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Stephanie Harper is perfectly happy co-owning Books and
Brew, where she slings drinks and entertains her friends with cutting wit and a
cynical take on love. She’s convinced she has no time for anything deeper than
sex; she has a business to run, after all. And her thrice-married mother has
proven happy ever after doesn’t exist.


Jarod Nolan begs to differ. Chance has him running into
Steph—and giving her a ticket—one morning, but it’s fate that finds him in her
place of business that same evening. A sizzling one-night stand ensues, and
although Stephanie escapes before he wakes the next morning, Jarod is already
sure she’s worth the chase.


Steph’s more than willing to party naked with the hot cop,
but she’s adamant they’re driven by lust, not love. Jarod is prepared to prove
otherwise, even if it means giving up one of the things he and Stephanie do
best…


What’s that old saying? Abstinence makes the heart grow
fonder?









 


Ellora’s Cave Publishing





www.ellorascave.com


 


 


 


Party Naked


 


ISBN 9781419935541


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED


Party Naked Copyright © 2011 Mari Carr


 


Edited by Kelli Collins


Cover design by Syneca


Photographs: wtamas, librakv and Sergej
Razvodocskij/Shutterstock.com


 


Electronic book publication September 2011


 


The terms Romantica® and Quickies® are registered trademarks of
Ellora’s Cave Publishing.


 


With the exception of quotes used in reviews, this book may not
be reproduced or used in whole or in part by any means existing without written
permission from the publisher, Ellora’s Cave Publishing, Inc.® 1056 Home
Avenue, Akron OH 44310-3502.


 


Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this
copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded or
distributed via the Internet or any other means, electronic or print, without
the publisher’s permission. Criminal copyright infringement, including
infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is
punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000. 
(http://www.fbi.gov/ipr/). Please purchase only authorized electronic or print
editions and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of
copyrighted material. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.


 


This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons,
living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The
characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.


 


The publisher and author(s) acknowledge the trademark status and
trademark ownership of all trademarks, service marks and word marks mentioned
in this book.


 


The publisher does not have any control over, and does not assume
any responsibility for, author or third-party Web sites or their content.






Party Naked


Mari Carr
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This story is dedicated to Kim and Sue, my fellow
secret keepers.


 








Party Naked


 


As a mixed drink:


1 shot of rum


½ shot of Southern Comfort


½ shot of Razzmatazz


½ shot of peach schnapps


Pour in a glass with ice and fill with 7-Up


 


As a shot:


In a shaker with ice, add


½ shot of rum


¼ shot of Southern Comfort


¼ shot of Razzmatazz


¼ shot of peach schnapps


Shake and strain into chilled shot glass.









Chapter One


 


“Goddamn, motherfucker, son of a bitch on a cheese cracker!”
Stephanie Harper looked at the mass destruction around her feet and felt the
overwhelming desire to smash every bottle in the damn bar.


“What was that?” Her best friend Jayne’s head popped up from
where she was bent over, stocking new-release books on the shelf.


“Just me redecorating the bar area with broken glass.” Her
tone betrayed the fact she was finding no humor in her clumsiness.


“Trip on the mat again?” Jayne’s question—laced with a
giggle—told Stephanie her friend was finding humor in the situation.


“Yes, Miss Unhelpful. I tripped on the motherfucking mat
again.”


“Uh oh. Two MFs in under a minute. You really are having a
bad day.”


Stephanie took a deep breath and tried to take stock of the
damage. “You can say that again. I just broke two bottles of vodka, one of Jack
and a brand new Beefeater.”


Jayne approached the bar, crawling on a stool to peer over
at the mess Stephanie had made. “What’s Beefeater again?”


“Gin. Jesus, Jayne. You’ve worked in this bar nearly two
years now. You’d think you’d pick up some of this stuff.”


Jayne shook her head, plopping her ass down. “I work in the
bookstore. You work in the bar. And I don’t like alcohol.”


Stephanie shook her head in mock disbelief, though Jayne’s
distaste for the strong stuff was a well-known flaw in her friend’s character.
“Yeah, well, you don’t know what you’re missing. Nothing like a splash of
Beefeater with Sprite and a twist of lime in the summertime. Very refreshing.”


“Lemonade serves the same purpose. I take it the gin was
important.”


“No, not really. However, the loss of that particular brand
of vodka was deadly. Books and Brew isn’t gonna open at all today without it.
Your Romantic Hearts book group likes their special Screwdrivers.” Stephanie
moved toward the corner to grab the broom, while Jayne walked behind the bar to
inspect the broken glass.


“Tell you what. I’ll clean up the mess and you can run to
the liquor store for more. Maybe the drive will clear your head a bit. Not
quite sure what’s thrown you out of whack, but the fresh air might do you some
good.”


Stephanie gratefully relinquished the broom and dustpan, but
she didn’t think a drive was going to help her escape the dark cloud she’d
woken up under. “Maybe I should just say ‘screw it’ to everything, go home and
crawl back in bed. Hope for better luck tomorrow.”


Her friend placed a consoling hand on Stephanie’s shoulder.
“Just go get the vodka. You really don’t want me to have to man the bar.”


Stephanie imagined Jayne with her nose buried in the
bartender’s guide, trying to figure out how to make a scotch on the rocks, and
grinned. “True that.”


Jayne started cleaning up the shattered glass and liquid,
while Stephanie grabbed some money out of the cash register to pay for the
booze.


“Don’t forget to tell Jordan you took that money, and bring
back a receipt. You know she goes mad when she can’t account for every penny in
the cash register.”


Stephanie waved her hand briefly in response. She’d been a
thorn in her accountant friend’s side since she, Jordan, Jayne and Sophie
opened Books and Brew two years earlier. Owning their own business had been a
shared dream for the four women since they’d graduated from college and, so
far, their joint venture was a relative success. Books and Brew was a twist on
the coffee shop/bookstore idea. Stephanie wasn’t a fan of coffee, but she could
see the beauty in sipping a cold glass of wine while perusing the shelves for
new reading material.


Because of their diverse interests, they each managed to
bring something unique to the table. Jordan was using her B.S. in accounting by
taking care of the store’s finances, and the information Sophie had gathered in
her marketing classes was put to good use in advertising for the store. Even
Jayne was applying her liberal arts education—using her knowledge of literature
and history to stock the bookstore and hold weekly reading groups.


In the meantime, Stephanie was sitting on a psych degree
while tending bar. A fact her mother, Beverly, managed to bring up during every
single conversation they’d had since Stephanie’s graduation from college.
Beverly considered her daughter’s chosen profession a stage she’d outgrow,
which made Stephanie all the more determined to make the business a success.


She loved her job, using her degree in a rather unique way,
and she adored the patrons of the store. People loved to unload their problems
to bartenders and, while she certainly wasn’t trying to practice her
profession, she liked being able to provide an ear and perhaps some words of
comfort or advice. Stephanie joked she’d traded a barstool for the couch. She’d
found her niche, and she refused to give all that up by caving to her mother’s
constant nagging that she open a “respectable” practice and hold down a career
her mother felt was brag-worthy. Apparently telling her friends at the country
club that her daughter was a bartender wasn’t cutting it for good ol’ Mom.


“Okay. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” She grabbed her purse
and car keys.


“Anything I should know before you get back? Expecting any
deliveries? Hank coming by?” Jayne wiggled her eyebrows as she asked the last
question.


“Do me a favor. Don’t mention Hank and ‘coming’ in the same
sentence.”


“So he’s still driving you crazy?”


Stephanie shuddered at the mention of their beer
distributor. “The guy doesn’t get it. He calls to ask me out and I say no. He
calls again and I say no. You’d think after twenty-or-so calls, he’d figure it
out. One moment of weakness and it’s like I’m going to be punished for life.”


“I think it was more like three moments,” Jayne teased.


“Wow. You’re a regular laugh a minute today. We should call The
Daily Show and see if they’ll give you a job co-anchoring with Jon
Stewart.”


“I’d love that. I think he’s hot.”


“Of course you do. You go for that brainiac type.”


Jayne didn’t deny the truth of Stephanie’s assessment. “You
know, I’d like to say I know your type, but I can’t pin you down. You
never seem to go for the same kind of guy twice or for longer than a month.”


“That’s because my time is too valuable to waste. And I’m a
fast learner. For example, a few nights with Hank proved weightlifters are not
my cup of tea.” Hank had a major self-esteem issue that manifested itself in
his obsession with outward appearances. After a couple trips to the gym with
him, she’d discovered the same held true for quite a few of the über-muscular
men in his social circle.


“Seems sort of narrow-minded. What if the next weightlifter
is cool and you never give him a chance?”


Stephanie shrugged, not wanting to admit her friend had a
valid point. The whole argument was moot anyway. Dating anyone seriously was a
luxury she simply didn’t have time for.


Luckily Jayne was a good friend. She let her off the hook
easy. “You’ll just have to keep looking.”


“Maybe, but regardless of who I date, let’s get one thing
straight, Jayne. I’m not looking to fall in love. Lust? Definitely. Sexual
attraction? I’m in. Red-hot, set-the-sheets-on-fire fucking? Hell yeah.
Forever? No way.”


Jayne looked at her thoughtfully. “I kind of think forever
would be nice.”


“Ha, that’s because you weren’t raised by Beverly Harper
Price Fitzgerald Warner, the queen of the five-minute marriage.”


“Agreed. Your mom’s giving Elizabeth Taylor’s record a run
for the money. Which husband is she on now? I lost track after the second.”


Stephanie sighed and pretended to count on her fingers.
“Four.”


Jayne winced. “Wowza. Well, you shouldn’t let your mother’s
missteps lead you astray. True love does exist, Steph. You just have to keep
your eyes and your heart open.”


Stephanie smiled. “You’ve been reading too many romance
novels. They’re rubbing off on you. Unfortunately, it’s not like Portland is
crawling with hot guys who frequent bookstores and right now, this bar is the
only place I’m likely to meet someone. I can’t remember the last time you and I
hit the nightclubs together.”


To make their store a success, Stephanie and her friends had
made quite a few sacrifices—the main one being social lives. Because of the bar
component, weekend evenings usually found the store open for business. To keep
the profits high, they’d decided to do most of the running of the store
themselves rather than hire outside help. Stephanie hadn’t had a day off in
nearly five months.


“So obviously you grabbed one of the few available men to
darken our door and had sex with the beer distributor.”


Stephanie shifted her purse on her arm, grinning widely.
“You have to admit, he’s easy on the eyes with all those muscles and that rich,
golden tan, even if he is kind of dim.”


“Dim might be an understatement. I think it’s all those
steroids he swears he doesn’t take.”


Jayne’s laughter was contagious and Stephanie giggled before
flexing her muscles and deepening her voice to mimic Hank the Tank. “Feel those
guns there, baby. All natural.”


Jayne feigned a girlie swoon.


Stephanie’s laughter gave way to a heavy sigh. “Christ. I
really am pathetic.”


“Not really. At least you’re getting laid occasionally. I’m
living a life more celibate than a nun.” Jayne scooped up a pile of broken
glass and dumped it in the garbage pail.


“There’s a big difference between getting laid and getting
laid well.”


“Is this why Hank’s history?”


“One of the reasons. His insecurity was the main one,
though. We couldn’t have a conversation. It was like pulling teeth to get him
to talk about anything other than how much he could bench press. After a few
dates, it felt like I was spending more time counseling him than trying to
build any sort of relationship.”


Jayne leaned the broom against the bar. “You know, Jordan
seems to think we’re getting more financially secure. Maybe we could consider
hiring a second bartender so you can at least attempt a social life. We’ve been
at this for two years and I think it’s obvious Mr. Right isn’t going to come
walking through that door for any of us. We need to get out more.”


Stephanie shook her head. There was no way she’d ever give
Beverly a reason to say, “I told you so”. Books and Brew would continue to
thrive and grow because Stephanie wouldn’t accept defeat. “No. We agreed to
give this place three years of solid hard work, so there would be no regrets
about not trying hard enough if it goes under. I’m not going back on that
commitment. I’m just in a bitchy mood. My morning sucked and I’m feeling whiny.
Ignore me. In fact, I’ll make that easy for you. I’m off to the liquor store.
Don’t attempt to make anyone anything alcoholic to drink before I get back.”


