve got to scram,” he said, and the bubble of hope burst.


  She shook off her disappointment. This was a good thing. She did not want to get invested. And neither did he. All good. The plan had been to use him, then lose him. Not use him then become infatuated with him.


  Been there, done that.


  Although even thinking about Vince in comparison with Cal seemed somehow ridiculous. Vince had certainly never made her see stars. Not even close. And she’d just been flown through the cosmos.


  One thing was for sure, being in her tiny office organizing her schedule, creating her lesson plans and marking sketch books was never going to be the same again.


  “Me too,” she lied. She had nothing much to do today now, except catch up on her sleep. Although somehow she didn’t think she’d be doing a lot of sleeping, given all the emotions careering through her at the moment. Shock, excitement, awe and the definite tug of regret.


  Her sex clenched, remembering the feel of him buried to the hilt inside her.


  Okay, maybe more than a tug of regret.


  “We should get out of here before the caretaker locks us in for the weekend,” she said.


  Which would be the absolute worse. Obviously.


  “Sure.” He tugged on his jacket. But then he cupped her face, his callused palm rough against her jaw. “You want to come over to mine tonight, around eight? You know the address. We could have supper, then jump each other again? Get to a bed this time?”


  The impossible bubble of hope pumped up again. Their booty call wasn’t quite over. Not yet.


  “I’d love to,” she said, knowing the off-hand invitation shouldn’t mean this much to her.


  He nodded. “Later.” Then planted a kiss on her lips and strolled towards the door.


  But as the studio door swung shut behind him, she dug out her mobile and sent a text to Imo and Tash– her heartbeat doing double time.


  Meet me at the Costa in St P’s in an hour. I think I’m in trouble, of the abso-fricking-luscious variety.


  
    Chapter Eight
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  Eight o’clock on the dot.


  Rosie checked her phone for the twentieth time in the last hour and stared at the buzzers of the apartment building in Clerkenwell she’d run out of that morning.


  Had it only been nine hours ago? Because she felt as if she’d sweated off about ten pounds since then.


  She’d left Tash and Imo at Costa’s in St. Pancras what felt like a lifetime ago.


  After Tash had assured her there was no rule which said casual hook-ups had to be only the once. And that surely she owed a repeat performance to her lady bits considering how long they’d been in hibernation. While Imo had ruminated at length on what Mr. Abso-Fricking-Luscious might be able to achieve in a bed.


  In short, their pep talk had consisted of one main message. “Stop overthinking and JUMP HIM.”


  So she’d spent the three hours since preparing herself. A long hot bath, a pomegranate facemask, a home waxing kit, perfume liberally applied to all her pulse-points, a dash of lipgloss and the smudge of eyeliner, her favorite killer red dress, and four-inch ice pick heels– picked out after she’d tried on six different pairs until she got just the right strut effect– ought to cover just about all the bases.


  There was only one slight problem she hadn’t factored into her date night.


  She still didn’t know Cal’s surname. So she had no clue which one of the buzzers to press.


  Strutting back a step on her too-high heels, she glanced up at the windows on the second floor, and began chewing off the lipstick she’d spent ten minutes re-applying in the cab.


  Was his space flat one, two, three or four?


  She squinted again at the buzzers.


  The options were: Flat 4: Khan. Flat 3: Peroni. Flat 2: Jackson and Flat 1: a blank space where the name was supposed to be.


  She thought of the cardboard boxes stacked against the walls of his bedroom and living area. And stabbed her finger into the buzzer with no name. Her heartbeat kicked up a notch when the crackle of the intercom was followed by a gruff voice she recognized.


  “Hey, Rosie, come on up.”


  She shoved the door at the buzz that followed. Her heels clicked on the bare concrete flooring and a light appeared in the hallway above the metal stairs she remembered hightailing it down that morning.


  “You made it,” he called down.


  Had he expected her not to? Her stomach did a backflip. Of course not, it was just a turn of phrase. Surely no woman ever said no to him?


  Of which there were no doubt legions. No man who looked like he did, and had such impressive clit skills wouldn’t be alone for long.


  Stop thinking about other women. You’re the only woman with him tonight.


  “Um, yes.” She climbed the stairs, her gaze fixed on his silhouette in the doorway. The worn jeans and cotton T he’d been wearing earlier accentuated the muscular build and she noticed that homemade tat on his wrist again as she approached, his forearm stretching to hold the heavy metal door open for her.


  She brushed past him, getting a lungful of clean male scent spiced with cedarwood cologne.


  The aroma of something delicious filled the apartment as she stepped into the clean, minimalist space. She noticed the table set for two by the window, a bottle of wine open on the countertop and something cooking in a big blue Le Creuset casserole pot on the gleaming stainless steel stove.


  He couldn’t have set the scene for seduction more perfectly. Her stomach did a full somersault this time. The slow roll peaking when his hands covered her shoulders to take off her coat. The heavy wool slid off, arousal sizzling across her collarbone as cool fingertips skimmed over her nape. The sizzles settled in her abdomen at the low appreciative wolf whistle.


  “Damn, is that a dress or a placemat?”


  She coughed out a laugh. “A bit of both.” She rubbed the goose bumps on her arms, suddenly feeling over-dressed– and under-dressed at the same time. Why had she assumed they’d just jump each other? And why did that thought feel less intimate than sharing a meal together?


  “Either way, it works,” he said, folding her coat and dumping it on the couch that faced the plasma TV.


  “You cooked?” she said, trying not to be touched. When was the last time a guy had cooked for her? Any guy?


  “Have you eaten already?”


  “No, it’s not that, it’s…” What could she say without sounding like a romantic airhead? “I suppose I had you figured as more of a take-away pizza kind of guy.”


  She turned towards him, the sight of him head on and properly lit– the staggering face, the ruffled hair, the hot appreciative gaze– made her lungs squeeze tight. Goodness, he was as breathtaking as she remembered. But even more so.


  This already felt like too much and they weren’t even naked yet.


  “You’re not wrong. Like most red-blooded American men I consider take-out pizza one of your five-a-day.”


  She filed the morsel of information away under the heading ‘questions you shouldn’t want to know the answer to’.


  “But I also like to cook,” he continued. “And this is nothing fancy, just a recipe for chicken cacciatore I picked up a couple of years back in Florence.” The easy grin only made him more irresistible. “As long as you like to eat, and you eat meat, we’re good.”


  “I love to eat,” she said, remembering how often Vince had told her she liked to eat too much. She lifted her arms to give him a better view of her curves, impossibly pleased when his eyes flared with approval. “Can’t you tell?”


  The grin hitched up. “Every mouthful looks great on you.”


  “And I am also an enthusiastic meat eater.”


  His grin widened at the deliberate double meaning and the sizzles settled lower in her abdomen while her somersaulting stomach careered into her heart.


  Don’t read too much into that grin. This is flirtation 101. No more, no less. It’s all good. And a meal will give you sustenance for later, when you get to the wall-banging-sex part of the evening.


  But as he dished out the aromatic stew and poured them both a glass of red wine—she wondered how much she was going to be able to swallow round the huge lump in her throat. And the blips of panic kicking under her breastbone. Then she took a bite of the succulent chicken dish spiced with herbs and tomatoes, and her taste buds exploded with the rich mix of flavors. She swallowed and sighed. Fine, the lump of anticipation wasn’t going to be a problem. “It’s delicious.”


  “Good. Then dig in.” He picked up his own bowl to shovel in a mouthful.


  She ate in earnest, savoring each bite, and the way his gaze strayed to her mouth. A drop of sauce escaped and she flicked her tongue out to capture it, delighted by his husky groan. The lump of anticipation grew to the size of a boulder, a hot molten boulder of magma which sank lower as the meal continued, and she began to revel in her new found power.


  Who knew eating could be so sexy? Best foreplay ever.


  Once she’d mopped up the last of the meal with some crusty French bread, he picked up the bowls and set them in the sink. He poured her another glass of wine.


  “That was fabulous,” she said.


  “Thanks.” He watched her over the rim of his glass. Was he waiting for her to make the next move?


  She held the bowl of her wine glass in her palms, and took a long sip, suddenly feeling unaccountably nervous. Hell, she’d come here with the specific intention of jumping him, so what was she waiting for? Every part of her was primed and ready to explode.


  But instead of saying what she wanted to say, she took another quick sip of the fruity wine, and something entirely different came out of her mouth. “Yesterday night, in the bar, why did you look so sad, Cal?”


  His eyebrows rose a fraction, the question obviously surprising him, but he hid it quickly. His expression became remote for a moment, before he placed his glass on the table and stood up. Taking her glass, he placed it on the table beside his.


  “I wasn’t sad, I was horny,” he said, but the flirtatious smile didn’t quite reach his eyes this time and she knew he wasn’t telling her the whole truth.


  She stifled the prickle of hurt. Why would he confide in her? They hardly knew each other. Except in the Biblical sense, and that was the way they both wanted it to remain.


  “I’ve had more than enough foreplay for one evening,” he said, holding out his hand to her. “How about you?”


  She placed her fingers in his palm, letting the surge of pheromones obliterate the pinprick of hurt at his evasive answer.


  “Personally, I’m of the opinion you can never have enough foreplay,” she teased, channeling Rosie the Flirt– and kicking Rosie the Nosey into the long grass.


  Not your business.


  Strong fingers wrapped around hers as he hauled her out of her chair.


  “That’s because you’re a girl…” His arm banded around her back to yank her snug against him, forcing soft curves to yield to the hard lines of his body.


  She placed her palms against his cheek, loving the way the muscles tensed. “Men don’t like foreplay?”


  “They love it, but sometimes you can have too much of a good thing.” Warm lips nuzzled her collarbone, sucking on the pulse point.


  Her thighs trembled as shivers of heat shot down her spine.


  Rough palms settled on her thighs, and skimmed up, until her mini-dress was bunched around her waist. He pressed her into the table, one thick thigh parting her legs. She plunged her fingers into the short hairs on his neck and drew his mouth to hers.


  The kiss was hot and frantic and all-consuming, even more desperate than in her office as she sucked on his tongue and he claimed her mouth. Callused fingers delved into her panties and cupped her butt. She stretched, trapping her clitoris against his femur, desperate to ease the throbbing ache. Soft sobs met harsh grunts as he sank lower to feast on her neck and boost her onto the table. Her heels fell off, but the soft clatter was followed by the crash of glass hitting the floor. He stepped back, his hands still on her thighs, drawing small circles and setting off pinwheels of sensation.