Jayne glanced at the clock. “It’s nearly eleven. You better
hurry or I might not be able to keep that promise.”


Stephanie headed for the back parking lot and her car,
stepping out of the bar and into the late spring morning. It was May. Flowers
were in full bloom, the trees and grass green and leafy. It was a beautiful day
full of sunshine and clear blue skies. She drank in the clean air and willed
away her dark mood. She could do this. Today was just a normal day.


One foot in front of the other.


Her pep talk and attempt at happiness was short-lived when
twenty minutes later, she slammed her hand against the steering wheel of her
Volkswagen Bug and started around the city block a second time.


“What the hell is going on?” It was a lousy Thursday and it
wasn’t even lunchtime yet. There shouldn’t have been so many cars parked on the
street. All she needed to do was dash into the liquor store for a few bottles
of booze. Surely there was one open parking spot in this godforsaken city.


She hit another red light and her face flushed with a sudden
surge of anger. She was two seconds away from blowing a major fuse. There was
no denying it. She was trapped in the day from fucking hell. She’d overslept
then, in her haste to get ready, she’d dropped her iPod in the toilet. Her cat
had yakked up a hairball in the middle of her new dining room rug, and then the
incident behind the bar with all the shattered liquor bottles.


Jayne was wrong. Stephanie did need a do-over, a chance to
claim defeat, limp into bed and sleep ’til the growing headache pressing
against her skull stopped hurting. Then tomorrow she’d try getting out of bed
on the right side.


As she rounded the corner and faced passing the liquor store
once more, she cried uncle on finding a parking spot. “Fuck it.”


She pulled up to a sweet cherry-red [bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Camaro parked right in front of the store, threw on her
blinkers and turned the car off. She could get what she needed in a jiffy. The
street wasn’t that damn busy and it was wide enough to support her brief stint
of double-parking.


“Two minutes,” she said to no one in particular as she
climbed out of the driver’s seat and hastily walked into the liquor store.


 


Jarod Nolan emerged from the barber shop and ran his hand
through his short brown hair, enjoying the lighter, cooler feel of it. He’d
considered letting it grow longer, now that he was a detective, to blend in
with the lowlifes on the southeast side of the city, but after last night he’d
decided fuck it. It was time for a fresh start. He’d finally received
his promotion to detective, a position he’d wanted since graduating from the
police academy, and today was his first day in the new job.


He’d intended to celebrate his success last night with
Cheryl, but that plan had backfired, big-time, and now he didn’t feel much like
smiling about anything.


He let his brain replay Cheryl’s words as she’d dumped him
after the special dinner he’d organized. “I can’t really explain it, Jarod,”
she’d said. “Fact is you’re just too nice for me. You’re sort of boring.”


He rolled his eyes. Since when was being a cop synonymous
with acting like a bad boy? Fucking television and movies glamorized a job that
at times felt like little more than grunt work.


While Cheryl liked bragging to her girlfriends she was
dating some super-macho version of Dirty Harry, the truth was he typically sat
on his ass patrolling the streets for long hours, ticketing speeders and
arresting drunks or abusive husbands. After hours of driving around in his
patrol car, he preferred going home at the end of his shift and just chilling,
watching movies or reading a book. Unfortunately, Cheryl would beg him for
details about his day, hoping for some exciting drama she could relate to
others. His real life never lived up to her romanticized idea of what it should
be, and eventually he stopped talking about work completely.


“Boring,” he muttered, his temper spiking at the
recollection. “Fucking nice.” A blonde woman, walking some poor frou-frou dog
with ridiculous purple ribbons around its ears, gave him a quick sideways
glance and then hurried along.


He’d dated Cheryl for nearly six months and, while the
breakup wasn’t completely unwanted, he’d actually expected he’d be the one
doing the dumping.


He walked down the sidewalk toward his car. As he
approached, he realized he was blocked in by some asshole who’d decided to
double-park.


What the fuck?


He glanced at the time on his cell phone. He was exactly ten
minutes away from being late to work—on his first day in a new division. Great.


He sucked in an annoyed breath and then an evil thought
occurred to him. Pretty stupid to double-park next to a cop. Maybe he should
clock in early. He disengaged the locks on his car, opened the door, and
reached toward the passenger seat, where he had his ticket book. He was
supposed to turn it in today. As a detective, that was one part of the job he
was looking forward to leaving behind.


Looked like he was about to write his last parking ticket.


Cheryl’s voice rang in his ears, taunting him. Too nice,
huh? Yeah, well, this person was going to see just how nice he wasn’t.


He stood behind the light-blue convertible Bug and started
writing down the tag numbers. If the owner didn’t show up in the next five
minutes, he’d call for a tow truck. He did a mental tally of how much money
this ill-advised decision was going to cost someone and let that figure soothe
his anger.


He finished filling in the information before tearing off the
ticket and tossing the book back into his car. He’d just thrust the ticket into
the back pocket of his jeans, prepared to wait for the car’s owner, when a
pretty chestnut-haired woman walked out of the liquor store with a box full of
bottles. She acknowledged his presence behind her car with a quick nod then
proceeded to place the box on the passenger seat of her vehicle. Looked like
she was having one hell of a party.


She was an extremely attractive woman. He ventured to guess
she was in her late twenties. Her light suntan told him she was either a sun
worshipper or no stranger to a tanning bed. She wasn’t thin, though he wouldn’t
say she was overweight either. When she bent down, he was treated to a pretty
nice view of her full, round ass. He forced himself to look away before he
forgot his purpose.


When he didn’t move, she looked at him, her chocolate-brown
eyes capturing his as she shrugged. “Parking is brutal in town these days.”


He nodded. She had no reason to suspect he was a cop. He was
dressed in street clothing and driving his own car. There wasn’t anything to
clue her in to how screwed she was.


“Double-parking is illegal.”


His comment stopped her for a second and she looked at his
Camaro. “Oh my God, is that your car? I’m so sorry. I swear I circled the block
twice looking for a spot. I knew I’d only be inside for a few minutes. You
couldn’t have been waiting long, right?”


He hadn’t been standing on the street much time at all, but
that wasn’t the point. “Long enough,” he muttered. Ordinarily, he’d have
shrugged off the offense and issued the woman a warning. Problem was, he wasn’t
in the mood to be generous. He was tired of being nice.


His cold response tweaked her temper—anger flared in her
dark eyes and strangely enough, it pleased him. He was itching for a fight.


“I wasn’t in the liquor store more than ten minutes.” Her
voice had lost some of its conciliatory tone.


“Doesn’t really matter, does it? Whether you were
double-parked for ten minutes or ten hours, it’s still a violation.”


She narrowed her eyes, annoyed by his haughty tone. “What
are you, a cop?”


He grinned at her question and pulled the ticket out of his
back pocket. “As a matter of fact…” He handed her the ticket, adding,
“Detective Nolan.”


She muttered a softly spoken but clearly enunciated “fuck”
under her breath. “Listen, Detective—”


He cut her off. He’d heard every excuse in the book during
his years patrolling the streets. One of the best parts about being undercover
with the drug task force meant he wouldn’t be subjected to angry retorts,
tearful pleas or seductive come-ons as women tried to get out of tickets. “Save
it for the judge.”


“Judge?”


“You clearly want to protest this injustice.” He was sure to
imbue as much sarcasm into his comment as possible. “You can lodge your complaint
in court, not to me. I’m late for work. So if you don’t mind—” He gestured to
her car.


Her eyes narrowed. “You know, you don’t have to be such a
jerk about this. I wasn’t away from my car more than ten minutes.”


“And because your time is more valuable than mine, you felt
justified in parking illegally, blocking me in and breaking the law.”


“Are you kidding me? Don’t you have any real crimes to
solve, Detective? You have nothing better to do than harass a law-abiding
citizen?”


He raised his eyebrow at her comment. “Do you need me to
define ‘illegal’ for you?”


She placed her hands on her hips and leaned forward
slightly. “Oh wow. Hello, Mr. Power Trip. Didn’t your mother ever tell you it
doesn’t cost anything to be nice?”


He released a bark of cold laughter. “What is it with you
women? You want us to be nice when it suits you and bad boys when it doesn’t.”


The woman looked confused. “What the hell are you talking
about?”


He shook his head. He was letting his anger at Cheryl carry
over to the job. It was stupid and unreasonable. This woman didn’t deserve his
abuse. However, before he could offer an apology or backtrack, the woman jammed
the parking ticket into her jeans pockets. “Whatever. This sucks. You
suck. Goodbye.”


She quickly walked to the driver’s side and climbed in. He
regretted letting her leave the second she pulled away.


Shaking his head, he got into his own car, leaning his head
against the headrest.


She was right.


He did suck.






Chapter Two


 


Stephanie rubbed a weary hand over her face. The Romantic
Hearts book club meeting was in full swing as she dropped off the second round
of Screwdrivers. She wasn’t sure what book they were discussing, but it must
have been a hot one. The ladies were animated and laughing loudly over a
certain racy passage.


It was only seven o’clock, but she felt like she’d been on
her feet for years rather than a few hours. She was still stewing over the
parking ticket in her pocket. She’d never met a more arrogant, condescending
police officer in her life. She had half a mind to storm over to the police
department and file a complaint against Detective Nolan.


The only thing holding her back was that ultimately she had
been wrong. She should have known better than to do something so stupid. Her
day had been one long string of bad luck. It only stood to reason that the
first time she’d ever double-parked in her life, she’d block in a freaking cop.
Murphy’s Law was having a lot of fun at her expense.


She hadn’t told the other girls about the ticket upon
returning to the bar because she was equal parts irritated and embarrassed.
She’d just carefully stepped over the mat, put the liquor bottles on the
counter and gotten to work.


Surprisingly Thursdays were pretty good days for them,
business-wise. In addition to the book club meeting, there were quite a few
regulars who came to have a drink or two and unwind with a newspaper or the
newest novels.


Speaking of regulars, Stephanie took a detour to a chair in
the corner. “You need me to freshen up your drink, Elias?”


Elias Clark was Books and Brew’s most loyal patron. He came
in two nights a week—Thursdays and Saturdays—and he always followed the same
routine. He’d claim his chair in the quietest corner of the shop, drink
two scotch and sodas—never more than two—and read the newspaper. Then he’d find
Jayne and she’d talk him into buying a new book.


“Thank you, Stephanie. I believe I am ready for my
second glass.”


She picked up his empty tumbler and started to walk back to
the bar, but Elias stopped her with a question. “You okay tonight? You seem
tired. That’s not like you. You’re usually the life of this place.”


She smiled at his compliment and shrugged easily. “I’ve had
a long day.”


A very long one, she thought.


“Perhaps you could take off early?” Elias suggested. “Go
home and rest. I bet the other ladies wouldn’t mind covering for you.”


Stephanie glanced around the shop. Jayne was leading the
book discussion, while Sophie and Jordan were helping various customers, either
by finding books or serving drinks.


She shook her head. “Only a few more hours until closing
time. I’ll be fine ’til then.”


Elias gave her a friendly smile and she felt grateful for
his concern.


She was halfway to the bar when she spotted a familiar face
walking through the front door. She stopped in her tracks. Detective Nolan
sauntered in like he owned the place and the temper she’d managed to subdue all
afternoon flared hot once again.


He glanced around the bar quickly, looking over at the
boisterous book group as he took a seat at the end of the bar. His gaze missed
her completely.


Suddenly she felt as if the clouds on her lousy day had
lifted and she’d been granted a bit of good fortune. She’d had hours to fume
about the detective’s behavior and, as always happened, she’d thought of a
million clever, cutting things she could have said to him after she’d
driven away. She’d been pissed off about missing her opportunity.


A smile crossed her face. Time for round two.


She walked toward him.


As if sensing sudden danger, the detective turned, his gaze
catching hers as she approached. She enjoyed the myriad emotions that covered
his face in the few short steps it took her to reach him—surprise, annoyance,
anger and, finally, was that regret? The last pulled her up short for a moment,
then she drew near.


“Well, well, well, if it isn’t De—”


The detective grabbed her shoulders, pulled her toward him
and cut off her words with a kiss that left her stunned motionless for a full
thirty seconds.


What the hell?


She put her hands on his chest and tried to push him away,
but the man was relentless. He turned his head slightly, his tongue brushing
her lower lip. She gasped and he took advantage, opening her mouth even more
for his beautiful assault.


Stephanie might be angry, but she appreciated a good kiss as
much as the next woman, and it seemed a shame to interrupt the man when he was
on a roll. Then she recalled the ticket and his rudeness. She shoved at his
chest again, but he dipped his tongue in farther, the brief scent and flavor of
peppermint on his breath making her mouth water.


Anger. Arousal. Those two emotions seemed to be in direct
opposition and she was torn. Should she break the contact—and his neck—or hang
on and enjoy the ride? For all his personality defects, the cop could work
magic with his mouth. Holy wow.


He stroked her tongue with his, touching it with quick,
teasing brushes. His hands moved from her shoulders to her face, cupping her
cheeks, and Stephanie felt herself go molten, her panties suddenly wet. She was
a sucker for a sexy kisser and a good face hold. God, she loved it when a guy
touched her cheeks so sweetly.


After a few hours, the detective pulled away, though his
face was so close to hers, she could feel his hot breath on her skin. With a
bit of distance between them, Stephanie’s wits began to return.


“Are you mental?” she whispered, too breathless to speak
louder.


“No.”


His answer was too quick, too pat, too unsatisfying.


“You better have a damn good reason for doing that, Offi—”


He covered her mouth with his again. Rather than repeating
the initial, long, soul-searching kiss, this time it was harder, hungrier. The
horny fool inside her returned the effort…with interest.


The next time he moved away, he spoke first. “Is there
somewhere private where we can talk?”


She snorted. She couldn’t help it. “You just came in here
and attacked me in my bar. I’m not about to go anywhere with you alone until
you give me some answers.”


The detective sighed heavily and then looked around, first
at the bar and then over his shoulder, through the plate-glass window facing
the street. Stephanie noticed he hadn’t released her and she was beginning to
suspect it was to keep her in check.


For what?


“How about outside? The city street is private enough for
our conversation, but public enough you don’t have to worry about me
overpowering and taking advantage of you.”


She heard the humor in his tone, but she also sensed there
could be some truth to his admission. Of course, she wasn’t so sure she’d kick
up much of a fuss should he try that overpowering thing.


She looked at his quiet, serious face and just like that,
she knew she’d be perfectly safe with him. Damn it. “Street’s fine, but
make it quick. I’m working.”


He grinned and her stomach lurched unsteadily at the sight.
Detective Asshole, as she’d taken to thinking of him in her mind, was gorgeous.
Stunningly so. With deep, rich brown hair and eyes so dark they looked black,
he also had a small cleft in his chin that added a bit of interest to his
perfectly put-together face.


“You work here.” His words didn’t seem to be posed as a
question so she didn’t answer. Instead, she followed him as he headed for the
front door. He’d released her face, only to reach down and grasp her hand. She
felt foolish and ridiculously happy to be holding his hand as they walked to
the sidewalk, standing right outside Books and Brew. She noticed he was careful
to make sure she was still in sight of her friends inside. She appreciated that
small, thoughtful gesture.


So much for first impressions.


The detective was quickly becoming an enigma—asshole, sexy,
arrogant, confusing. He pushed every button inside her and poked at every
emotion. This was not good.


 


Jarod turned to look at the woman he’d issued a ticket to
earlier in the day and forced himself not to gloat over her kiss-swollen lips.
He’d come to the bar while shadowing his first suspect as a detective. When he
spotted the double-parker, he knew he was in serious danger of having his cover
blown.


When she started to speak, her voice about to loudly call
him “detective”, he’d acted out of desperation, instinct and desire. Christ. He
hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Stephanie Harper all day. He’d looked
up her tag number as soon as he’d clocked into work. He’d found her name,
address and the picture on her driver’s license. Her face had haunted him as he
considered what a jerk he’d been.


“Well?” she prompted when he failed to speak. He shook
himself. He must look like a jackass. He’d used the kiss to silence her, but
the ploy had backfired. The pressure his now-erect cock was putting on the
thick, unyielding material of his jeans was painful.


“Guess now I know why you bought all that liquor. I thought
you were having a party.”


Jesus. As far as opening lines went, that was probably the
dumbest of all time. He tried to will his hard-on away. His brain needed a bit
more blood flow.


She gave him what he was coming to recognize as her standard
what the fuck look and he tried not to groan.


“I want to apologize for kissing you like that, but it was
the quickest way I could think of to shut you up.”


“Oh my God. You really are insane.”


“No, wait,” he said, when she turned to walk away. “Let me
explain.”


She crossed her arms accentuating the full breasts in her
tight T-shirt. He wished she’d put them back down. She wasn’t making this very
easy on him. Standing face-to-face, there was no way for him to covertly adjust
his cock without her noticing.


“You have two minutes and then I’m going back inside. If you
attempt to follow me, I’m calling for cops who aren’t fucking lunatics.”


“I’m undercover.”


“So?”


“So you were about to blow my cover by yelling out my name
in there.”


“I was hardly yelling.”


He wanted to laugh because right now, she was definitely
yelling. She had a rather boisterous way of speaking. He’d noticed it this
morning when they stood outside. She wasn’t overly loud. She just had a strong,
powerful voice. He bet her laughter was the same. Unfortunately, all he’d
managed to provoke from her was disapproving scowls. And red-hot kisses. He
could still taste her on his lips. The woman was sexy as hell.


“I’m on duty and it’s imperative that no one in the bar know
my real profession. I was hoping to come in and have a quiet drink without
drawing any attention to myself.”


Stephanie looked over her shoulder, peering through the
window of the bar. “Who the hell could you be watching in there?”


He grinned at her curiosity. “I can’t tell you that.”


“So you’re undercover in my bar and you think the best way
to silence me is to kiss me?”


He shrugged. She could act as annoyed as she wanted, but he
knew better. “I didn’t hear you complaining.”


“You were holding my mouth hostage.”


He leaned closer, not sure why he enjoyed pushing her
buttons so much. Something about her entire demeanor screamed of passion and
fire and—God help him—sex.


“You weren’t exactly fighting me off. In fact, at one point,
your tongue was in my mouth.”


“You annoy me, Detective Nolan.”


“Jarod.”


“What?”


“My name is Jarod, Stephanie.”


“Oh.” She frowned. “So you know my name. Trying to show off,
Detective?”


“I needed to know what name to put on the ticket. You pulled
away before I could ask to see your license and registration.”


His joke tweaked her temper and it amused him to see her get
fired up. Truth was, he’d let her pull away. He’d known this morning, standing
on the city street with her, he’d never turn the ticket in.


“My, my, my. You know, it seems to me you might want to tuck
some of that cockiness away.” She glanced below his waist and Jarod felt
lightheaded at her seductive look. There was no way she’d missed what he was
packing in his jeans—and he didn’t mean his gun.


“Why’s that?”


“You want to come back into that bar to do your job, right?”


He nodded, narrowing his eyes. What was she playing at?


“You need my silence to do that.”


Blackmail. The conniving, manipulative, gorgeous woman was
going to dicker for her silence.


“I think I’ve proven I know how to silence you.” He started
to reach for her, intent on reclaiming her lips once more. He’d never had such
an instant, insatiable attraction for a woman.


She took a large step back and shook her head. “That won’t
work again.”


He moved forward. “I’m willing to try if you are.”


“Christ. Put the dog on a leash and listen up, Nolan. Tear
up my parking ticket and you can set up a fucking tent in the middle of the bar
for your undercover surveillance.”


He could have told her guilt over his holier-than-thou
behavior wouldn’t allow him to turn the ticket in.


However, he didn’t feel like letting Stephanie off the hook
so easily. She was far too much fun to talk to and tease.


“You know, as a law-abiding citizen, I would think
you’d consider it your duty to remain quiet and allow me to do my job. Don’t
you want me to keep the streets safe?” He enjoyed throwing her words back in
her face. When her brown eyes darkened, he felt another surge of lust rumble
through his body. He’d never been much of a one-night-stand guy, but it was
taking all the strength in his body not to ask Stephanie back to his place.


Not that she would go. He was acting like a prick. Crap,
time to stop teasing her.


“Actually, I believe it was pointed out to me earlier that
I’m a criminal.”


“Now come on, Stephanie, you know I never said that.”


She placed her hands on her hips. “You implied it with all
that illegal this, illegal that crap.”


He sighed. “I was an asshole earlier. I’m sorry for that.”


His sincerity appeared to take her aback and she tilted her
head. He suspected she was trying to figure out his angle, his game.


“By earlier, do you mean the ticket or the kiss?”


“The kiss made me an asshole? I thought you liked it.”


She rolled her eyes, but he could tell she wasn’t angry any
longer. “So you’ll tear up the ticket?” she asked hopefully.


“I never turned it in. I would have torn it up on the street
in front of you, but you took off too quickly. Let’s just say I’d had a very
bad day and you sort of caught the brunt of it.”


She laughed and his earlier suspicions were proven true—she
had a loud, full-body laugh. He found it difficult not to join in, even though
he wasn’t sure what she found so funny.


“Oh my God,” she said after several mirthful moments. “I
think I’ll take your bad day and raise you one super-shitty one.”


“You too, huh?”


She smiled at him. “You have no idea.”


“What do you say we start over? I’m Jarod Nolan.” He reached
out, offering his hand.


She took it—then surprised him by using the grip to pull him
closer. “I’m Stephanie Harper and it seems to me we’re beyond the handshaking
phase.”


Her words, as well as his hand in hers, drew him still
closer. He bent, intent on placing another soft kiss on her lips. They were
virtual strangers, but he’d have been hard-pressed to resist her allure. A gun
pointed at his head couldn’t have kept him from stealing another kiss.


She met him halfway. Their lips touched briefly before the
light went on for both of them. This wasn’t normal behavior. He pulled back as
she took a step away.


“Sorry,” she muttered. “I’m not sure why—”


He shrugged good-naturedly. “I’m not sure either, but it’s
too good to fight.”


She chuckled and shook her head. “So you’re seriously on a
case? There’s some bad guy in my bar right now as we speak?”


Now it was his turn to roll his eyes. Another woman enamored
of the glamour of crime and detective work. Strangely enough, he didn’t mind it
coming from Stephanie. She sounded more concerned about her business and the
safety of the patrons.


He wasn’t sure how to burst her bubble. It was his first day
in his new position and he’d been given a lame case. He was ninety-nine-percent
sure the person he was assigned to follow was innocent, but that didn’t mean he
wasn’t going to do his job.


“There’s a suspect in the bar, but I don’t think anyone is
in harm’s way. I’m just keeping an eye on things.”


She released a relieved breath. “Well, that’s good. I don’t
suppose you can give me a hint of the type of crime we’re talking about here.
It’s not a murder suspect, right?”


He grinned. “No murderers inside as far as I know.”


“Good. Tell you what. Why don’t you come back in and I’ll
buy you a drink. I feel like celebrating a surprisingly good end to a horrible
day.”


“Sounds great, but I think it would be better if you let me
buy my own drink, a non-alcoholic one. We aren’t supposed to know each other
and I’m on duty, remember?”


“Yeah, well, if we’re strangers, that kiss is going to be
tough to explain. But we’ll try it your way. I’ve never seen you before.”


He followed her into the bar without replying. She didn’t
feel like a stranger and God knew he didn’t want her to remain one. He would
definitely be coming back to Books and Brew again, and next time, he would be
off duty.


As they entered the bar, Jarod noticed the book group was
finished for the night. Several of the ladies were putting on their jackets,
settling their tabs and gathering their things.


Two women approached Stephanie with big grins on their
faces.


“So,” the older lady said, “are you going to introduce us to
your new boyfriend, Stephanie?”


Stephanie was quiet for a moment and Jarod could see she was
searching for an answer. It was clear the entire reading group had witnessed
their make-out session by the bar.


“Jarod Nolan,” he said, wrapping his arm around Stephanie’s
shoulders and pulling her closer.


Stephanie gave him her now-familiar WTF glance and he
grinned.


“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends,
sweetheart?” he prompted.


“Um, this is Gladys and her niece, Carol. They’re part of
the Romantic Hearts book club. They meet here every Thursday evening.”