  “Let’s go somewhere less hazardous.” Hot chocolate eyes met hers. So dark, so demanding. “It’s high time I got you into a damn bedroom.”


  She nodded, even though it hadn’t been a question, dazed by the onslaught of desire. He hefted her into his arms and she hooked her legs around his waist, letting out a staggered gasp when large hands slipped into her panties to caress her naked butt.


  He toted her up the spiral staircase, carrying her not inconsiderable weight up to the bedroom with ease. When they arrived she noticed the ambient lighting and the new blinds. Had he put them up this afternoon? Especially so they could get naked together without the whole of Clerkenwell eavesdropping?


  The stupid sting of emotion closed her throat. She swallowed it down. And fastened her mouth back on his, feeding the lust. He dumped her on the bed, and followed her down as they scrambled out of their clothes. Him tugging off her dress, her fumbling with his jeans.


  She watched him sheathe the enormous erection, before he positioned himself above her, and flicked open the hook on her bra.


  He palmed her breasts, running his fingertips over the sensitive underside then plucking the rigid tips. She arched her back, desperate to feel his mouth on the tender flesh again.


  But instead of giving her breasts the attention they craved, he nudged her thighs apart, and knelt between her legs. Hooking his hands under her knees, he held her open and ran his nose along the inside of her thigh. He drew in a deep breath, setting off a thousand firecrackers in her blood.


  “You smell delicious,” he murmured. A hazy breath shuddered out of her. “How do you feel about oral sex?” he asked. “Because I want to taste you.”


  “I like it,” she said.


  “Only like it?” He kept his eyes on her as he snagged his fingers in her panties, and rubbed his knuckles against the lips of her sex. “I think we can do better than that,” he said, then took a good firm grip of the thin gusset and yanked.


  The sound of ripping silk echoed in the large room, sending her excitement soaring.


  “Oops,” he said, not looking remotely repentant as he flung the remnants of her underwear over his shoulder. “Look at you, all pink and wet just for me,” he said as she thanked God for her home waxing kit.


  She fell back on the bed, her elbows too shaky to hold her, her whole body on fire.


  Then he drew his tongue through the slick folds, exploring in long slow insatiable licks. She moaned, squirming beneath the delicious torture. The coil of pleasure tightened like a vise with each decadent lap of his tongue. Hot, firm, there.


  He eased a thick finger into her pussy. She bucked.


  “Delicious,” he whispered against her swollen clit, then licked and sucked and toyed with the stiff nub, while massaging a spot deep inside her. “There?”


  “Oh, God. Yes… Ahhhh.” The cry ripped from her throat, as she clamped down hard, the pleasure spiraling upwards, outwards, fanning across her chest, bolting into her throat. Then he put his mouth on her clitoris and suckled hard, still caressing that hot spot inside. She screamed– the cry hoarse as the fierce orgasm slammed into her– spreading out from her core and surging through her torso, until it shot out of the top of her head, her feet, her fingertips.


  The brutal waves of release finally began to ease their grip on her. She shuddered, collapsing back onto the bed, astonished at how intense the orgasm had been. Even better than that afternoon.


  Her dazed mind floated back to focus on him as he rose above her. He kissed her, and she tasted her own pleasure on his lips. The hum of arousal surged back to life, shocking her almost as much as the blast of joy and adoration.


  But before she had a chance to decipher it, and berate herself for confusing amazing sex with something more, he lifted her butt, angled her hips and thrust hard and deep in one solid stroke.


  She sobbed, his thick cock so deep inside her she could feel it everywhere. He began to move, the deep strokes building into a punishing rhythm, their sweat slicked bodies slapping together in unison. She climbed to orgasm again with staggering speed, her delirious mind spinning onto a new plane of pleasure. So intense, so unstoppable she could barely breathe.


  She rode the wave as he massaged her g-spot with each inward thrust. His hips pistoning, faster, harder, as he raced towards his own release.


  Her second orgasm crested, her body flying free at last.
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  Hell, had his nuts just exploded?


  Cal pushed the lock of damp hair off Rosie’s brow, the muscles of her pussy still massaging his softening cock. He eased off her, disorientated by the tremors of reaction racking her body and his.


  He’d screwed her like a madman, holding nothing back.


  She opened her eyes, looking stunned, and exhausted, the blue-green dazed and unfocused. And his heart smacked into his ribcage.


  If only he could stay inside her forever.


  “Better than like?” he asked, forcing the light tone into his voice. And fighting off the wave of protectiveness. But emotion swelled in his chest when her breath hitched, and he saw the butterfly punch of her heartbeat against her neck. The delicate skin so pale it was almost translucent.


  Her sleepy smile– sweet and sexy– squeezed the last of the air out of his lungs. And the feeling of possessiveness was replaced by something even more disturbing.


  “Much better than like.” She sighed. “Much, much better than like.”


  He’d been thinking about her all day, ever since he’d left her that morning. Wanting to sink inside her again, wanting to taste every part of her. The memory of her shocked arousal earlier the best thing that had happened to him in what felt like forever.


  But the kick in his chest now shocked him to his core.


  He didn’t believe in love. Or longing. Or relying on another person.


  Because they would always let you down. The way his mother had.


  The smile spread across her mouth, and he felt dazed.


  “That wasn’t oral sex,” she said. “It was more like oral nirvana.”


  He eased out of her, and heard the soft plop as her muscles released him.


  Rolling away, he sat on the edge of the bed, and dealt with the condom before dragging on his boxers.


  What was wrong with him? He’d been without for too damn long if he was getting hung up about a simple booty call.


  He shouldn’t feel this much, didn’t want to. Not for Rosie, not for anyone. He certainly never had before… Not since…


  He slammed the door closed on the direction of his thoughts, but it prized open anyway, on the sight of his father, so old, so frail, so used up. His face leached of color in the funeral home casket. The bitterness made his throat hurt. And the shocking well of loss and loneliness.


  He’d messed up with his old man. Always thinking he could call him later. Visit him another time. He’d seen himself as driven and ambitious because he thought it made him immune from hurt. But he hadn’t been immune three days ago when he’d watched his father’s casket disappear behind the curtains at the crematorium.


  Was that why he’d been anticipating Rosie’s arrival tonight so much? Why he’d cooked for her and dug out the blinds he’d had in the closet for over a year? It had to be, because she felt like more than just a convenient distraction now, and yet that was all she could be.


  “Is something the matter?” The soft voice behind him whispered over his skin, crawling into all those vacant empty places that he’d denied existed for so long. And threatened to fill them up.


  He twisted to look at her, forcing the fears, the loneliness back where they belonged.


  “Not a thing,” he said.


  The ticking time-bomb in his chest dropped back out of the danger zone the minute the lie was out of his mouth.


  Get a clue, Landry.


  The surge of emotion, that feeling of connection a moment ago, had been the endorphins still charging through his system after a mind-altering orgasm. And the fact he’d taken some knocks in the last week. Some knocks he hadn’t quite recovered from. This had nothing to do with Rosie and their booty call. He wasn’t lonely, or alone; he liked his life the way it was.


  But he found himself sinking again, into those wide knowing eyes, that saw way too much.


  “Are you sure?” she asked.


  “How would you feel about returning the favor?” he replied, grabbing hold of the one thing he knew for sure would get this evening back on track– and give him the distance he needed– because it always had before, when he was a kid and his emotions had threatened to choke him.


  Photography was the go-to cure-all for everything. The ability to record, to observe, to catalogue what made the human experience so amazing, had always been the perfect defense against becoming so immersed in himself, that he couldn’t climb out again.


  Plus he’d wanted to take Rosie’s picture the minute he’d met her. When would there be a better time to ask her?


  “Absolutely,” she said. Then rose up on all fours. “One blow job coming right up.”


  He laughed as his cock surged back to life. But he cupped her face to pull her upright.


  “I’m sure as hell not going to say no to that, but that’s not the favor I was talking about.”


  Her tiny huff of disappointment improved his humor and had the tension easing out of his gut.


  “I want you to sit for me. I want to photograph you.” He let his gaze skim over her curves. “Nude, if I can get away with it.”


  “You’re kidding? You want to photograph me? Here? Now? Naked?” She looked so astonished, he wondered why. Surely she knew how beautiful she was?


  “Yes you, and yes, now. And yeah, naked.” His cock twitched in agreement. “But not here. In my studio. It’s downstairs.”


  His eagerness unsettled him a bit. He’d never photographed a woman he was sleeping with before. Had never wanted to. But that didn’t have to mean anything either.


  “You’re a photographer?” she asked.


  “Yeah.” He held out his hand, feeling kind of dumb having to introduce himself, but enjoying the shock on her face. “Cal Landry at your service.”


  Her eyes widened. “Caleb Landry?”


  “You’ve heard of me?” he said, flattered by the awestruck look. He wasn’t exactly a celebrity, except in photographic circles. He had certainly never sought fame or validation for his work. Any press he got was only useful if it got him an interesting commission. But right at this second, he was glad she’d heard of him, because it would mean getting her to sit for him should be that much easier.


  “Of course I have,” she said. “You won the Pulitzer two years ago.”


  There was that.


  She glanced at the photographs he’d put up a couple of weeks ago on one of the rare occasions when he’d had some downtime between assignments.


  “I saw your exhibition at the Tate Modern last year. I knew there was something familiar about these photographs…” She paused to chew her lip, making his erection perk up some more. “But I had no idea you’re…. Well, you…”


  She sounded so impressed, he had to check the size of his head, and not just the one in his shorts, because it was growing at an alarming rate. But he wasn’t averse to using her reaction to his advantage, his fingers itching now to get hold of his camera. He wanted to record that look, her skin flushed from their love-making, the fluttering pulse in her collarbone.


  He wanted to capture what made Rosie unique. Not just to him, but to anyone who took the trouble to see what he could see right now. This wasn’t personal, not really. His feelings for her would pass as quickly as their liaison. The only reason this fling had felt like more for a moment was because of all the blood that had drained out of his head an hour ago– as soon as she’d strutted into the apartment in her hot dress and killer heels– and the crap he’d had to deal with in the last week.


  This wasn’t even about her– it was about him and what he’d been through. But he was out the other side. He’d put his father to rest, his real father, dealt with his loss and his guilt. Because the truth was he’d lost Dan Landry twelve years ago, when he’d left West Daley without a backward glance.