“Ah, Romantic Hearts.” Jarod caught a glimpse of the books
they were holding and the purple cover with some Fabio-looking dude would have
clued him into the genre if the group name hadn’t already. Both women were
looking at him like he was a prime piece of meat and he figured the book must
have gotten them good and worked up. He’d clearly have to avoid Thursday nights
at this bar.


“Tonight’s story was a pirate one, set in the Regency era.
Simply wonderful,” Gladys gushed.


He nodded and tried to keep his thoughts to himself, an
unnecessary effort when Stephanie spoke them aloud herself.


“Weren’t pirates dirty, smelly guys who never bathed and
robbed people blind? How is that romantic?”


Jarod looked over at her and wondered if he’d met the woman
of his dreams.


Gladys shook her head at Stephanie’s disdain. “Oh no, my
dear. That’s not the point, is it? This is fiction, so pirates can be debonair,
handsome, rough. All those amazingly fascinating things. The hero of this book
was quite dashing, and the heroine was a spunky woman who gave him a run for
his money.”


“Isn’t that the prerequisite for all romance books?”
Stephanie’s deadpan tone was nearly his undoing, and Jarod coughed to cover up
the laugh he had trouble stifling.


Gladys didn’t take offense at Stephanie’s observations and
Jarod got the sense this was a familiar conversation. “Ah, we’ll make a
romantic of you one day, Stephanie. I haven’t given up on you. So what do you
do for a living, Jarod?”


He smiled at the older woman and told his lie smoothly.
“Well, I’m no pirate. Just a firefighter.”


“Oh, what an admirable profession.” Gladys’ eyes lit up and
Jarod wondered if she was picturing him as a hero suitable for one of her
books.


Another woman joined their circle and Jarod felt Stephanie
stiffen.


“Hey, Jayne,” Stephanie said. “This is Jarod. Um, we met at
the liquor store and he popped in tonight to surprise me.”


“Oookay,” Jayne said, her gaze not leaving Stephanie. While
Gladys and her niece were acquaintances, it was apparent Jayne was a good
enough friend to be confused by Jarod’s overly familiar touch and the earlier
kiss.


“He asked me out,” Stephanie said.


Jayne nodded. “That’s great. And you say you’re a
firefighter, Jarod?”


Jarod confirmed her question with a short nod. “Gladys and
Carol were just telling me about your book group.”


“Yep, the Romantic Hearts have been meeting every Thursday
evening for over a year now,” Jayne said. “We keep trying to get Stephanie to
join, but she seems to be missing the romance gene.”


Stephanie grinned. “I decided it was a better use of my time
to get in the sex line twice and skip the mushy-gushy procession altogether.”


Jarod swallowed hard, fighting like crazy to keep down the
erection he’d just managed to will away. Nothing worse than standing in a
circle of women with a boner. Every word Stephanie said spoke straight to his
libido. Unable to resist adding to her jest, he pulled her closer. “That’s very
good information to have. What are you doing later tonight?”


The ladies laughed as Gladys shook her head. “Don’t
encourage her. You know Jarod, we’ve been trying to convince a gentleman to
join the Romantic Hearts group. It would be fascinating to get the male
perspective of the stories we read.”


A refusal was poised on the tip of his tongue, but two
thoughts occurred to him. One, if he joined the club, he’d have another chance
to see Stephanie, and two—as an afterthought—he remembered his suspect was a
regular at Books and Brew. If he’d been any sort of decent cop, he would have
thought of the case first, but his cock was currently acting as his brain. “I
think that sounds like fun. I might be able to join you for one week. I’m
usually on duty Thursday nights, but as luck would have it, I’m off next week.
Of course, I’ll only join on one condition.”


It was clear he’d shocked all four women by indicating an
interest in reading even one romance novel.


“What condition?” Jayne asked, her voice telling him she’d
agree to just about anything, and Jarod knew he stood a good chance at getting
his way.


“That Stephanie joins us next week as well. Sounds like we
need to expose her to romance.”


“Forget it.” Stephanie tried to shrug off the arm he still
had wrapped tightly around her shoulder, but he wouldn’t let her escape.
Besides, he liked having her close, and noted how well she fit him. Cheryl had
been petite, nearly a foot shorter than him. It had made kissing—and
sex—challenging at times. Stephanie’s height was perfect for his six-foot-two
frame, the top of her head even with his mouth. He wouldn’t have to bend at all
to press a light kiss against her soft hair.


“Stephanie, please. It’s only for one week and you know
we’ve been trying to get a guy to join us for months.” Jayne’s plea was
genuine.


“What about Elias?”


Jayne shook her head. “He won’t budge.”


Stephanie gave her friend an exasperated glance that turned
malevolent when she looked at Jarod. He grinned. Seemed like someone didn’t
like being trapped. Stephanie wasn’t going down without a fight and it took all
he had not to say, “bring it.”


“You may have next Thursday off, but I don’t. I’m tending
the bar. If I’m in the group, who would make the Screwdrivers?”


A perky blonde, who was waiting tables, walked by at that
exact moment. “I can make Screwdrivers. Who wants one?”


“Oh dear,” Gladys muttered.


“Not tonight, Sophie,” Jayne explained quickly. “Next week,
Stephanie and her new friend Jarod are going to join the Romantic Hearts
discussion. Do you think you could tend bar for an hour or so on your own?”


Sophie shrugged. “Sure. I mean, Stephanie will be close if
someone orders anything too tricky. Might be fun to take over the party queen’s
domain for a little while.”


“Party queen?” he asked.


Sophie giggled. “Stephanie is the ruling fun-maker around
here. We all just follow her lead.”


“Very funny, Soph. I promised Elias a drink ages ago. Go
pour it.”


“Oh,” Jayne said, perking up. “I’ll get it for him. I wanted
to show him a new book that arrived this week.”


When Gladys took up Jarod’s cause, he knew the battle was
won. “Carol, go grab two more copies of next week’s book. Oh my goodness, I can
hardly wait for next Thursday.”


Carol arrived and thrust a book in his hands with a picture
of a guy sporting six-pack abs and a gun.


“No pirate?” he teased.


“Next week’s story is a romantic suspense and it’s about a
hot cop.”


Jarod closed his eyes to keep from rolling them as his
earlier annoyance returned. He’d forgotten to add books to his list of things
that romanticized his job.


Stephanie laughed. “Sounds perfect. I’m in. Might be nice to
see a sexy cop for once.”


He opened his eyes and gave her a wicked grin that promised
he’d show her a sexy cop right now if she wanted. Her eyes widened briefly
before she gave him a smile that couldn’t be misconstrued as saying anything
other than “come to mama”.


Game over. It was official. He wanted Stephanie Harper and
he intended to bring her in. He’d pull out the cuffs if necessary. Hell, he’d
pull them out regardless.






Chapter Three


 


Gladys and Carol said their goodbyes after saddling
Stephanie with the unwanted reading assignment. Sophie went off to wipe up the
tables the book group had just vacated, leaving her alone with her frustrating
cop.


Stephanie sighed. “Wow. Where the hell did that all go
wrong?”


Jarod didn’t seem a bit upset about the evening’s
misunderstandings and missteps. In fact, the man had purposely led everyone
down the wrong path. “What do you mean?”


She needed to put some distance between her and the hot cop.
She couldn’t think when he was touching her. She walked toward the bar, lifting
the panel at the end that allowed her to step behind it. He quickly claimed a
stool across from where she stood and she realized it didn’t matter if he
touched her. Just being in the same room with him had her scrambling to recapture
her wits. She’d never had a man get the best of her or affect her so strongly.
This wasn’t good. She liked being in control, but she suspected Jarod did too.
An image crossed her mind, of two bulls ramming into each other headfirst—until
one or both of them dropped dead of brain damage.


She tidied behind the bar. When she was stressed, she
cleaned. “I thought we were supposed to be strangers?”


He shrugged. “They saw us kissing, so this works out better.
Now I have an excuse to be here all the time. I’ll be your boyfriend.”


Stephanie shook her head emphatically. “Hell no.”


He seemed confused by her adamant refusal. While she
suspected her attraction wasn’t one-sided, there was something about Jarod that
made her uneasy. Not in a creepy way, but in a
things-were-about-to-get-out-of-hand way.


“Why can’t I pretend to be your boyfriend? Are you dating
someone else?”


She briefly considered lying. She could tell him about Hank
the Tank. Instead, she said, “No. I’m not dating anyone.”


Jarod’s eye lit up and she got a sense he was relieved.


Great, I’m definitely in trouble.


Then she remembered his words. He’d “pretend” to be her
boyfriend. “Are you dating someone?”


He shook his head. “Just broke up with my last girlfriend.”
His smile faded a bit. “Or I should say she dumped me.”


Stephanie was shocked. What kind of idiot had he been
dating? “Why?”


“She said I was too nice.”


“Christ. You couldn’t have been dating for long. Did she
even know you?”


Jarod’s grin reappeared and she tried not to acknowledge how
gorgeous he looked when he smiled. She could see herself falling for the
arrogant cop, and she never fell. Never.


“Thanks a lot.” His sardonic tone made her laugh.


“Well, you have to admit, that niceness flaw isn’t
something you’ve been flashing at me much today. You gave me a parking ticket.”


“Which I tore up,” he interrupted.


“Then you kissed me as a means of shutting me up.”


“You liked the kiss. It turned you on, admit it.”


She shook her head. “I’m pleading the fifth on that. Then
you forced me to join some bleeding-hearts, chick-book club. I fucking hate
romance novels.”


“I have to read the book too.”


She gave up. He was too charming and he had an answer for
everything. “Breaking up with someone for being too nice is stupid.”


Jarod nodded, though she didn’t think he seemed too upset
about the loss of his girlfriend.


“How long did you two date?”


“Six months.”


Wow. Definitely not a good time to get involved with the
cop. She wasn’t in the mood to nurse a broken heart or build up a wounded ego.
She had her own shit to deal with. “That’s a long time. You must be pretty torn
up.”


He shook his head. “Not really. I’d seen the handwriting on
the wall. Only thing that smarts is the fact she beat me to the punch.”


Okay. So no rebound.


“How about that drink you promised me?”


She narrowed her eyes. “I thought you were on duty.”


He glanced out the front window. Stephanie followed his
gaze, but she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. There were a few people
hanging out on the sidewalk and a couple of cars parked along the curb.


Apparently, Jarod saw more than she did. “Actually, my
partner’s arrived to relieve me, which means I just got off.”


His words sent an erotic flash through her mind and she
wondered what he would look like with no clothes on, cuffed to her bed as she
rode him.


Then a completely different thought occurred to her as she
considered his easy acceptance of the Romantic Hearts invitation and his sudden
off-duty status. “Is your suspect in the book group?” She couldn’t picture it.
The group was comprised of women mainly in their forties and fifties. She was
at a loss to figure out what sort of crime any of them could commit.


“I can’t answer that. I’m sorry.”


She sighed. Curiosity was one of her more prevalent traits.
She knew he couldn’t discuss his case, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to
be looking at every patron differently until she found out who had brought
Jarod to the bar.


He seemed to sense she was annoyed. Another fact that bugged
her. How could he read her so well?


“I’d be willing to distract you if it would take your mind
off it.”


She imagined all the ways she’d like to be distracted by the
hot cop.


Wonder if he prefers top or bottom. Missionary or
doggy-style.


“Jesus, Steph. You weren’t kidding about getting in the sex
line twice, were you?”


She felt her face flush slightly, though not from
embarrassment. She was horny as crap. “What makes you say that?”


He leaned closer. “What were you just thinking about?”


She considered hedging on her answer, but decided to go with
the truth. “Fucking you.”


He closed his eyes and she wondered what he was thinking.
When he looked at her again, his eyes were dark, hungry. “I’ve never met a
woman like you.”


She smiled. “Easy?”


He shook his head quickly. “No. I don’t think you are.”


He was right. She wasn’t. She didn’t fall into bed with men
easily. Hank had taken her out to dinner at least half a dozen times before she
agreed to sleep with him. While that decision had been driven by physical
needs—she was sick of her vibrator—her reasons for wanting to sleep with Jarod
were different.


Lust was a contributing factor, there was no doubt about
that, but it was more than sex. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she felt
like she knew him, which was crazy considering they hadn’t spent more than an
hour in each other’s presence. He felt like someone she could be really good
friends with.


“I get off at eleven,” she said.


“Is that an invitation?”


“Maybe.” She reached for a tumbler and started mixing
together some ingredients. “Tell you what. Why don’t you have a drink and think
about it.”


She started to place the glass in front of him, but Jarod
grabbed her wrist, preventing her from moving away. “Move closer.”


She wanted to balk at his command, but she leaned toward him
anyway. “What?” she whispered.


“I don’t have to think about anything. I’m going to sit here
until eleven and we’re going to get to know each other while you work. Then I’m
going to take you back to my place, strip off all your clothes and show you how
nice I can be. All night long.”


She raised an eyebrow. “All night?”


He chuckled at her question. Most men were annoyed by her
smartass taunts, but Jarod just seemed amused. Even better, he always had an
answer. “Would you settle for several times over the course of the night?”


“Several times?”


He laughed loudly. “Christ. So much for my ego. How about
twice? With a couple-hour break in between?”


“Well, now,” she drawled, “that sounds real nice.”


“I can see I really am going to have to work on your
sense of romance.”


She licked her lips, wishing he’d kiss her again. As much as
it annoyed her, the damn cop made her feel girlie and dreamy and fucking
ridiculous. She preferred to keep both feet on the ground in relationships.
While flowers and chocolates were nice, they weren’t going to make her fall in
love with a guy. She was knocking on thirty’s door and she’d never met a man
who could go the distance. Her mother’s pathetic track record was a sad
reminder of the fact that forever didn’t exist except in fiction.


He released her hand and looked at his glass. “What am I
drinking?”


“That’s a little concoction I like to call Party Naked.”


He took a tentative sip. “Not bad. Raspberry?”


She nodded. “Among other things.”


“Party Naked, huh? Is this supposed to be a hint?”


She rested her arms on the bar, enjoying their easy banter.
“I like to party and I’m definitely a clothing-optional kind of girl.”


He lifted his hand and ran it through her hair. She wasn’t
sure what it was about his gentle touches that turned her on so much, but one
smoldering look and soft stroke from him had her panting like a dog in heat.


“I can do clothing optional.”


Sophie cleared her throat loudly and Stephanie stepped away.


“Criminy. I’d tell you two to get a room, but didn’t you
just meet?”


Stephanie picked up a peanut from one of the bowls on the
bar and threw it at her friend. “Did you need something or are you just in
annoying mode?”


Sophie didn’t take offense. One of the best things about
owning a business with her best friends was, after years together, they could
say anything without hurting each other’s feelings. In many ways, they were
more like sisters than friends.


“I need a couple of glasses of Merlot.”


Stephanie nodded and grabbed two wineglasses. Her gaze kept
drifting to Jarod, who was watching her. There was an intensity, a determination
on his face that took her breath away. She wasn’t sure how any woman could
mistake him as too nice.


She handed the drinks to Sophie then started wiping the
counter again.


“So I told you about my breakup, what was your last
relationship like?”


Jarod’s question caught her off-guard and she stopped
cleaning. “Last relationship?” Her mind raced over the last few men she’d gone
out with. She hadn’t dated any of them longer than a month or two and her
emotions certainly hadn’t been involved. Did that make them relationships? Her
gut said no.


“Wow,” Jarod said after a few moments. “Didn’t realize that
was going to be such a tough question.”


She grinned. “Me either. I think it’s safe to say it’s been
awhile. Starting up Books and Brew has really cut into my social life.”


“I’ve been wondering about that. You’re the owner of this
place?” He looked impressed. She was pleased by the change of subject. While
her track record with love was a bust, the business was something in which she
took a great deal of pride.


“Part owner. I opened it up with Jayne, Sophie and
Jordan—you haven’t met her yet.”


“Cool. I imagine it’s nice being your own boss.”


She leaned her elbows on the counter. “It’s fantastic.
Opening this place was a dream come true for me.”


“Seems to be pretty successful.”


She nodded. “We’ve been up and running for two years now and
business keeps growing.”


“The concept is cool. Looks like you’ve got a lot of
regulars.”


“Oh, we do. Jayne is queen of book groups. In addition to
the Romantic Hearts, she runs one that discusses mysteries and another that’s
all about science fiction and fantasy novels, so she brings in a lot of
customers that way.”


“Clever Jayne. I like the interior design. It’s really
comfortable in here.”


“We tried to set the whole place up like a gigantic living
room.” Stephanie scanned the room and imagined seeing it for the first time,
like Jarod was. There were bookshelves along two walls, the big picture window
along the third, and the bar on the fourth. There were customers sitting in
scattered comfy chairs and at tables around the room.


“Anybody ever play that piano?” Jarod asked.


She nodded. “We added that a few months ago. Jordan had a
friend who was giving it away, so we nabbed it. We have a guy who comes in on
Saturday evenings—sort of a Billy Joel-like piano man. He takes requests and is
an awesome singer. That’s usually our busiest night. There are also some
patrons who like to come in and give impromptu concerts. It’s fun.”


Jarod asked various other questions, showing a genuine
interest in learning more about the place. After several minutes, she stopped
talking. “I’m probably boring the hell out of you.”


He shook his head. “Not at all. It’s obvious you have a mind
for business, as do your friends. This place is awesome. Wish I’d known about
it before now. I would have been here much sooner.”


“Yeah.” She leaned closer. “Tell all your cop friends. Maybe
we can expose them to a bit of literature while they get their drunk on.”


“You joke, but I actually have a few friends on the force
who would love this place. It’s off the beaten track and peaceful.”


“Yeah, that’s exactly what it is.” She was pleased he
appreciated the same things about her bar that she did.


They continued talking as she worked, discussing everything
from politics to arguing over which animal made the best pet. Stephanie was a
cat person, while Jarod resided firmly in the dog camp. When Jayne said goodbye
to the last customer and threw the lock on the front door, Jarod stood and
offered to help Stephanie tidy up.


Neither Jayne nor Sophie said much as the four of them
worked together to get the place shut down for the night, though she could see
they were dying with curiosity over Jarod sticking around to help out.
Stephanie was sure her friends would assault her with a million questions
tomorrow morning. For tonight, they were on their best behavior. Well, sort of.
Twice, she caught Sophie checking out Jarod’s ass and then giving her the
thumbs-up.


Stephanie rolled her eyes and struggled not to laugh at her
friend’s impressed face. She didn’t disagree. Jarod had a fine ass. She’d snuck
a peek more than a few times tonight.


Finally, Jayne and Sophie said their goodnights, walking
toward the back door and the small lot where they all parked their cars.


Stephanie was trying to figure out how to make the next
move. All night she’d walked around in a permanent state of sexual awareness.
Her panties were drenched and her nipples were so tight and sensitive, she had
to suck in a deep breath every time the cotton rubbed against them a certain
way.


“My car’s out front,” he said. “Ride with me. I’ll bring you
back here for your car in the morning.”


His words weren’t a question, and again she was struck by
his dominance. She recognized it well. It was a bit like looking in a mirror.
“Or I can follow you to your place and leave immediately if you’re lame in
bed.”


He smiled, not offended. “That’s not going to be an issue.”


“So says every man on the planet, but the fact is a lot of
you do suck at sex.”


“You know this from personal experience?”


She picked up her purse. “Unfortunately, yes.”


“I want you to ride home with me.”


While her body wanted that too, her head was firing up all
sorts of alarms. She’d just met this guy, she had no idea where he lived, and
if things went south, she needed an escape plan.


“But,” he said, “you’re smart to take your own car.”


She laughed at the resigned look on his face. He knew as
well as she did why she was hesitating. “Bet you hate being a cop sometimes,
don’t you?”


Jarod took her hand in his. “Yep. If you were my sister or a
female friend, I’d be reading you the riot act for even agreeing to go home
with a guy you just met. While I know I’m perfectly safe, you have no way of
really knowing that.”


“I have mace in my purse and a wicked right hook. Plus I
know what my gut says.”


“What’s that?” He lifted her hand and placed a soft kiss on
her palm. Again with the gentle caresses that drove her out of her mind. She
fought to suppress a shiver of desire. Jarod was too observant. If he realized
how much he was turning her on, he’d keep going, pressing harder. She was a
powder keg about to blow.


“You really are a nice guy,” she teased.


“Ouch.”


“If you know it’s safer for me to drive myself, why even
offer to drive me home?”


He shrugged. “Because I’m afraid you’ll change your mind
halfway there and turn around. My cock’s fucking killing me. I know I promised
you two decent rounds, but I’m pretty sure the first time’s going to be fast.
Really fast. I need you, Steph, and I want you. Bad.”


“I feel the same way. Let’s go.”


He walked her to her car and even opened the door. He
chuckled as she climbed in.


“Are you laughing at my car?”


Jarod looked at it and shook his head. “Not really. I have
to say the Bug seems to fit your personality. It’s just so small in there. I’m
glad you didn’t offer to drive. I don’t think I’d like riding home with my
knees pressed against my chin.”


“It’s not that small.”


He gave her his address and she plugged his cell number into
her phone in case they got separated on the trip to his home. She gave him her
number as well. Jarod walked around the block and waited until she was behind
him before heading toward his house.


As she drove in silence, she had to admit Jarod had a valid
point. Being alone gave her too much time to think about what she was about to
do.


She wasn’t having second thoughts about the sex part. She
rarely did. She’d long ago given up caring what society thought about women who
embarked on sexual affairs. She liked sex a lot and she didn’t feel the need to
apologize for that. There were too many double standards attached to the
physical act as far as she was concerned.


Her doubts in regards to Jarod had nothing to do with the
physical attraction. That was irrefutable and she wasn’t the sort of person to
deny herself something she wanted.


Her unease centered on the man himself. She’d never felt
such an instant connection to anyone. He was getting into her head and under
her skin. A state she simply wasn’t comfortable with.


Her cell phone rang. Glancing at the number, she laughed.
“Yes?”


“You’re still following me. I’m taking that as a good sign.”


She smiled at his taillights, turning left when he did.
“Don’t get too cocky. It’s still hit or miss back here.”


His sigh was loud enough to carry through the line. “Yeah,
that’s what I thought. Figured I’d call to distract you.”


“That’s cheating.”


“I’m a desperate man.”


God. Everything was so easy with him. They’d talked for
three hours at the bar and the time had flown by. He was funny, intelligent,
interesting and she’d found herself sharing things about herself she’d told
very few people.


“You’ve gone quiet,” he said. “What’s going on in that sexy
brain of yours?”


“There has to be something wrong with you.”


“I told you what’s wrong with me. I’m too nice.” She could
tell from the tone in his voice, she’d amused him.


“Don’t be absurd. That’s the dumbest breakup line in
history. I think that one might top the it’s-not-you-it’s-me bullshit.”


“I’m arrogant, controlling and a homebody. I exercise a
little too compulsively and I leave wet towels on the bathroom floor.”


“Gross.”


“Do you need more?”


“No,” she joked. “I’m still trying to recover from the
wet-towel flaw. That’s a biggie. We should probably call a halt to this now.”


“Stephanie. I know we just met and I know we’re driving to
my house for sex. But I’m not intending for this to be a one-night stand. I
think you’re funny and pretty and I’d like to ask you out for a real date to
see where this thing leads us. I’ve had a great time tonight. Even if you did
turn around and go home right now, I’d still call you tomorrow and I’d still
want to see you again.”


She sighed. Greatest thing a guy had ever said to her. She
wasn’t a romantic and she didn’t believe in love at first sight, but even she
could appreciate the beauty of that line.


“I’m not going anywhere tonight except your bed. Are we
almost there?”


She felt like she could actually hear his smile through the
phone. “Actually, as luck would have it, we’re here.”


He pulled into the driveway of a brick rancher. The front
porch light was on, illuminating a couple of rocking chairs and an
honest-to-God porch swing. The place looked homey and inviting.


“Nice,” she said, as she put the car into park and turned
off the ignition. She was still holding the phone and talking to Jarod, even
though he’d climbed out of his car and was walking toward her.


“Glad you like it,” he said into the receiver, disconnecting
as he opened her car door. “Home sweet home.”