  “This is my personal work,” he said, suddenly more determined than ever to establish that barrier between them. The barrier that had always sustained him as a teenager. Viewing life through a lens had made him feel strong and separate. He’d just forgotten that for a little while was all.


  “I don’t sell this stuff,” he added, because she looked delightfully confused and unsure of herself. “Any pictures of you would remain private if that’s what you want.” He’d done a couple of exhibitions with his more personal stuff. Could already envision a whole exhibition of pictures of Rosie. But he’d have to suck it up if that made her uncomfortable. “We’ll go through the files when I’m finished and you can decide which ones we keep.” Although he already knew he would want to keep them all. “I’ll delete anything you don’t like.”


  “You’re serious?” She hiked the sheet up higher, her skin now a dull red right up to her hairline. “You really want to take my picture? But why?”


  His lips quirked, confused by her surprise, even though he could see it was genuine. Like pretty much every else about her.


  “Why wouldn’t I want to take your picture?” he said, because the best way to avoid a question you didn’t want to answer was to ask another. And the very last thing he wanted to do was examine the burning urge too closely.


  Capturing the essence of Rosie, all the things about her he would miss when they parted company, made sense. That feeling of aching emptiness a moment ago, and the belief that only she could fill it, not so much.
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  Why wouldn’t you want to take my picture? Because you’re Caleb Landry and I’m a timid, overweight art teacher whose last boyfriend thought she was a chore in bed. Duh.


  But as the many and varied reasons to deny Cal’s request spun through Rosie’s mind– she saw them for exactly what they were. Insecurities. And excuses. Excuses not to take a risk. Not to move outside her comfort zone. Not to be bold rather than a doormat.


  She’d let Vince call the shots in their relationship. And decide whether she was or was not worthy of his commitment, because she’d never had the guts to demand more of him. Maybe this was just a booty call with Cal, but it already felt like something more than that to her. He’d looked at her with such longing a moment ago. She had no idea why, but something inside of her had wanted suddenly to hold him, to tell him she cared, that whatever was wrong she could fix it.


  Which, of course, was totally insane. And probably just the toe-curling orgasm he’d treated her to– make that two toe-curling orgasms– addling her brain. But if he wanted to take her picture, and mark this evening in a more permanent way, she wanted to have the guts to let him.


  “If you’re not comfortable doing this, there’s no pressure,” he said, tucking a stray tendril behind her ear.


  The affectionate gesture made her heart swell, until it was threatening to choke her.


  For goodness sake, Rosie, don’t you dare cry. He’ll think you’re a basketcase.


  His lips quirked in that wicked grin she had come to adore. “But you do kind of owe me one,” he said. “Seeing as how I got my ’nads out in front of your whole class.”


  A chuckle popped out, easing the tension, as she was sure he had intended.


  “Not true. You never went the Full Monty,” she said. “You had a sheet covering your ’nads the whole time. I should know– I spent two hours trying to visualize what lay under it.”


  His mouth kicked up on one side, the flash of humor in his eyes as potent as his smile. “You are such a bad girl.”


  His finger traced down her neck, to dip into her cleavage. She heaved a sigh, the tingles of sensation sure and swift.


  “But if you’re too chicken to pose for me,” he murmured. “I can think of an entertaining way to change your mind.”


  I just bet you can.


  The temptation to give in to the pull of desire was almost more than she could bear, but rather than reaching for the thick ridge already stretching his boxers, she held back.


  If she was going to have the guts to do this thing– to pose for him– She needed to do it now.


  “Do you promise not to make me look fat?” she joked, trying to disguise the magnitude of her decision.


  His brow furrowed as if he were genuinely puzzled– and suddenly the way she’d put herself down, as she had so often in the past, didn’t feel like much of a joke anymore.


  “How could I make you look fat, when you’re not. The camera never lies.”


  She eased out a breath, the constriction in her lungs almost painful. No more fishing for compliments. And no more selling yourself short. “Okay, I’ll do it.”


  “Cool.” He jumped off the bed, and hauled her up, the enthusiasm making his rugged face look almost boyish.


  He let her go to tug on his jeans and pull his T-shirt over his head. “Let’s get downstairs and we can start setting up.” His tone became intense and focused, as his gaze roamed over her. “I know a couple of poses we can start with to get you comfortable, then it’ll be up to you how naked you want to get, okay? If I ask you to do anything you’re not cool with, you tell me. And once we’re done you get to decide which files I keep. Understand?”


  She nodded, glad to know it would be her decision but determined not to wimp out all the same.


  “You need a robe?” he asked. “Or are you good with the sheet to start? I like the sheet.”


  “The sheet is fine.” She wrapped it around herself, trying not to feel too naked. Yet.


  “Cool.” He grasped her hand, threading his fingers through hers, to lead her towards the staircase.


  “Wait a minute.” She resisted, pointing towards the bathroom. “Shouldn’t I wash up first?”


  He shook his head, his eyes doing that intense thing again, as if he were looking right into her. Nerves crawled up her chest to claw at her throat.


  “I prefer you just the way you are. All that wild hair.” He touched a thumb to her cheek, making her heart pound in hard heavy thuds. His thumb slid down to press against the frantic pulse in her neck. “And that perfect skin. And the way you looked when I was deep inside you. Serene and blissful and complete. That’s what I want to capture.”


  She took a deep breath, pushed it out again, her heart threatening to explode right out of her chest. Exactly how much had he seen?


  Did he know how his love-making had affected her? That what they’d done had felt like so much more than sex, to her anyway? Because that would be bad.


  “Okay,” she pushed the word out. “If you’re sure.”


  “I’m sure.”


  She kept the sheet tight, trying not to trip, as he led her down the stairs. But the nerves still kicked in. She didn’t want to disappoint him, once he got her into his studio and looked at her through the lens of his camera. But while she was scared he wouldn’t find what he was looking for, she was even more terrified that he would.


  
    Chapter Nine
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  “Rosie, relax.” Cal lowered the camera, the heavy telephoto lens reassuring him. Holding it had steadied him as soon as they’d arrived in the studio. As it always did, his work put everything into perspective.


  But Rosie was stiff as a board. Hugging the sheet to her breasts as if it were the last line of defense in a war. And while the shots he was taking still looked amazing, because her face was so damn expressive, every emotion shining through like a beacon– even fear– he didn’t want this to be an ordeal for her. But for some reason it seemed to be. He hadn’t asked her to undress further, had decided to let her keep the sheet. However much he might want to photograph her without it.


  But even so, where had the boldness gone? That effortless sensuality that had captivated him in her office. And while they ate supper. The camera could be the cause, but he didn’t think so. It was more than that.


  Approaching her, he tucked one wild curl behind her ear, let his finger caress the line of her cheekbone, the tight muscle in her jaw. “Is there anything I can do to help you relax? Because you look like you’re about to get lockjaw.”


  “Am I doing it wrong?”


  “There’s no right or wrong way with this. Whatever you do, the shots are going to be awesome,” he said, wondering again why she was so unsure of herself. “We can stop, any time. You know that right?”


  “But I don’t want to stop.”


  He lifted the camera, caught the defiant angle of her chin, the determination in her eyes. He carried on shooting, but he could see her seizing up again. “Rosie, you’re tensing again.”


  “Could we talk while you work? I think the silence is spooking me.”


  He stopped shooting, frowning at the quiet request. And then felt like a dumbass. At the realization he had been so focused on getting the shots he wanted, he hadn’t filled the silence with conversation. He’d worked with models before. All of them amateurs, because he wasn’t interested in pretty, or perfect, but in capturing emotions. And he knew how to relax the subjects. Usually. “What do you want to talk about?”


  “You.”


  His finger froze on the shutter button. “I’m not great on that subject. Makes me feel kind of self-conscious.”


  Her bottom lip took on a mutinous tilt, that was mighty close to a pout. “That’s rich, seeing as you’re not the naked one.”


  He grinned, the shot of her expression, that heady contrast of sweetness and sarcasm, just what he was looking for. “True.” He carried on firing off shots.


  Shit, he’d have to give her something, even though he hated answering questions about himself.


  He saw her flinch slightly as he pulled the focus.


  Then again, why not get something in return? He knew next to nothing about her. And he wanted to know more. It would give the work more context, he thought. Neatly qualifying his curiosity.


  “How about a game of Truth or Dare, to relax us both?” he said.


  “Okay,” she said.


  “Ladies first?”


  “Truth, then, I suppose,” she said. “A dare already got me into this predicament.”


  He smiled, knowing exactly what he wanted to ask, because it had been bugging him since yesterday in the bar. “Tell me why you’re allergic to Valentine’s Day?”


  The pretty pink blush spread across her chest but as he photographed it, he realized his attention wasn’t on the shots as much as her reply. Especially when she hesitated.


  “Why do you want to know that?”


  “No stalling, that’s not how the game works,” he said, because it suddenly seemed vitally important he get an answer.


  She sighed. “It’s an extremely boring and predictable story.”


  Given how reluctant she was to tell him, and how nothing about her had been predictable so far, he doubted that.


  “Has it got something to do with a guy?” he asked, his grip tightening on the lens as he sharpened the focus and captured the furrow creasing her brow.


  “See how predictable I am?” she said.


  “You’re still stalling,” he said and waited for her to come clean.


  She lifted her shoulders in a stiff shrug. “My boyfriend and I split up a year ago on Valentine’s Day.” The words came out in a rush, her blush radioactive now.


  The kick of envy surprised him enough to have him following up with a question he would never usually ask. “And you still have feelings for this guy?” Cal already hated him.


  Why the hell had he started this damn game again?


  “God, no. Vince was a dick. He was cheating on me while living in my flat and leaving shaving gunk in my sink.”


  Relief washed through Cal. Relief and something that felt akin to fury. If he ever met Vince the Dick he was going to kick the guy’s butt. Was he the reason why she seemed so unsure of herself half the time?


  “I just…” She hesitated again. “I just wish I hadn’t gotten so invested in him. In us. When there was no us.”


  He lowered the camera. The hurt on her face made him feel inadequate. He didn’t know what the hell to tell her. He’d never even had a live-in girlfriend. His career involved so much travelling, a lot of it last-minute, it just didn’t lend itself to that sort of commitment. After the initial spark of lust had expired, it had always been easier just to move on, before anyone got the wrong idea. So he was the last person to hand out relationship advice. And he didn’t have a lot of practice at handling this kind of conversation either. In fact he had virtually zero, because before now he’d always wanted to run for the hills when women asked him to deal with this shit.


  But she looked so lost. He wanted to give her something.


  “We all make mistakes,” he said. “You should never dwell on them. It makes more sense to look forward than back.” It was a theory he’d lived by ever since he’d gotten the hell out of West Daley. Weird how it suddenly felt like the easy answer now, instead of the honest one.


  She wrapped the sheet tighter and looked at him out of those guileless eyes. “Have you?”


  “Have I what?”


  “Ever made a mistake like that?”


  He lifted the camera, shielding himself from that searching look. “Nope. But only because I’ve never lived with anyone.”


  “What, never?” He captured her shocked expression in the viewfinder, clicked the shutter. But as he congratulated himself on the composition, her stunned reaction made him feel uncomfortable. And somehow less.


  “Not my scene,” he said. “I do a lot of travelling.” But the excuse sounded false even to him now.


  “But don’t you ever get lonely?”


  “Nope,” he said, but he knew that wasn’t true either. Not now, and certainly not yesterday evening.


  He reached forward to hook his finger over the sheet. Ready to refocus this discussion on something more tangible, something that wouldn’t freak him out so much. “You ready to loosen it a little?” he asked, gratified when her pulse quickened under his fingertip and she relaxed her grip.


  “Truth or Dare?” she said.


  “Huh?” he said, the atmosphere so charged with endorphins now it was a struggle for him to focus on anything but those full breasts, and the tight peaks visible beneath the sheet.


  “Truth or Dare, Cal? It’s my turn.”


  “Dare,” he said reluctantly. Her teeth tugged at her lip, as she made a decision about what to dare him. His cock rose, along with his anticipation– the rush of blood to his groin inevitable when he focused the lens on that incredible mouth.


  “I dare you to tell me why you were so sad last night? And don’t lie and say you weren’t.”


  He stopped shooting. Shit, he’d walked straight into that one.


  He could have refused to answer the question. Called foul. This game was supposed to be cute and sexy, not deep and meaningful. But how could he? When she’d been so damn open and forthright with him?


  “My old man died a week ago. I’d just got home from organizing his affairs Stateside, getting him cremated. So I wasn’t in the mood for a bar full of bachelorettes on a bender.”


  Her face fell, her expression swamped by sympathy and concern. “Your father died? Cal, I’m so sorry.”


  His shoulders stiffened, but he kept shooting, needing the whirring sound of the shutter. He didn’t want her pity. Didn’t want it to affect him.


  “Don’t be, we weren’t that close. I hadn’t been home in over a decade.”


  “That doesn’t matter. He was still your father.”


  He shrugged. But something about that instant concern seemed to touch that empty place inside, unsettling him more. “Actually he wasn’t, biologically speaking. The local police chief decided to let me know at the funeral that he was the guy who’d been screwing my mom when I was conceived.”


  The comment, which was meant to sound flippant, sounded bitter and wounded instead.


  Why did you tell her that, dumbass?


  He kept on taking photos, circling Rosie, concentrating on the play of light over the tops of her breasts, the dusting of freckles across her cleavage, the dewy texture of her skin and denying the huge chasm opening up in the center of his chest.


  Tying the sheet together over her breasts, Rosie stood and walked towards him, filling the viewfinder. Touching the telephoto lens, she directed the camera away from his face, until he was forced to stop pressing the shutter and meet her patient gaze.


  The silence weighed him down, but he couldn’t seem to speak, something painful clogging his throat. And the hole in his chest getting larger and more empty. Her palm, warm and gentle, rested on his cheek, the sheen of moisture in her eyes stunning him.


  “That must have been a terrible shock? To find out something like that at your father’s funeral?”


  He shifted away from the consoling touch and tried to laugh. But the choking sound ricocheted around the studio, sounding harsh and forced.


  “It wasn’t a shock. Hell, it wasn’t even a surprise. The whole town knew my mom was a whore.”


  Rosie stiffened, but her gaze remained steady. “How do you know that?”


  “Because it’s true.” The words were flat, unlike the stabbing pain in his gut. “She died in a car crash when I was five while she was running away with him. With Decker.” He knew he wasn’t making a lot of sense, but it seemed vital she knew, and understood. “My old man was the only one who would never believe she’d been cheating on him all along.”


  He looked down at his feet, blinking furiously to keep the feelings at bay. The anger, the sense of betrayal, but most of all the hurt and confusion.


  He studied the hardwood flooring and her bare feet, emotion making his throat ache like a son of a bitch. While that one sickening word echoed like a whiplash in his consciousness.


  Whore.


  Your mom was a whore, and everybody knows it.


  He could see Charlie Randall’s sweaty eleven-year-old face, hurling the insult at him in the home room at Daley County Middle School– but beneath that memory was a hazier one of a beautiful woman with sunny caramel-colored hair and laughing brown eyes and a bosom that was always pillowy soft and smelled of petunia and Betty Crocker’s vanilla frosting.


  “How do you know your dad wasn’t right?”


  His head rose at the quiet statement. “What?”


  “Did you speak to Decker? Did you ask him?”


  The fist in his chest began to pound at his temples at the compassion on her face. “Why would I talk to him? The guy’s an asshole.” He dumped the camera on the table behind him. “Game’s over. I’ve got all the shots I wanted.” Not true, but true enough. “I can’t concentrate anyway.” He forced a smile to his lips, one he hoped looked seductive and not desperate. He traced the hard nub of one puckered nipple, through the cotton. “Looking at these for the last twenty minutes has made me horny as hell.”


  Her breath caught and lust seared through him, obliterating everything in its path.


  “How about we go back upstairs? Play a better game?”


  Her tongue darted out to lick her top lip, and she dipped her head in acknowledgement. “Okay.” It was all the invitation he needed.


  Gripping the sheet, he pulled her up, and slanted his lips across hers, desire charging through his system.


  Her moan met his answering groan as he ripped the sheet loose, and let it flutter to the floor, then boosted her naked and shivering into his arms. She clung to his shoulders, her fingers threading through his hair as he palmed her generous butt and held on for dear life.


  He took the spiral staircase two steps at a time, the pain in his chest disappearing as he concentrated on the pain in his pants. He devoured her mouth, not able to get enough of her hungry sobs.


  After what felt like scaling the North Face of the Eiger, they finally reached the bedroom. He dropped her naked on the bed, and ripped open his fly, to free the painful erection. After tearing off his clothes, he located a condom, and suited up in a few swift strokes. He cupped her sex, traced the plump lips, his whole body rejoicing when he found her wet and ready for him.


  “I can’t do foreplay, is that okay?” he asked, to be sure. He wasn’t an animal. Not yet.


  She nodded.


  Anchoring her hips, he plunged to the hilt. She fisted around him, the muscles massaging his length and the brutal climax gripped the base of his spine.


  He held still inside her. And his gaze locked on hers. The sight of his own desperation, his own loneliness stared back at him, terrifying him for a moment and battering the rock wall he’d built around his heart twenty-five years before.


  Hold on, hold on. Don’t you dare lose it.


  But then he began to move, sure, solid, relentless thrusts. He had to drive her over first, if it was the last thing he ever did. To prove this was all about sex– amazing sex– but only sex. And nothing more. Never anything more. Because he didn’t need more.


  She met the carnal assault, undulating her hips, her full breasts bouncing with the force of his thrusts.


  Her sob of surrender had the angry shout releasing from his lungs as he thrust one final time.


  He lay on top of her, gasping for breath, crushing her into the mattress, his body shaking when trembling fingers stroked his hair. He could hear the thumping beat of her heart loud against his ear, and the angry shout still lodged in his throat broke into a brutal sob.


  He shuddered, the hot tears hurting his eyes, tearing at his throat. As he struggled to hold on.


  “It’s okay, Cal, I’ve got you,” she whispered.


  And the chasm inside him opened up and swallowed him whole.


  
    Chapter Ten
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  Rosie stared at the intricate plaster casting on the ceiling, feeling hopelessly inadequate and shocked. Her center still ached from the violent intensity of Cal’s lovemaking. His shoulders shook beneath her hands, the silent sobs crucifying her.


  A wave of compassion hit her that was so strong it was overwhelming. He’d looked so tortured in the studio, so angry and yet so alone. She remembered how devastated she’d been after her mother had died, and held him tighter, whispering what she hoped were soothing words. Even though she knew there was nothing she could say to take the pain away. Nothing that she could really do, accept let him know he wasn’t alone.


  He stilled, the silence punctuated by the spasms of his breathing.


  “Shit.” He stiffened suddenly and drew away, lifting off her to sit upright, his back to her as he perched on the edge of the bed and sank his head into his hands. “I don’t know what the hell just happened.”


  His shoulders rigid, he scrubbed at his cheeks with the heel of his palm.


  “You’re grieving, Cal. It’s okay.”


  She placed her palm on his back, against the smooth dip of his spine, to let him know she was still there for him if he needed her– and that he hadn’t done anything wrong.


  He straightened and stood. Then twisted to look at her over his shoulder, his expression blank and unreadable. “Do you think we could call it a night? I’ve got to get up early in the morning.”


  She pulled her hand back, as humiliation engulfed her and the choking feeling of regret.


  She’d stepped over a line. Triggered something she was not supposed to see. Trespassed on his private grief– and let her foolish heart spin some stupid fantasy about being able to console him, when his life, his loss had nothing whatsoever to do with her.


  “Yes, yes of course, I’ll just…” She scrambled out of the bed, rushing to find her clothes. “I should go, it’s been a long day and I have stuff to do tomorrow too.” Like a post-mortem on how she’d managed to make such a catastrophic mistake.


  But she already knew the answer to that as they both got dressed, the silence awkward and uncomfortable.


  She’d picked at a wound she had no right to pick at, until she’d got the response she’d been looking for. The response he had never wanted to give.


  She shimmied into her dress, struggling to bend her arms at the angle required to pull up the zip.


  Strong hands settled on her shoulders. “Here, let me.” The strained voice rippled across her nape, as the rasp of the zip echoed around the room.


  She tried to envision all her stupid wayward emotions being zipped back up too. Confined behind a wall of scarlet lycra, squeezed into submission with her curves.


  He turned her to face him, lifted her chin with his knuckle. Until she was looking into those chocolate eyes again. His emotions controlled behind a wary smile.


  Had he actually been crying? It was hard to believe looking at him now.