“Gotta admit I expected an apartment or even a condo.”


“I inherited it from my grandmother when she passed away a
few years back. I’ve spent the last three years trying to update the
inside—move the interior design out of the seventies.”


She feigned a wince. “Oh God, don’t tell me. Shag carpet?”


He nodded. “Wall to wall—brown and gold. But not to worry,
that’s all gone now. Ripped that shit up the first weekend I moved in.”


He took her hand and helped her out of the car. She grabbed
her purse then engaged the locks as he led her up the porch stairs to the front
door.


He put the key in the lock then turned to look at her. She
expected him to ask her if she was sure she wanted to come in. Instead, he
surprised her. “I’m really glad you’re here, Stephanie. Never thought I’d say
this, but I feel like crime paid today.”


“Open the door, Jarod.”






Chapter Four


 


Jarod stepped over the threshold with Stephanie, trying to
calm the nervous anticipation stirring inside him. He wasn’t a monk. He’d dated
lots of women and he’d held more than a few overnights in his house, but for
some reason, he was putting some sort of significance on this night. He wanted
Stephanie to like his house and he was praying they were compatible in bed. God
knew they seemed to be a perfect match out of it.


He’d laughed when she’d asked what his flaws were. He
suspected she hadn’t meant to speak that question aloud, but he agreed with the
sentiment. For the past few hours, he’d talked to and listened to Stephanie
Harper, wondering how in the hell she was still single.


“How old are you?”


She didn’t seem shocked by his abrupt question.
“Twenty-nine. How old are you?”


“Thirty-three.”


He walked to the end table by the sofa and turned on a lamp.


She looked around as he studied her face for a reaction to
his house. It was ridiculous to be so proud of four walls and a roof, but he’d
put a lot of blood, sweat and some serious cash into the place, and for some
strange reason, Stephanie’s opinion of it mattered.


“I didn’t peg you for a colors guy.”


“No?”


She shook her head. “Saw you as off-white all the way.”


He grinned. “I hate white. Grew up in an all-white
house—spotless walls, spotless floors, everything pristine and perfect. Sort of
made life rough for a boy with dirty hands who tracked mud wherever he went.
Always swore when I got my own place, I’d make it hard to see the dirt.”


“All boy, huh? Now that I can see. And this place
doesn’t look that dirty. Pretty neat for a bachelor’s pad.”


He shrugged. He’d cleaned the house top to bottom as part of
the special dinner celebration he’d planned for Cheryl—pre-breakup. Jarod
wasn’t too keen to let Stephanie know what a schmuck he’d been for trying to
impress his ex-girlfriend on the night she’d dumped him. Usually, the place
looked a lot more lived-in and, well, messy.


“Want a tour?”


She tilted her head and gave him a sultry smile. “Can it
start and end in the bedroom?”


“Jesus. Anyone ever tell you you’re perfect?”


“Horny equals perfection?”


He reached out to grip her by the waist. Pulling her close,
he relished the nearness of her body and was reminded of her question in the
car. “I’ve been watching you for hours, Stephanie Harper, and with the
exception of your questionable parking habits, I can’t find a damn thing wrong
with you either.”


She snorted, dismissing his compliment out of hand. “I’m
bossy, sarcastic and I tend to think I know it all. I hate spinach, cooked fruit
and I never put the cap back on the toothpaste.”


He winced. “Gotta admit I hate that last one. Nothing worse
than toothpaste globs in the sink.”


She put her hands on his chest, letting her fingers drift
down his shirt. “It’s still early, Jarod. Chances are pretty good this is a
fluke. Come morning, we’ll wonder what we saw in each other.”


He moved his hands from her waist to her hips, dragging her
closer to his cock. “You always so optimistic?”


“I prefer realistic.”


He leaned forward, letting his lips drift over the soft skin
of her cheek. “Fair enough. We’ll enjoy tonight and let the War of the Roses
begin tomorrow.”


“Have we talked enough?”


He nipped her earlobe, and then pressed a long kiss on her
neck, enjoying her satisfied groan. “Definitely.”


As they made their way down the hallway to the master
bedroom, they left a trail of clothing in their wake, making a lot of pit stops
along the way for kissing and touching. By the time they arrived in his room,
he was shirtless, shoeless and his jeans were unzipped. To his delight,
Stephanie was in a similar state. Leading her to the bed, he wrapped his arms
around her to unhook her lacy bra.


“Wait a minute,” he said, when she started to pull the
material away. He turned on the nightstand lamp. “I want to see you.”


She gave him a seductive wink as the room was cast in soft
lighting. She was confident, sensuous, beautiful. He hadn’t met many women so
comfortable in their own skin.


“I think we’ve entered the party-naked phase of the
evening,” she teased.


“Thank God for that.”


She pulled her bra off, dropping it to the floor. For one
long moment, Jarod was rooted to the spot. Stephanie was built. He was a breast
man and proud of it. Her breasts were full, perky and made for sucking. Unable
to resist, he bent forward and took one nipple into his mouth, claiming the
other with his hand.


She gasped at his hasty touch before reaching up, gripping
his hair tightly in her fingers. “God that feels good,” she murmured as he
increased the suction, teasing the tight nub with his teeth.


He switched breasts, pushing slightly until Stephanie sat on
the edge of the bed. He followed her down, kneeling on the floor between her
legs. “I want to fuck you here,” he said, pinpointing his desire by dragging
his tongue along the valley between her breasts.


“Mmm. Okay. I have a bit of free time now. I think I could
work you into my schedule.”


He chuckled at her haste. He shared that same impatience. He
wanted to take her a thousand different ways at once. One night wouldn’t be
enough.


“Later. After.” She’d reduced his vocabulary down to single
words. Soon he’d be grunting like a fucking caveman. He gripped the waistband
of her jeans and panties. She rose slightly, helping him pull them over her
legs and off. The second she was naked, he pushed her legs apart and bent
forward once more, this time aiming lower.


She moaned loudly as he swept his tongue along the slit
between her legs, getting his first taste of her sweet juices. Her hands flew
to his shoulders and he suspected she was simply looking for something solid to
hang on to. Her legs hung loosely off the edge of his bed as he rubbed her clit
with his tongue, rapidly.


“Fuck. I could come right now.” Her fingers tightened on his
shoulders, her grip almost painful. He wondered if he’d have bruises there
tomorrow. Her rough passion matched his.


“Do it,” he urged, nipping her clit with his teeth as he
pushed one, then two fingers into her pussy. He’d thrust no more than half a
dozen times when her inner muscles contracted, clenching forcefully against
him, flooding his fingers with her arousal. Her climax was fast, hard, and he
liked how vocal she was.


“God, yes,” she yelled. “Jesus, Jarod.”


He continued to press inside, drawing out her orgasm as long
as possible. He felt lightheaded from a lack of blood supply to the brain. His
cock was about to burst. He’d been too hard, too long. He’d warned her the
first round would be fast, but as she continued to thrust and gyrate against
his fingers, he worried this inaugural event would actually be a solo mission.
He was seconds away from coming in his pants.


Jarod pulled away slowly, taking several deep, painful
breaths as he tried to calm the demands of his own body. For a few moments,
both of them remained still. Stephanie had fallen back on the bed, her
breathing heavy, labored as she recovered.


He closed his eyes and counted to twenty. When that failed
to bring his cock under control, he headed to fifty.


He was on sixty-two when Stephanie spoke. “You okay?”


He opened his eyes and looked at her. Shaking his head, he
tried to smile. “If I try to take off my jeans, I’m going to come.”


She reacted exactly as he expected. She laughed, a
beautiful, trilling sound that resonated right to the heart of him. Stephanie
might not believe in love at first sight, but he sure as hell was starting to.


After a few mirthful moments, she sat up, her face still
covered with a mischievous grin. “How about if we’re veery, veery careful?”


“This isn’t funny.”


“You’re right,” she said, her voice belying her words, “this
is a serious situation.”


“Laugh it up now, bar girl, because I promise you, payback
is a bitch.”


She wasn’t chastened. “Stand up.”


He took one more deep, steadying breath and gritted his
teeth as he rose. His cock twitched and his eyes drifted closed as the denim rubbed
against a sensitive pressure point.


“Wow,” she said, looking up at him from where she sat on his
bed. “You weren’t lying. You are close.”


She reached out to grip his waistband and he grabbed her
wrists. “Gently,” he cautioned.


“Don’t worry,” she said as she slowly worked his jeans over
his hips. “I have a plan.”


He held his breath as she worked the material of his pants
and boxers away from his cock. Jarod didn’t suck in an ounce of air until he
felt his jeans hit his ankles. For a split second, he thought he was home free.
He’d take a few minutes to get his act together then he’d put on a condom and
give Miss Harper a hard, albeit fast, ride.


That plan was wiped away the second Stephanie’s lips
engulfed the head of his cock.


“Fuck!” He gripped her head, intent on pushing her away, but
she moved fast, taking him deeper into her hot, wet mouth.


He was a goner. She sucked him deeply, retreating only twice
before taking him all the way to her throat. His fingers tightened in her hair
and she moaned. It wasn’t a pained sound; rather, it had a sexy, do-that-again
tone. He pulled with more force and she hummed. The vibrations pushed him over
the cliff and into the abyss. He came quickly and Stephanie was there, drinking
down every red-hot drop.


When she released him, Jarod dropped to his knees in front
of her, pulling her face to his. He needed to kiss her. She was rocking his
world, pulling him from his comfortable existence and showing him paradise.


Their tongues tangled for dominance. Jarod pushed her back, rising
to crawl over her. He kicked off his pants as he moved, resting on his elbows
as he devoured her. She met him halfway, wrapping her legs around his hips and
welcoming his kisses with warm ones of her own.


He’d never been much for kissing. He figured it was a part
of foreplay women expected and wanted, but he’d never found much pleasure in
the act as a whole. For him, it was a means to an end, a way to get into a
woman’s pants.


Kissing Stephanie opened his eyes to a whole new world. He
gripped her face, tilting it this way and that as he let himself be swept away
by the overwhelming sensation of his lips pressing against hers. He wasn’t sure
how long they kissed, but he was aware of his cock thickening against her
thigh.


Stephanie turned her head, gasping for a breath, and he
reluctantly let her go. “Round two already? Thought there was going to be a
two-hour break.”


He grinned. “What can I say? You’ve stirred up the hornet’s
nest.”


“So hurry up and sting me.”


He rested his forehead against hers. “I’d like to revise my
previous statement. I’m thinking several times isn’t as far out of the ballpark
as I thought.”


“Lucky me.” She reached down and grasped his cock in her
hands. He sucked in a deep breath.


“Jesus, I love your hands on me.”


“I need you inside me. Now.”


Turning, he opened the nightstand drawer and grabbed a
condom.


“Let me.” She took the foil wrapper from his hands and
mercifully had it in place in two shakes. He expected the blowjob to take the
edge off his arousal, but that wasn’t turning out to be the case.


Stephanie placed the head of his cock at her opening. Both
of them paused and looked at each other. Jarod wasn’t sure what Stephanie’s
feelings were, but tonight was ranking fairly high on his list of best nights
ever. He moved closer, kissing her as he pressed into her body. Her legs
tightened around his waist, pulling him closer as her arms encircled his neck.


They were connected at every point, their bodies merging as
he pushed to the hilt in a continuous forward motion. Both of them moaned in
unison when he completed the journey home.


Moving closer, he let his lips explore her face, drifting
down to her neck. As he notched up the intensity of his kisses, Stephanie
writhed beneath him.


“God,” she whispered when he bit her shoulder. “Fuck me,
Jarod. Hard. I want to feel you. All of you.”


It was a beautiful invitation and a sentiment he shared.
She’d awakened something primitive inside him and he felt the need to claim
her, mark her, destroy her for anyone else but him.


He gripped her legs and dragged them over his shoulders. He
wanted her open, vulnerable, under his control. She shivered slightly as he
studied her face.


Without speaking, he took her. Exactly as she’d asked. He
retreated rapidly, pistoning back into her body without cease. Her cries grew
louder, more frantic as her pussy clenched around his cock, silently begging
for more.