  Maybe he hadn’t. Maybe she’d imagined the whole thing? Hadn’t Tash always said that was her problem? She was attracted to men’s weaknesses, pandering to that idiotic desire to create a connection where there wasn’t any.


  Was that why she’d really been attracted to Cal, not because he was handsome and super hot and the god of BJs, but because she’d sensed the sadness in him all along and wanted to sooth it?


  When he didn’t want to be soothed. Not by her anyway. He’d made it clear he didn’t do relationships and still she’d thought…


  He kissed her on the nose, the soft peck guarded and tense. “I’ll call you,” he said.


  But how could he? He didn’t even have her number.


  She nodded, pretending she believed him. “Thanks for a fun evening. And for posing for my class this afternoon.”


  “Same goes. I’ll contact you about the shots I took.”


  “That’s okay, use whichever ones you like,” she said, knowing he was unlikely to want to use any of them.


  Given how edgy he looked right now, she doubted he would want any reminders of her.


  He lifted his finger, as if he were about to tuck a curl behind her ear, the way he’d done so many times already that day. But then he hesitated.


  She swallowed. The bubble of hope, the longing for that simple affectionate gesture, that small sign that maybe this had meant more to him too, pressing down on her larynx.


  He shoved his hand into his back pocket without touching her.


  And her heart cracked open in her chest– the foolish optimism flowing out to be replaced by that aching sense of loss and vulnerability.


  They’d shared a few confidences, and a couple of great orgasms. And she’d over-reacted. So what else was new?


  “You want me to call a cab?” he asked.


  “I’m good,” she said, backing away; she couldn’t wait that long to get away from her latest mistake.


  Turning, she rushed to the metal staircase, the sound of her heels clicking on the polished boards drowned out by the hollow pain tearing through her chest.


  
    Chapter Eleven
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  “How did the final exam go today? You ready to grab a coffee with Imo and me?”


  Rosie looked up from stacking the sketchbooks on her desk, to see Tash– bright, lively, devil-may-care Tash– standing in her doorway.


  “The exam went well,” she said, wearily. “Everyone signed Mick’s cast once he was through posing.” And a couple of the female students had asked after their previous model. But Rosie had managed to deflect their interest– which she suspected had nothing to do with their art. She still got that raw feeling in her throat, whenever she entered the studio and imagined Cal’s magnificent body arranged on the dais six weeks ago– but surely that would pass eventually. It had to soon– it had been well over a month since their disastrous fling.


  They’d spent exactly twenty-four hours together. Her and Cal. And their affair had been short, scorching hot, and completely meaningless, give or take the odd emotional blip.


  Because that was all it had been. A blip. He hadn’t called, just as she’d known he wouldn’t, even though she’d checked her phone every five seconds for days afterwards. She needed to get over him and move on. But somehow she’d managed to turn this blip into a major roadblock. Who knew she had such a propensity for melodrama?


  The man had been grieving. Of course he’d leant on her for a nano-second. He’d wanted company, company of the orgasm-inducing variety. And she’d supplied it. Willingly. Any connection she’d felt between them in that short space of time had been down to bad timing on his part and her over romantic imagination.


  Maybe she needed to get herself a puppy, to feed that apparent need she had inside her to nurture unsuitable men.


  “Great.” Tash walked into the office– the tiny office which also made Rosie’s throat stick whenever she entered it. Memories of Cal naked and erect not helping with her ‘getting real’ agenda.


  “I almost forgot.” Tash whipped an envelope out of her back pocket. “Jim, the doorman, handed me this when I came in today. Apparently it arrived yesterday, delivered by hand after you’d left for the day.”


  Rosie frowned, and took the envelope, surprised to see her name written across it in a bold black scrawl that looked vaguely familiar. Perhaps it was from one of her former students, inviting her to a showcase, although the stationery looked too expensive. And who sent hand written invites anymore when email was so much cheaper and more efficient?


  “Well, go ahead and open it then,” Tash demanded. “Maybe you have a secret admirer; it looks personal.”


  “Not funny,” Rosie said, her heart doing a loop the loop as she flipped the envelope over and broke the seal. She pulled out a white card, with a photograph printed on one side.


  She recognized the shot immediately: the subdued lighting, the creased white cotton, the shadows cast across freckled skin. And the dancing light in her eyes, full of hope and promise and all the indulgent over-the-top emotions she’d been working so hard to suppress for six weeks.


  Heat rose into her cheeks as her breath got trapped somewhere around her solar plexus. She pressed fingers to her lips to contain the sob that wanted to burst out of her mouth.


  “Who’s it from?” Tash rushed round to stand behind her and read the card over her shoulder. “Holy shit, Rosie, that’s you. You look absolutely stunning.”


  “I… I know it’s me.” But it didn’t look like her. It looked like another woman entirely. Not the woman she thought she was, but the woman she’d always wanted to be. Bold and sexy and strong. She knew the exact moment he’d taken it too, when he’d suggested they could stop and she’d been determined to continue. No matter what.


  Reaching over her shoulder, Tash grabbed Rosie’s hand and flipped the card over to read the writing printed on the back. It announced the opening of a new exhibition of ‘personal work’ by award-winning photographer, Caleb Landry, in a private showing at the Royal Academy on Piccadilly. Tonight at 7pm.


  But next to the printed invitation for ‘Rosie Smith plus guests’ was written in the same black scrawl as on the envelope. Please Come. C xx.


  “Mr Abso-Fricking-Luscious is Caleb Landry? Bloody hell. I can’t believe you didn’t tell us?” Tash looked amazed and intrigued and pissed off at the same time.


  “There wasn’t much to tell,” Rosie said, determined to believe it, and cling on to the certainty that their one night had meant nothing. Because the hope crawling up her chest, that bright brittle hope that had led her astray before, was scaring the hell out of her.


  She refused to start investing in that fairytale again.


  “Bollocks!” Tash said. “He took the sexiest picture I’ve ever seen of you. And now he’s dedicating a whole exhibition to you. Are you nuts?”


  “I’m not going.” Rosie slipped the card back in the envelope and placed it on the desk, as if she were handling nitroglycerine. Because that’s exactly what this invitation was.


  She could not step back into that minefield. Cal probably believed he owed her the courtesy of an invite that was all, because she’d been the subject of some of the photos. Probably all the other models would be there too. What if he’d slept with some of them as well? How excruciating would that be? Even more awkward than their final parting, if that were possible.


  “Like hell, you’re not.” Tash grabbed Rosie’s arm and yanked her out of her chair. “Don’t just sit there, we need to get back to yours. We’ve only got two hours to make you completely fabulous.”


  Rosie tugged her arm out of Tash’s before her friend could march her right out of the office and into the studio. “I’m serious, Tash. I’m not going. I’ll only end up making a fool of myself again.”


  Tash’s eyes narrowed, her face taking on that look that said she could see right past Rosie’s lies and all her defenses. “I bloody knew it. You fell for him didn’t you? I knew that line you strung me and Imo about the epic sex with no connection was bullshit. Or you wouldn’t have been totally miserable ever since Valentine’s Day.”


  “I’m fine. I’m not miserable. Maybe there was a bit of a connection, for me. But there wasn’t for him and I’m over it now.” Or she would be. Eventually.


  “Why do you want to be over it?” Tash countered. “He’s hot, he’s successful, he’s interested and he sees you for who you really are. Or he would never have taken that photograph.”


  Rosie’s temper spiked. Since when had love-em-and-leave-em Tash become a hopeless romantic? “That’s his job. He’s very good at it. The only interest he has in me now is purely professional.”


  “He added two kisses. In what language does that say purely professional?”


  “It doesn’t matter, because I don’t want to see him.”


  Tash’s features softened, the mulish tilt of her chin disappearing as her eyes softened in sympathy. “Yes, you do. Or you wouldn’t have been so devastated after one night with him.” She touched Rosie’s arm, her expression beseeching now. “You were never this cut up about Vince, and he lived with you for over a year.”


  “Because Vince was a dick. And Cal’s not, he’s just… He was vulnerable and it complicated things.” For her, at least.


  “Vulnerable how?”


  “His father died the week before he met me. He had…” How did she put it without betraying his confidence. “He had issues. Tough stuff he had to deal with, and I was just a handy port in a storm.” She’d told herself that often enough over the last six weeks to make herself certain of it.


  What they’d had was meant to be fleeting, flirtatious, not serious.


  Tash didn’t look convinced. “You still have to go. Surely you can see that?”


  “Why do I have to?” When it would only have her putting more stupid spins on everything. There was no such thing as love at first sight. And there was certainly no such thing as love at first fuck. She ought to know. Because she’d already learned that the hard way the night he’d rejected her.


  “Because if you don’t, that would make you a coward,” Tash said, gravely. “And that’s something you’ve never been.”


  Rosie wanted to deny it. Because she was a coward. Why else would she have run out on Cal instead of confronting him? But the denial stuck in her throat. Tash was right about one thing.


  She needed to face Cal again. So she could start getting over him. Because not seeing him wasn’t working. She kept thinking about him, wondering how he was? How he was coping with the shocking revelation at his father’s funeral? And believing she could help, when he had made it clear he didn’t want her to.


  She didn’t want to think about him. Not anymore. Perhaps seeing him again, having him treat her like a polite stranger would finally snap her out of her own delusions. Because missing him so much was exhausting her.


  “Okay, I’ll go,” she said. She needed to see this exhibition to prove to herself that she couldn’t miss what she had never had. “But if this turns into the embarrassing disaster I think it will,” she added, “you’re supplying all the Ben and Jerry’s I’m going to need to get over it.”


  “You’re on.” Tash grabbed her hand. “We’ll pick up Imo downstairs and clue her in en route.”


  “Imo’s coming?” Rosie said as she was dragged down the corridor.


  “Of course,” Tash said. “The invitation said guests didn’t it?”


  
    Chapter Twelve
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  “Every one of these pictures is of you Rosie.” Imo stuffed another free canapé into her mouth to contain her awe. “And they’re all incredible. I can’t believe you posed naked for him.”


  Neither could Rosie, as she stared at the prints, mounted on the pristine white walls of the art gallery. But what she couldn’t believe even more was how stunning he’d made her look. The photographs were artistic and emotional, giving her a subtle sensuality that she had never known she possessed.


  How had Cal seen this in her? Who she wanted to be instead of who she was? Had it actually been there, or had he just created it out of his artist’s imagination? Wherever it had come from, looking at herself, the way he had chosen to see her, made her feel raw and exposed. As if he’d pulled back a layer of her skin and exposed her dreams.


  “I wasn’t exactly naked,” she managed. “I had a sheet.”


  And she supposed she ought to be grateful for the sheet. At least all the expensively dressed and extremely important people milling about– several art critics she recognized, the director of the Academy, a world-famous architect, even a smattering of A-list actors– couldn’t see her totally naked. But she didn’t feel grateful, because the sheet didn’t make the photographs feel any less intimate, or revealing.


  The only person she hadn’t spotted yet was Cal, but then she’d kept a deliberately low profile as soon as she’d arrived, flanked by Imo and Tash. Not nearly as sure now, that she was ready to see him again.


  This had been an insane idea. What exactly was she going to prove? That her feelings for him had been a mistake? She already knew that. Seeing him again would only compound her stupidity. And the fatal flaw in her argument was even more glaring in the face of his photographs. If he could see inside her soul and still reject her so easily, what exactly did that leave her? Not even her pride, apparently.


  A waiter passed by with a tray bearing a plate of delicate filou pastries and several flutes of champagne. She snagged a glass and drained it.


  “I need to leave,” she murmured to Tash, the desire to escape from what threatened to be a very public humiliation paramount.


  Tash grabbed her arm. “It’s too late for that.”


  Rosie’s gaze followed her friend’s. The chatter of voices, the clink of glasses dimmed at the sight of Cal heading through the crowd straight towards them.


  The buzzing in her head became deafening. The urge to run and hide overwhelming. But it was like watching a truck crashing towards her in slow motion. Her feet remained rooted to the spot, her body trapped by that dark gaze, as her heart battered her ribcage.


  “You came?” he said, as he drew level.


  She barely had a chance to nod before he grasped her wrist and carried on walking. Tash whipped her empty champagne glass out of her hand as she stumbled past.


  “Cal, stop,” she managed, around the thickening in her throat as he headed straight for the exit. “Where are you taking me?”


  “To talk. In private.” He threw the words over his shoulder in staccato bursts while marching past groups of people all trying to get his attention. Rosie saw confusion, curiosity and what she was certain had to be contempt on their faces. They must all recognize her, from the photographs.


  Humiliation engulfed her, but as he continued to drag her to who knew where, something unexpected took its place.


  For the first time since she had been kicked out of Cal’s apartment, instead of shame, or sadness, or hurt or confusion, she felt the first stirrings of anger.


  “Let me go.” She wriggled her wrist, but his grip only tightened as he carried on walking, out of the main entrance, down two flights of stone stairs into the academy’s palatial courtyard flanked on all four sides by ornate nineteenth century façades.


  He marched her past the huddle of wait staff on a cigarette break, before finding a small alcove, the damp shadows lit by a single security light.


  He swung her round and pressed her back against the cold stone, shielding them both from prying eyes. Then rested his forehead against hers, his hands settling on her waist.


  Pressing his nose into her hair, he inhaled. Her whole body shook, her heartbeat trapped in her throat, as he lifted his head and skimmed a thumb across her cheekbone to nudge a stray curl behind her ear. She shivered, his palms caressing her through the wool of her dress. And the wave of longing almost bowled her over.


  “Remind me to stop dragging you out of places without your coat,” he said.


  The teasing words snapped her out of her trance. And the anger returned in a rush. She couldn’t do this, not again. It wasn’t fair.


  She’d made a catastrophic mistake six weeks ago. Thinking there might have been the potential for more between them, when obviously there wasn’t. And yes she had a tendency to over-react, to need to find meaning when there wasn’t any. But for the first time, she could see that she hadn’t made those assumptions entirely alone.


  He’d helped, by constantly insisting she was beautiful, by looking at her as if he cared, by giving her the best sex of her life, and by taking those blasted photographs that saw so much.


  He’d known she was falling for him, however foolish and premature and misguided her feelings may have been, his photographs proved it– and he hadn’t done a single thing to stop her. And now he was going to turn her life upside down again. For what? A furtive grope in a doorway?


  She wedged her forearms against his chest. “Don’t. I have to go.”


  “You don’t like the shots?” The sudden flash of vulnerability was so surprising she stopped struggling.


  “The shots are beautiful,” she said, unwilling to hurt him, even though he’d hurt her. “That’s not the point.” Although it was the point in some ways. “But I’m not sure I want them on display. For everyone to see.”


  What a fool I was.


  “I can call off the exhibition.” He let her go, ran a hand through his hair. “You’re right. I should have let you see them first. But I thought you’d dig them…” He sounded so sincere, and apologetic, all the anger drained away to leave her feeling churlish and small.


  “I do. It’s okay, you don’t have to call it off,” she said wearily.


  What was wrong with her? A world-famous photographer had taken pictures of her, pictures he’d put into what could well be an award-winning exhibition, and she was behaving as if this was a bad thing. This was his job, this was what he did, she’d known that when she’d agreed to sit for him, and when she’d told him he could use the shots. Backing out now would only make her more of a coward. “It doesn’t matter.” She couldn’t meet his eyes, feeling more ashamed of herself than ever. “But I really need to leave if that’s okay.”


  “It does matter,” he said. “I behaved like a dick six weeks ago. And now I’ve done it again, when what I meant to do was impress you, and thank you.”


  “What have you got to thank me for?” she asked, confused now as well as heartsick.


  “You told me to speak to Decker.”


  It took her a moment to remember whom he was referring to. “Your biological father? The man who approached you at your father’s funeral?” Had she told him to speak to him? She couldn’t even remember.


  “Yeah, I contacted him after you walked out on me. I went back to my home town. And we talked. About a lot of stuff, but mostly about what happened between him and my mom.”


  Had she walked out on him? She thought he’d walked out on her. “That’s good,” she said, not sure what else to say.


  “It’s better than good,” he continued. “I found out that she’d never cheated on my father, that she’d gotten pregnant with me before they met.” He sighed, moving closer, his hands settling on her hips again. The shuddering breath lifted the hair on the back of Rosie’s neck. “She’d always been faithful to my old man. And my dad always knew he wasn’t my biological father. Decker wanted me to know all that. Her and Decker were having an argument when the car crashed, not an affair. He wanted to tell me I was his son, and she wouldn’t let him, because she thought it might screw me up.” He coughed out a half-laugh. “Pretty ironic, huh.”


  “I’m glad you spoke to him,” she said, trying not to be pleased that something she’d said had helped ease his unhappiness. This wasn’t any of her business, he’d made that very clear six weeks ago. “I appreciate you letting me know how everything turned out. But you didn’t have to. I didn’t do anything. Not really.”


  She had to leave, she couldn’t stand to be here with him and know that all he felt was gratitude. But as she tried to scoot out of his embrace, his hand tightened on her hip and he held her in place.


  “Please look at me, Rosie.”


  She lifted her head. “Don’t do this, Cal.”


  “Don’t do what?” he said. “Apologize for treating you like shit? Just because you made me realize what a coward I’d been about everything. My mom. Decker. You.”


  “You didn’t treat me like shit. You were grieving,” she said, trying to make herself believe it, to let the hurt go. What good did it do to go over it all again?


  He shook his head. “I was using you because I was lonely. We both know it. And when you saw through that I behaved like an asshole. Don’t let me off so lightly. And don’t blame yourself for chrissake. Like you did with that dickhead, Vince.”


  “I’m not blaming myself.” Or she was trying very hard not to. “But I can’t….”


  “What if I told you, I don’t want to be that guy anymore?” he said, cutting into her frantic denial. The sincerity on his face silencing her. “The guy who uses women and then discards them, because I got hung up on something I thought my mom did, that never even happened. I want a second chance. I screwed up because I was in a bad place but I’m not anymore. I swear.”


  “But that’s…” What was he saying? “I’m not sure what you’re asking me?”


  “I thought we had a connection,” he said. “The sex was awesome, but it wasn’t just that. You looked at me and actually saw me. Instead of all the bullshit I want people to see. No one’s done that for as long as I can remember. It scared the crap out of me at first. I’m not going to deny it. But if we could just start over. I could take you on a proper date. To the movies? Or a fancy restaurant?” He cocked his head to one side. “Or even an art gallery. I know one that’s got a new exhibition which is only going to be on for one night.” That flirtatious smile lit his eyes and made the pulse beat low in her abdomen.


  “You don’t have to cancel the exhibition,” she said, because she really didn’t want him to anymore. The photographs had taken on a whole new meaning, that she hadn’t even thought possible. “I think I might love it more than I thought.”


  Almost as much as I think I might love you.


  “That’s cool, but I can lose the exhibition,” he said. His palms caressed her waist, making her pulse jump and jiggle with anticipation. “The only thing I can’t lose is you. Please tell me I haven’t totally blown it with you?” She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. And she wondered if his throat was as dry as hers. “I want to see what happens next,” he said. “Don’t you?”


  “I…” Joy and excitement backed up in her lungs. “You really want to give this a proper go?” she asked, the old insecurities having one last hurrah.


  He swore softly, then cupped her cheek. “Do you have any idea how much I had to promise the curator to get this show together in under six weeks, just so I could schmooze you into giving me another shot?”


  She shook her head, sniffing loudly– tears stinging her eyes, but tears of joy this time, as she finally realized why he’d waited so long to contact her.


  Good Lord, beneath the brooding bad boy was a romantic. A romantic almost as hopeless as her. What she’d thought was over-confidence, disinterest, had just been caution and insecurity. And a desire to impress her.


  As if he hadn’t impressed her far too much already.


  He cradled her jaw, lifted her face to nip at her bottom lip, then licked the tiny bite. Fire blazed down to her core. And the bubble of hope and optimism pushed out the last of her fear.


  “Put it this way,” he said. “You owe me a lot of blow jobs. And I always collect.”


  She laughed, the delight in his teasing warming her heart. “Not if I collect first.” She grabbed his ears to pull his head down, then whispered against his lips. “Now shut up and kiss me. I dare you.”


  
    Epilogue
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  “So where’s lover man tonight? I thought you guys would be doing something special to celebrate your first shag anniversary?” Tash sent Rosie a cheeky grin across the same booth in the same Soho bar they’d shared a year ago.


  “Is there such a thing as a first shag anniversary?” Imo supplied, helping herself to the jug of strawberry daiquiris that had just arrived at the table, and which her friends had decided was now a Valentine’s tradition. “What is it? The latex one?”