“Harder,” she yelled and he took her at her word. Her legs
were locked around his neck and her hands gripped his upper arms, seeking
support. She met him blow for glorious blow. He cupped her ass in his palms,
loving the firm handfuls she provided. He tightened his grip and she gasped. He
started to release her, but she cried out, “No! Harder!”


Impossible as it seemed, his cock thickened even more with
her demand. She wanted exactly what he wanted. Hell, she wanted more than he’d
ever dreamed of taking from a woman. He slapped her ass and she groaned.


“Again,” she begged.


He smacked the other cheek, his hips still thrusting, moving
inside her body with the force of a freight train. He smacked her several more
times, alternating the placement and power of his blows, then he reached down
and touched her clit.


She exploded, screaming as she came. Jarod couldn’t stop,
couldn’t resist the pressure of her cunt as it clamped down on his cock. He
burrowed deeper, faster, and felt his eyes roll back into his head as he came.


“Fuck,” he said through gritted teeth. “Holy fuck.”


His wits were shattered, his resistance to this woman and
what she would mean to him utterly destroyed. He didn’t move from her body.
Instead he dropped to his elbows and together, they struggled to find their
breath. With each gasp, each pant, her breasts rubbed against his chest and he
knew it wouldn’t be long before he’d want her once again.


 


Stephanie stirred and glanced around at her unfamiliar
surroundings. Then she remembered. Jarod’s bedroom. She’d slept the sleep of
the dead and wouldn’t be surprised to discover she’d been unconscious for
years. Typically she was a light sleeper, but he’d worn her out—deliciously so.


A light kiss brushed her shoulder and she realized what—or
should she say who—had woken her.


“Round two?” she asked.


He shook his head. “I think this is round three.”


“Ah, we’re counting orgasms. Then you’re right.”


Jarod pushed her onto her stomach, rising to straddle her
upper thighs. He ran his hands along her bare back in a half-caress,
half-massage and she sighed, the sensation blissful, soothing, relaxing.


“If you’re trying to wake me up, that’s not working.”


He chuckled, placing another kiss on her shoulder. “I’m not
worried. We have time.”


She considered that, trying not to let it bother her.


Why was she still here? She’d had every intention of leaving
after her last orgasm. Problem was he’d fucked her into oblivion. She didn’t
even remember crawling under the covers and falling asleep.


His hand brushed her bare ass and she grinned. Lucky for
her, she’d stuck around. Jarod was a killer in bed, slashing all previous
lovers from her mind. Her pussy went wet merely thinking about how amazingly
his cock filled her.


Jarod nipped the spot he just kissed. “Still with me?”


“Mmm hmm,” she hummed against the soft pillow beneath her
head. “Sort of.”


He planted a line of wet kisses along her spine and she
shuddered. A previously undiscovered erogenous zone. Interesting.


No man had ever kissed her as much as Jarod. She would have
said she didn’t need the kissing. Would have confessed she wasn’t interested in
it, but Jarod changed that. Made the act exciting, almost vital.


“I love your lips on me.” She’d also given up attempting to
hide her thoughts from him. It seemed like her voice and head were two separate
entities in that regard. She’d never revealed so much to past lovers, yet with
Jarod, she found it impossible to shield her feelings, one truth after another
falling from her lips.


She dismissed that uncomfortable thought from her mind.
She’d try to figure out what the hell was going on tomorrow. Right now, she was
just going to enjoy the ride.


Rather than reply to her admission, Jarod drifted lower,
planting kisses on her ass. His five o’clock shadow tickled her sensitive skin
and she giggled. She felt his lips tip up in a smile. After several idyllic
moments of Jarod’s lips and hands caressing her body, he moved away, kneeling
above her once more.


“Lift your ass,” he prompted, grasping her hips and moving
her into the position he desired. “Put your knees underneath you.”


She felt boneless and edgy—two emotions she would have
thought impossible partners. Jarod left her completely relaxed, while
unbearably horny. She needed sex more than she’d ever needed it, an odd
realization in light of the fact she’d already had two remarkable orgasms
earlier.


“I want to fuck you from behind.”


She arched her back and tried not to purr like a well-loved kitten.
Doggy-style was one of her favorite positions. “Hell yeah,” she whispered.


She heard the tearing of a wrapper and then his covered cock
rubbed against her clit. She groaned as he taunted her with long, strong
strokes along her slit, his cock never quite making it to the spot where she
needed it most.


“Put it inside me,” she pleaded.


“Not yet.”


Her impatience got the better of her. She hated being
denied. Reaching back, she tried to grasp his cock, determined to guide him to
her opening.


He pulled back. Looking over her shoulder, she shot him a
dirty look, but he wasn’t moved by it.


“Hurry up.”


He shook his head, the touch of his cock on her body gone
completely.


“You’re not in charge. My bed, my rules.”


She snorted. “I’ll remember that. The next time we have one
of these sleepovers, we’ll stay at my place and revenge will be sweet.”


Crap. Had she just invited more of this, another night with
him? So much for playing it cool, keeping things casual.


Jarod’s erect cock rode high against his stomach, but he
didn’t move it back into play. Instead, his next touch came from his fingers.
Stroking her clit, he applied a steady pressure until she was squirming beneath
him, panting and on the verge of begging. She was so close.


His fingers drifted to her pussy and he pushed two inside.
She winced slightly at the sudden invasion. He’d used her hard earlier—just the
way she liked.


“Sore?”


“A little.” She didn’t care. “Keep going.”


“You’re a demanding little thing. What part of I’m in
charge are you struggling with?”


She wanted to call him to task for his words, but before she
could utter a sound, he pulled his fingers out of her cunt and moved even
farther back. The tip of his wet finger rimmed her anus and she froze.


“Want to play?” he asked.


“What did you have in mind?” As if she didn’t know.


He wiggled his finger. “Guess.”


She tried to think of a witty response, but her mind was
drawing a complete blank. Jarod had sexed her stupid. “Okay. Play away.”


He reached into the nightstand drawer and, for a moment, she
thought she might have been smarter to ask for more details when he pulled out
a tube of lubrication.


Jarod pressed some lube onto his finger then rubbed it
around her anus. “This might make things a bit easier.”


She struggled to take a breath as he continued to rub the
lube around the tight hole.


Slowly he applied more force, the finger going deeper into
her ass with each subtle pass. She wasn’t a stranger to anal play. She’d bought
a butt plug at a sex shop once because she was curious about the act. However,
her solo attempts had fallen flat and she’d given up before she’d really tried.
Her plug play was nothing compared to Jarod’s explorations.


He delved deeper and Stephanie moved into each thrust,
trying to capture more of the refreshingly wicked feeling.


Once his finger was completely lodged in her ass, he wiggled
it inside her.


“Dear God.” She rested her face against the pillow, her
pussy empty and jealous. She was on the verge of the mother of all orgasms. She
just needed…more. “Jarod. Please.”


He leaned forward and placed a kiss on the nape of her neck.
“You look so beautiful.”


Damn him. With his soft touches and sweet words, Jarod was
making it hard for her to remain aloof. Sex was sex. It had never meant
anything more.


But with him, it felt like it did mean more. It felt
like it mattered. He was getting under her skin and touching parts of her she’d
thought impenetrable.


She tried to shake off the unwelcome thought. She’d made a
commitment to her friends. Three years of hard work and dedication to make Books
and Brew a success. She had one more year left on that promise. She didn’t have
time for a serious relationship. Shit. She didn’t even want a man in her life.
Did she? In the past, she’d always been happy to be footloose and fancy-free.
Why would she invite this complication?


Jarod’s cock washed away all her anxieties and troubling
thoughts as it breached the opening of her cunt. His finger was still buried
deep in her ass and, as he thrust inside, she was caught up in a tidal wave of
red-hot sensations.


Placing her hands flat against the headboard, she forced her
body back as Jarod propelled forward. She saw flashing lights behind her closed
eyelids as she strained for more—harder, deeper. She loved rough sex, craved
it. In the past, she’d never found a lover willing to step over that line
between pleasure and pain. Jarod didn’t just step over. He bought property and
moved in. With his finger and his cock, he proved his willingness to give her
exactly what she wanted.


They moved together in a flurry of hard, fast motions and
Stephanie couldn’t keep quiet as she came. “Ohmigod. Ohmigod. Ohmigod.” She
fell face-first into the pillow, her body trembling with her orgasm.


Jarod’s voice mixed with hers and his hand tightened on her
hip as he joined her. “God dammit,” he groaned, his pleasure sounding almost
like agony.


Stephanie faded in and out of consciousness for several
minutes—dizzy, lightheaded, overwhelmed. She felt Jarod leave her body, heard
him walk to the bathroom. She was vaguely aware of him returning to the bed,
crawling in beside her and spooning her. The last thing she recalled was his
hot breath on the back of her neck and his quietly muttered, “Good night.”


When she opened her eyes again, morning was breaking. A
quick glance at the clock on the bedside table told her it was almost six a.m.
She’d spent the entire night—with Jarod. She sighed. She wasn’t an overnight
kind of girl. Always in the past, she’d either left or shown her lover to the
door before falling asleep. Last night with Jarod, she hadn’t had the strength
to drive home.


It was Jarod’s fault. He’d well and thoroughly fucked her.


Liar. You didn’t want to leave.


He’d wrapped her up in his strong arms and she’d been too
enthralled by the feelings surrounding her to even consider escape. Now, with
the harsh light of day, she knew it was time to go. Rising slowly, she crept
from the bed, quietly pulling on her pants and bra. Her shirt and sandals were
somewhere between here and the living room. Finding an old receipt and a pen on
the nightstand, she scratched out a quick note.


 


J—


Thanks for last night. I had a NICE time.


S


 


Short, simple, to the point. She hoped he’d laugh at her
inside joke about how nice he’d been and forget to be annoyed that she’d
left without saying goodbye. She wasn’t ready to wake up in bed with him.
Wasn’t ready for what that could mean.


She wasn’t ready for any of this. Taking one last look at
his sleeping form on the bed, she smiled at his mussed-up hair and devilishly
handsome face, then willed herself to keep moving.


Down the hall. Out the front door. Home. Alone.






Chapter Five


 


Jarod walked into Books and Brew and claimed the same stool
he’d occupied nearly a week earlier. Ever since waking to find Stephanie
missing from his bed last Friday morning, he’d been busting his ass, working
major overtime—five eighteen-hour days in a row. He’d been kicked by the old
be-careful-what-you-wish-for curse. He’d worked as a beat cop for years, always
reaching for the ever-elusive detective’s badge. Now he was sitting in the coveted
chair, and paying for it. He’d been thrown into a big case the first week out
of the gate and he’d logged a shit-ton of hours as a result.


On the plus side, he and his partner had cracked their case,
nabbing the pusher whose drug dealing on the local college campus had landed
two co-eds in the hospital. For his efforts, he’d cleared the suspect he’d
followed into the bar last week. Stephanie would be relieved to hear that.


On the downside, he’d cleared the Books and Brew
suspect. His excuse for hanging out at the bar—sneaking in time as Stephanie’s
pretend boyfriend—had been swept away before he’d even taken advantage of it.


It was three o’clock on Wednesday afternoon. He had the next
three days off, and he was ready to settle the score with Miss Stephanie
Harper. He’d been pissed to discover her gone the morning after the greatest
sex of his life, although he hadn’t been completely surprised. There was
something about Stephanie that told him she would try to hold him at arm’s
length.


She might try, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to succeed.
While the timing on starting a relationship was all wrong for him, he wasn’t
about to let the best thing to happen to him in years simply slip away. He may
be starting a new job and on the rebound from a crappy relationship, but he
didn’t give a shit. He suspected she didn’t want to start a relationship
either. However, Stephanie was going to have to give him a damn good excuse why
not. He wanted to go out with her, take her on a real date and get to know her
better.


He glanced around the room. Jayne was helping a customer
find a book, but aside from that, the place was empty. He’d purposely come
during the off-hours, determined to have a talk with Stephanie that wouldn’t be
interrupted.


Stephanie wasn’t behind the bar and, for a moment, he
worried she’d skipped town in her desire to avoid him. He chuckled. While their
night together had made a huge impact on his life and plans for the immediate
future, he wasn’t certain her feelings were as engaged—one way or the other.
He’d have to work on changing that.