  “Very funny.” Rosie smiled, trying not to let the apprehension that had been churning in her gut for two days show. “He’s caught in a snowstorm at O’Hare airport, according to the text I got late last night.” And she’d been stressing about it ever since. She needed him to be here, with her. He’d only been gone for five days on an assignment. But she’d missed him terribly. And more than that, she had news. Amazing, exciting, shocking, life-changing news. News she couldn’t tell him over a scratchy Skype connection or via text, and which she had to tell him soon, or she’d expire from nerves, because she had no clue how he was going to react to it.


  “So I guess he won’t be home tonight,” she added, wishing for the thousandth time that day that he was with her, and not stuck in some airport bar in Chicago waiting for a connecting flight. Or worse, flying home in a blizzard.


  She pressed her palm to her stomach to stop the knot of anxiety growing any bigger.


  “Bummer, seems Valentine’s Day is still cursed for you,” Imo said as she sipped her drink, always keen to look on the dark side.


  “Hardly.” Rosie swallowed to ease the thickening in her throat, and smiled her first genuine smile since she’d gotten Cal’s text the night before– as she thought about the man who had come into her life on Valentine’s Day a year ago, and changed everything. “And anyway, our first shag anniversary isn’t tonight, it’s tomorrow night.” She pushed the glass of strawberry daiquiri away that Tash had insisting on pouring her, despite the soda she’d ordered instead. “Which is why I’m not risking one of these. I don’t want to have a killer hangover when he gets here tomorrow.”


  There was another reason she wasn’t drinking tonight. She took a steadying breath, the panic kicking under her breastbone again.


  Don’t freak out.


  This was just another twist in the breath-taking rollercoaster ride her life had become in the last year– ever since she’d walked up to Cal and dared to kiss him.


  That initial headfirst plunge into love had been followed by whirlwind trips together to Paris and Amsterdam and Bermuda, a gallery opening in New York, when Cal had been exhibiting more photos he’d taken of her– this time without her trusty sheet. She’d been fated as his muse and nearly died of embarrassment, but Cal had made it up to her that night in their suite at the Plaza. And even more thoroughly the following morning.


  They’d even visited Cal’s old home town together and Rosie had met his ‘other father’, Hal Decker– a thoughtful man who shared Cal’s intensity as well as his chocolate brown eyes. Thinking of the two of them together now– Cal a little tense, a lot wary, his biological father proud and persuasive, and keen to deepen their relationship– helped to calm the tangle of nerves in Rosie’s stomach.


  Surely Cal wouldn’t freak out at her news. He’d struggled for so long to understand his own family ties, and had told her himself in their motel on the outskirts of West Daley, the night after she’d met his biological father, that he’d discovered how much family meant since they’d started dating.


  She smiled inwardly. He wasn’t the only one who’d discovered new things about themselves. The last year hadn’t just been a blur of lavish, romantic getaways, poignant trips into Cal’s past, industrious work, carefree play and epic sex, it had also been a learning experience. Most importantly, she’d made the startling discovery that with Cal at her side she could become the bold, bright, and resilient woman she’d always wanted to be. Brave enough to fight her own demons and win.


  Take the decision to move into Cal’s apartment in Clerkenwell six weeks ago. Being typically determined, Cal had suggested she move in about a month after they’d started dating properly– and eventually begun a concerted campaign to get what he wanted, his reasons ranging from the cranky, to the sweet, to the all but irresistible: the bed in her flat was too damn small for his six foot two frame; how was he supposed to sleep at night when he knew she was alone in her apartment, they could have tons more sex if she was in his bed every night!


  But she’d resisted the move for months. At first, she’d admired her own strength in standing up to him. And she’d known her reasons had been valid ones. She didn’t want to crowd him, to crowd them, to jump into anything too soon, before they were ready. She needed to maintain her independence, to be absolutely sure she wasn’t doing this for the wrong reasons. Cal was the best thing that had ever happened to her, and she loved him so deeply, she didn’t want to jinx it.


  But as the months rolled by, every time she had to leave his bed in the evening on weeknights to grab a cab home, Cal had found it increasingly difficult to understand her continued caution and to let her go. If he loved her, and she loved him, what the hell was the damn problem?


  She’d tried to persuade herself, and him, she was just being sensible, and rational, and careful. But eventually she’d come to realize the only reason she had left not to take the next step was fear– the terror that if they lived together, somehow Cal might decide he didn’t love her anymore.


  She was finally forced to face the fact she was torturing them both for no good reason on the Sunday before Christmas. She’d gone to Cal’s flat, planning to welcome him home from a particularly grueling week-long assignment in the Ukraine with a home-cooked meal. The stunned pleasure on his travel-weary face when he’d walked through the door and found her waiting, a potted fir decorated in the living area and a fish pie baking in the oven, had been beautiful to see. Then he’d grabbed her round the waist, held her so tight she could barely breathe and whispered: “Please don’t go back to yours tonight? I need you here.”


  In that moment, she’d finally accepted that there were no guarantees. And that while taking the next step might be terrifying, waiting any longer to have what they both wanted was idiotic. The last of her foolish fears had been burned to a crisp in the furious love-making that followed… Along with her fish pie!
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  And in the last few weeks, she’d cursed the fact she’d waited so long, because their relationship had deepened and intensified in all sorts of wonderful ways since that night. As they explored the new joys of shared domesticity, waking up together every morning, getting into a breakfast routine before she headed to college and Cal went to work downstairs, watching TV curled up on the sofa, making lazy love on a Saturday morning, or even tearing each other’s clothes off after a night out at an interminably long Ibsen play in the Barbican.


  Her hand strayed to her stomach again. Surely, this was just another step, which would yield all sorts of wonderful things too if they took it together?


  If?


  Her teeth sank into her bottom lip… This wasn’t a next step, though, it was a giant leap, that neither of them had planned for or even discussed…


  “Earth to Rosie.” Rosie’s head jerked up to find both Tash and Imo smirking at her. “Were you back on Planet Cal?” Tash teased.


  She laughed, the sound hollow and a little strained. “Sorry, I’m not great company,” she said. Perhaps she shouldn’t have come out tonight? But waiting home alone would just have given her more opportunities to stress. “I just want him home.”


  Tash’s smirk died. “Is something wrong? You sound worried.”


  She hesitated. How did she explain it to her friends? “Not wrong, exactly.”


  Tash took her hand. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  “God, yes…” she blurted out. But then she hesitated. “But I don’t know if I should. I should talk to him first.”


  “I think you just got your wish,” Imo announced.


  “What?” “How?” Both Tash and Rosie spoke together.


  “Consider your V-Day curse officially busted.” Imo pointed towards the exit. “Because lover man just walked through the door.”


  Rosie swiveled her head, elation and terror charging through her system at the sight of Cal barging his way past the throng of tourists and city workers knocking back cheap cocktails at the bar– at least he didn’t have last year’s pissed penis-wearing hen party to contend with, she thought a bit hysterically.


  Her palm settled over her belly. And she sucked in a calming breath.


  I love him so much, please let him be okay with this.


  He looked tall and gorgeous and washed out, wearing two days’ worth of stubble, his clothing creased, and his travel bag slung over his shoulder. Her heart leapt into her throat. He’d come here straight from Heathrow.


  He reached the table, said hello to Tash and Imo, but those chocolate eyes stayed locked on her face.


  “Cal, you made it back? How did you know I was here?” she said, so pleased to see him and yet so anxious now about what she had to tell him, her hands were shaking.


  “I took a wild guess.” Dumping the bag, he grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the booth to haul her into his arms. “Now stop stalling and kiss me.”


  The wild fever slammed into her as his mouth captured hers, the taste of him both wonderfully familiar and still wildly erotic. She threaded her fingers into his hair and tugged him closer, devouring him as he devoured her.


  Eventually they had to come up for air. She could hear both Tash and Imo and a few of the pub’s other customers clapping, reminding her of that first kiss all those months ago when they’d gotten a standing ovation.


  She couldn’t speak, her heart too full, as she watched Cal lift his bag back over his shoulder. Holding her trembling hand, he addressed her friends. “You’ll have to excuse us, ladies, but it’s Valentine’s Night and we’ve only got four hours left to make the most of it.”


  Rosie found herself blushing as her friends waved them off, Tash supplying some typically filthy encouragement.


  Suddenly they were outside on the pavement, the shrill whistle as Cal hailed a cab shocking her out of her trance. She shivered, the magnitude of what she had to say to him overwhelming.


  “Damn, did I just drag you out of there without your coat again?” Taking off his jacket, he slung it over her shoulders. A cab pulled up at the curb. He gave the guy directions, then helped her inside. “Wait there. I’ll go back and grab your coat.”


  “No don’t.” She grasped his forearm before he could head back into the pub. “Leave it. I can get it off Tash at work, tomorrow. She’ll keep it safe.”


  “You sure?”


  She nodded, her throat closing. “Please, let’s just go home…”


  He laughed and jumped into the cab, then thumped the partition, signaling the cabbie to get moving. But as the car pulled away from the curb, he settled back and got a good look at her face. “Hey, are you okay?”


  She blinked furiously. “Yes. It’s just that I’ve missed you so much.” But the tender concern as he cupped her cheek had a single tear spilling out.


  He brushed it away with his thumb. Then hauled her into his arms. “Me too.” Cradling the back of her head with one hand, he stroked her back with the other. “But I’ve got great news,” he murmured against her hair. “I’ve spoken with my agent; I’m cutting right back on these foreign assignments.” He pushed her hair behind her ear, drawing back. “Leaving you is too damn hard, and the work doesn’t interest me as much anymore. I want to concentrate on the studio stuff.” The flirtatious light in his eyes sent arousal soaring, to tangle with the knot of emotion lodged in her throat. “How would you feel about posing for me again? I’ve got an idea for a new series of shots that…”


  “Wait. Cal…” She pressed trembling fingers to his lips, to halt the request. “I have something I need to tell you,” she managed, round the blockage in her throat. Exhilarated and aroused now, as well as terrified. “The thing is, you might not want me to pose for you soon.”


  “Don’t count on it,” he said, still assured, still happy, as he captured her finger and lifted it to his lips to kiss the tip. “What have you got to tell me? Something dirty I hope,” he added, still teasing.


  She pulled back, as she shook her head. “It’s… It’s a shock. A huge shock, and I only found out for sure this morning, but…”


  His brows arrowed down, his expression confused and worried now, as he settled large hands on her arms and rubbed. “Hell, Rosie, you’re shaking. What is it?”


  “I took a test, two days ago, because I was over a week late. And then I went to the doctor, this morning, to get it confirmed. And…” The explanation choked off in her throat.


  Oh for Pete’s sake, just spit it out already.


  “And I’m going to have a baby,” she said, forcing the words out. “We’re going to have a baby.”


  “What the hell?” He dropped her arms, as if she were suddenly red hot, his brows shooting up his forehead, his mouth falling open, as his gaze drifted down to her abdomen.


  “Are you okay, Cal?” she asked, shivering in earnest now. Why wasn’t he saying anything? That couldn’t be good? Could it?


  “I know we’ve never talked about this. Because, why would we? We’ve only been together a year,” she babbled, trying to fill the tense silence with conversation. “And I’m on the pill. I have no idea how it even happened.” He continued to stare at her stomach as if it were an unexploded bomb. “Although the doctor said it might have been the antibiotics I was on last month.” She’d had a slight chest infection, and Cal had been so sweet, insisting she see a doctor, making her soup in bed, and then agreeing to join her there the next morning when she’d begged. Which must have been when she’d conceived. “Obviously, this is a huge shock for both of us.” Had she said that already? “And I have no idea how you feel about becoming a father, especially so soon.”


  Please just say something? Anything?


  “For real?” His voice was so low she almost couldn’t hear it above the rumble of the cab’s engine. “We’re going to have a baby?”


  He’d said we. Was that good? It had to be good. He didn’t sound upset. Just stunned.


  She nodded. “Yes, yes we are.”


  “When?” His head lifted at last, and her heart swelled, all but blocking off her air supply, because the unguarded expression on his face was easy to read– love, awe and fierce, unconditional joy. “When is it due?”


  She sniffed. Love and contentment flowed through her in waves so strong they would have bowled her over, if she weren’t sitting down. The doctor had said she might get over-emotional at times. Boy, had he been right about that.


  “The due date is around the end of October,” she said. “You’re absolutely sure you’re okay with this?”


  “Are you kidding me, Rosie?” He gripped her face, the joy spreading from ear to ear. “It’s totally fucking awesome.” He dragged her into his arms, as the tears flowed freely down her cheeks. “This is the coolest thing ever,” he whispered into her hair, when they’d both managed to calm down. “I’m going to be a Daddy, and you’re going to be a Mommy. And best of all, we’re going to be a family.” He drew back. “Can I touch it?”


  “Of course,” she said, grinning as he pressed a warm palm to her stomach. “Although you won’t feel anything yet, it’s about the size of a shrimp.”


  Caressing her abdomen, he smiled as he addressed her tummy. “Hello, shrimp, I can’t wait to meet you.”


  They were both laughing when he kissed her, but the play of tongues and lips quickly turned to something hot and intense. Her heart was racing fast enough to beat right out of her chest by the time the cab braked in front of their apartment.


  Later that night, her heart felt as if it were bursting all over again, as she lay in Cal’s arms, basking in the afterglow of two shattering orgasms, and he peppered her with a million questions about the pregnancy.


  While she answered him as best she could, blinking back sleep, Rosie decided that Valentine’s Day would forever be her favorite night of the year.
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  It got some stiff competition though, eight months later, on the sunny fall morning when her new husband cradled their son, Daniel Dexter Landry, in his arms.


  “My kid’s got a pair of lungs on him to rival a horror movie heroine,” Cal said, as he rocked their squalling newborn baby, looking almost as exhausted and elated as Rosie felt after twelve hours of labor. “Kind of appropriate, don’t you think?” he teased.


  “Mmm.” She nodded, giving Cal a sleepy smile as she reached for the baby. “I think I know how to fix that.” Their son quieted instantly as he latched onto her breast and began to suck greedily.


  “Slow down, shrimp, there’s plenty more where that came from,” Cal said, as he cupped his son’s head. “You did good, Mrs. Landry,” he added, his voice thick with pride as he leaned over them both to kiss Rosie’s brow.


  “We all did.” Tired, happy tears filled her eyes at the thought of the two bad boys she now had to nurture to her heart’s content. “But it’s still a good thing for both of you, that Halloween is now my other favorite day of the year.”


  The End


  
    Keep reading for a sneak peek of Heidi Rice’s next steamyromance
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  Tempting the Knight


  Excerpt © Copyright 2015 Heidi Rice


  Tyrone Sullivan cracked open an eyelid as the jaunty jingle of Irish pan pipes and fiddles blasted him out of a dream starring Mila Kunis and a quart of Rocky Road ice cream. Darkness and the gentle sway of the Brooklyn Bay registered alongside the throbbing in his groin, before the fiddles and pipes returned.


  What the hell was his brothers’ band doing playing on his house barge in the middle of the freaking night?


  The fiddle and pipes stared up again. And memory flashed, flushing out the last images of Mila dripping ice cream.


  Son of a bitch, his youngest brother Finn had loaded the band’s signature tune onto his iPhone as the ringtone yesterday when he’d gone ’round to Finn’s new place to share a beer after work.


  Ty bolted upright. And pain exploded across his left eyebrow at the exact same moment he remembered he’d zoned out on the house barge’s cramped front bunk while reviewing his latest case—a single mom battling an eviction notice in Bensonhurst—instead of making it to the bed in the back.


  He groped for the phone, his boner deflating as all thoughts of Mila vanished in a puff of agony.


  “This better be good,” he growled into the phone as he rubbed his now throbbing brow and swung his bare feet to the floor.


  “Is this Tyrone Sullivan? Faith’s brother? The attorney?” The woman’s voice sounded clipped and tense.


  “Sure, who is this?” The cut-glass accent seemed to originate from the Upper East Side by way of Buckingham Palace, so whoever the woman was, she sure as hell wasn’t a potential client. And why the heck was she calling at, he checked the phone’s clock—two o’clock in the goddamn morning?


  ‘It’s Zel.’


  Huh? ‘I don’t know anyone called Zel.’


  She cleared her throat. “Sorry, Zelda Madison, I’m a friend of your sister Faith’s. We met once at St. John the Apostle Academy. You probably don’t remember me, but I…”


  “I remember you.” He cut off the hurried explanation as shock was edged out by temper, and the weird pulse of heat in his crotch—which had to be a layover from Mila and the Rocky Road.


  Even if he could have forgotten how this woman had nearly got Faith expelled from the boarding school his old man had saved every penny to pay for, he could hardly have missed how her antics had been plastered over the tabloids, not to mention every scandal sheet and glossy magazine in the country, ever since her misspent youth. Not that he read that shit himself. But the woman was legendary, or rather notorious, for her bad choices and her even worse behavior.


  An American ambassador’s daughter who’d had every privilege known to man—and woman—and every natural gift God could have given her. And she’d thumbed her nose at it all to indulge in an endless cycle of hedonistic parties, public lover’s spats, drunken antics, and reckless misdemeanors.


  The press, of course, loved her, with her outspoken personality, and that killer face and figure, especially when she’d managed to make an even bigger fortune out of her notoriety, falling into a high profile career as a model six years back, and becoming the face of some fancy shampoo that sold for a fortune in Bergdorf’s but probably didn’t smell any better than the two-dollar brand his mom had used. He despised people like Zelda, but he would have been able to ignore all that—her and her class weren’t exactly on his radar—but for the fact he knew Faith had carried on being pals with her. Enough to have her deign to come to Sully’s occasionally—and it stuck in his craw. Like Faith needed to compare her life—spent doing good honest work while running his family’s pub in Bay Ridge—with the all-expenses paid, high-class funfair of controlled substances, globetrotting decadence, and million-dollar shopping sprees that was Zelda Madison’s useless existence.


  But none of that explained why the woman was ringing him at two a.m. with that quiver of urgency in her voice.


  “Excellent, I’m glad you remember me,” she replied. “That saves me having to waste time making introductions.” The cut-glass accent spiked his temper more.


  He happened to know she’d been born in Manhattan—on the Upper East Side to be exact, in that massive Gothic townhouse where the Madisons had lived for generations. And while that may as well have separated her from the people he’d dedicated his career to represent by several million dollars of disposable income, the last time he’d looked, East Fifty-Second Street was still part of America, so why the Sam Hell did she talk with the crisp, holier-than-thou voice of a British royal?


  “Doesn’t it just.” he muttered, knowing he was sounding surly but not really caring. It was the middle of the freaking night, he had a lump growing on his forehead the size of a baseball, and a bad case of sexual frustration thanks to the perfectly good erotic fantasy she’d just interrupted. Not to mention a single mom and four kids who were depending on his advocacy skills being razor-sharp for the court hearing he had tomorrow at nine. “So how about you cut to the chase.”


  “Um, well the thing is, I’m in a bind. A bind I’d sincerely appreciate your help with.”


  She had to be kidding. “Look, lady, if you’ve torn a fingernail or something, call Faith, you’re confusing me with someone who gives a…”


  “I’m not phoning Faith, because she’s not an attorney. You are.” Zelda interrupted, the hint of steel in the cut-glass surprising him. “Now will you shut up for two seconds and let me explain. I don’t want to waste anymore of the desk sergeant’s precious time. I’ve only got one phone call and you’re it.”


  The desk sergeant? One phone call? What the fuck?


  He straightened, his natural instinct to preserve liberty and protect a client, even one as unworthy as her, kicking in despite his better judgment.


  “Okay, let’s have it, Zelda. Where the hell are you? And what the hell have you done this time?”


  He scrubbed his fingers through his hair as he listened to her explanation—which had more holes in it than a slice of swiss—while a chill shot down his spine. Damn it, did the woman have no regard at all for her personal safety? Then he scribbled down the address of the station house she’d been taken to by a couple of beat cops who had a lot more sense than she did.


  The woman didn’t need an attorney—she’d only been given a citation—she needed a damn keeper. And for tonight it looked like her keeper was going to have to be him. He tugged on his clothes in the dark, recalling her sticking her tongue out at him ten years ago, with the dancing light of challenge and defiance in her eyes. His palm twitched as he grabbed his wallet and car keys.


  She’d needed a damn good spanking back then. Apparently that hadn’t changed if the dumb stunt she’d pulled tonight was anything to go by.


  It wasn’t until he was stumbling up the marina’s gangplank in the dark, though, en route to an assignment he was already regretting, that it occurred to him to wonder how the hell Zelda Madison had gotten his cell number.


  Faith was a dead woman next time he saw her.


  Find out what happens next in Tempting the Knight…


  Buy Now!
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