More likely it was her day off—a thought that hadn’t
occurred to him. From their short conversation last week, he’d gotten the
impression she practically lived at the bar. He envisioned her as a workaholic.
While he admired her drive and commitment toward making the place a success, he
was concerned she pushed herself a bit too hard at the expense of everything
else.


The sound of clinking glass caught his attention and he
turned in time to see Stephanie emerge from a back room with a tray of clean
glasses. She was halfway to the bar when she spotted him.


“Oh. Hey.” Her tone told him nothing. Damn, she was a
frustrating woman. Was she sorry about running away last week or pissed off at
him for not calling during the days between then and now? He’d picked up the
phone a hundred times, but he wanted to have this conversation face-to-face.
This was the first opportunity he’d had to make that happen.


He lifted his hand in a casual wave. “Hey.”


She walked behind the bar and placed the glasses on the
counter. “What’s up?”


His temper sparked at her nonchalance. He’d been thinking
about her 24/7, that’s what the fuck was up. Instead, he said, “Not much.”


“Been keeping the mean streets of Portland safe from
double-parkers?” She gave him a friendly smile and his anger melted away.


“Something like that.”


She started putting the glasses away, hanging them by the
stems on the rack above her head. It felt like she was trying to avoid making
eye contact.


“You missed a helluva breakfast Friday morning.” He couldn’t
resist getting in a little dig.


“Oh yeah?” She kept working.


“Yeah. Eggs, hash browns, bacon, the whole works.”


She cleared her throat uneasily, her gaze never wavering
from her task. “I had to be here to open up. Early delivery.”


“Stephanie. Look at me.”


She glanced his way, a look of pure irritation on her face.
He grinned. He liked her feisty side. “I’m sort of busy, Jarod.”


He looked around at the empty bar. “Yeah, I can see that.”


“God, you’re a smartass.”


“Takes one to know one. Is there something wrong, Steph? Did
I hurt you the other night?” It was the one fear he’d carried the past few
days. He hadn’t been a gentle lover. He wondered if he’d gone too far, giving
in to desires he’d always suppressed for fear of scaring his lovers away. She
had responded to his rough touches, pleading for more, but perhaps he’d read
her wrong, pushed her too hard.


She put down the glass she was holding and shook her head.
“Of course you didn’t hurt me. I mean, I’m not going to pretend I wasn’t a
little sore the next day. We went at it like dogs in heat, didn’t we?”


She never minced words. It was refreshing. “You can say that
again. I was worried…”


Her gaze softened. “I’m fine, Jarod. It was a spectacular
night.”


Her words soothed away the last of his anxieties. He gave
her a cocky grin. “Spectacular, huh? That sounds a hell of a lot better than nice.”


She rolled her eyes, but he could see she was amused.
“You’re awfully quick to claim all the credit there, hotshot. You have to
admit, I was fucking awesome.”


He leaned closer. “You were incredible. Go out with me
tonight.”


As far as segues went, that had to be the lamest, but he
wanted to see her again.


“Go out or go home with you?”


“A date. I want to take you out on a real, old-fashioned
date. Movies and dinner.”


Her face betrayed her desire to go, but there was clearly
something holding her back. Jarod could see her searching for a reason to say
no. Rejection was not an option.


Turning, he caught Jayne’s attention. “Hey, Jayne.”


Stephanie’s friend smiled when she saw him and excused
herself from her customer for a moment. “Hi, Jarod. I didn’t see you come in.
How’s the reading coming along?”


“Great.” He wasn’t lying. He’d managed to sneak in quite a
bit of reading time during a stakeout one night. Apart from the razzing he
caught from the other guys for reading a chick book, he’d actually enjoyed the
suspense aspect of the story, and the sex scenes were damn hot. He kept
imagining Stephanie in the role of the heroine and had spent more than a few
times jacking off in the bathroom as a result. Rather than be distracted from
his purpose, he forged on. “Looks pretty quiet in here today.”


“Wednesdays are our slowest days,” Jayne confirmed.


“Oh yeah? So it wouldn’t be a problem if I stole Stephanie
away tonight? Date night.”


“A date?” Jayne’s tone confirmed his suspicions. Stephanie
didn’t go out much.


“You know, I didn’t say yes, Jarod.” Stephanie’s arms were
crossed. “I have a lot of work to do.”


Jayne snorted. “It’s like watching paint dry here today.
I’ll call Sophie and get her to mix the dozen or so drinks we’ll be lucky to
sell tonight.”


Stephanie gave her friend a dirty look, but still didn’t
reply.


“Stop looking for an out and say yes, Steph. It’ll be fun.”
He gave her what he hoped was a charming grin.


She closed her eyes, but her face betrayed her. She wasn’t
annoyed or even upset. He took that as a good sign. “Fine,” she finally said.


“Terrific. I’m going to run home and shower. Pick you up
around six?”


She nodded. “Wait.” She grabbed a piece of paper and wrote
down her address. “Pick me up at my place.”


He pocketed the paper as Jayne returned to her customer.
Walking toward the open end of the bar, he crooked his finger. “Come here a
minute.”


“What for?”


He chuckled. “Just come here.”


She stomped over to him. “You know, we’re going to have to
talk about your tendency to be too controlling. I don’t answer to—”


When she was within arm’s reach, he pulled her to him,
silencing her with a long kiss. He’d missed her lips, the taste and scent of
her. She lifted her arms, wrapped them around his neck and joined in.


When Jarod pulled away, Stephanie raised a suspicious
eyebrow. “Shutting me up again?”


He shrugged. “Nah. Just sealing the deal with a kiss. I’ll
see you at six.”


He left the bar feeling optimistic. It was turning out to be
a very good day.


* * * * *


Stephanie laughed as Jarod dissected some of the lamer parts
of the movie they’d just watched. Neither of them had been anxious to see the
evening end, so when Jarod suggested they hit a local all-night diner for
dessert, she’d happily agreed.


As far as first dates went, she wasn’t sure she’d ever had
more fun on one. Jarod was far too easy to be with. They shared a similar sense
of humor, relying heavily on cutting wit and sarcasm. He also didn’t take
himself too seriously, which was a nice break from the last few yahoos she’d
gone out with. Men like Hank, who lived by the I’m-a-stud-worship-me belief.
While Hank masked his insecurity with muscles and bravado, Jarod didn’t put
much stock him his looks, even though he was incredibly handsome and totally
built. He had a quiet confidence in his sexuality that was refreshing and
completely attractive.


“So you solved the case already?” Conversation over dinner
had been relatively safe—both of them giving the well-rehearsed life-history
stories. Standard fare for first dates. However, there was something about
sharing a cup of coffee at midnight that invited more personal revelations.


“Yep,” he admitted. “Thought you’d like to know your guy was
cleared.”


“Guy? I thought you were following one of the Romantic
Hearts ladies.”


Jarod shook his head. “Nope. It was that fella in the
corner, drinking the scotch.”


“Elias?” Stephanie couldn’t help it. She laughed. “Oh my
God. I wish you’d told me who you suspected that night. I could have saved you
some trouble.”


Jarod grinned. “I’m not sure he was ever a serious suspect,
but it was my first day on the job and the lieutenant of the drug task force
simply assigned me a couple of long shots to ease me into the case.”


“Yeah, well, he’s about as long a shot as you could get.
Elias, the drug pusher.” She snorted.


“He’s a professor at the university where the two girls
ODed. The only thing they had in common was his class. Like I said, he wasn’t
ever a serious suspect. We were just dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s.
What’s the deal with that guy anyway?”


Stephanie shrugged. “He’s a regular at the bar and a true
gentleman. I think Jayne has the hots for him.”


“Big age difference, wouldn’t you say?”


“I don’t know how old Elias is.”


“According to the information I gathered on him, he’s
forty-two.”


“Oh. Wow. Well, it doesn’t matter. He’s never asked Jayne
out or expressed any interest. So you had to follow him around all week?”


“Actually, no. I only tailed him that one night. He was
cleared immediately when we caught a big break on the case the day after you
and I met. That’s when things sped up. We set up surveillance for several days
and then a sting operation. Made the arrest late last night and spent my
morning wrapping up the paperwork.”


Stephanie took a sip of her coffee. “Good for you. Although,
I must admit I don’t think I’d like your job. Paperwork and I don’t get along.
I drive Jordan nuts because of my lame record-keeping. I think I’ll leave the
law and order stuff to you.”


He studied her face for a long time and she finally caved
under the unreadable expression. “What?”


“I just gave you more details regarding a case than I ever
shared with Cheryl, and believe me, she would have been hanging on the edge of
her seat and begging for more.”


“Into cops, was she?”


He shrugged. “I guess. Problem was I always ended up feeling
like I needed to embellish the story to make it interesting for her. It was
irritating.”


Stephanie took the last bite of ice cream and wiped her
mouth with her napkin. “Sorry, but Cheryl sounds like a tool.”


“Let’s just say I appreciate the fact that you don’t place
the same importance on my stories of work. I love my job, though I’ll admit
certain aspects of it annoy me. The paperwork ranks pretty damn high on the
aggravating list. But being a cop is only a small part of who I am.”


She nodded, understanding his frustration with his ex. She
felt the same irritation with her mother. “My mom does the same shit to me.
She’s this high-powered executive and a major workaholic.”


Jarod grin. “Guess the fruit didn’t fall far from that
tree.”


She knew he didn’t intend to insult her. He didn’t know
about the animosity between her and Beverly, but his words still grated.
“Meaning?”


“From what I gather, you work your ass off at that bar. When
was the last time you took a night off?”


“I took tonight off,” she joked.


He narrowed his eyes. “Before tonight?”


She bit her lip, refusing to answer his question.


“That’s what I thought,” he said.


“What I’m trying to say is, in my mother’s eyes, I’m a
failure. Having a bartender for a daughter isn’t exactly something she can brag
about to her friends at the country club.”


Jarod frowned. “You’re a hell of a lot more than just a
bartender, Steph. You’re a successful entrepreneur, a creative businesswoman, a
good friend and the best lover I’ve ever had.”


She smiled at his vehement defense, laughing at the last.
Then she made her point. “Not sure I can brag about that lover part to mom, but
thanks. And, for the record, you’re a lot more than just a cop.”


He nodded, looking pleased that she got it.


“I guess now that Elias has been cleared as a hardened
criminal, you don’t have any reason to hang out at Books and Brew anymore.”


He snorted. “Are you kidding me? I have every reason to hang
out. You’re there.”


She fell silent. Compliments seemed to come so naturally to
him and she never doubted his sincerity. He made her feel warm and tingly
inside.


The waitress came over and offered to fill their coffee
cups. Stephanie glanced at her cell phone. It was well after midnight. She
waved the waitress off. “No thanks. Any more of that and I’ll be up all night.”


Jarod agreed and asked for the bill. A small part of
Stephanie was sorry to see the night end.


“Did you finish your homework?” she asked, hoping that Jarod
hadn’t had a chance to finish reading the romance novel. If he bailed on the
group discussion, she could too.


“Yep. I even highlighted a few parts to talk about.”


“You’re joking.”


He shook his head. “Nope. I’m totally serious. Did you read it?
Because a deal’s a deal—I’m only doing the discussion if you do.”


“I read the damn thing. Talk about a waste of time.”


Jarod studied her face seriously. “You really are missing
that romance gene.”


She started to reach for the bill when the waitress put it
on the table, but Jarod beat her to it. “I’ll pay.”


She pulled her wallet out of her purse. “You treated for
dinner and the movies.”


“My date, my tab.”


“Christ. You know, you have a tendency to throw in a lot of
last-minute rules.”


He tossed a few bills on the table. “Just part of my
appeal.”


She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.”


They rose and walked to the parking lot together. Jarod
opened her door. It was an old-fashioned, gentlemanly thing to do, but she
liked it. She wondered when guys had stopped doing that. None of her dates in
the past had ever opened her door for her.


Soon they were on the road, heading back to her place. They
were both quiet for a few minutes, but the silence didn’t feel awkward.


Finally, she said, “My mom’s been married four times.”


“Four times. Wow. That’s quite a track record.”


“I think it has something to do with the fact she’s never at
home because she’s always working. Add to that, her habit of holding everyone
she meets up to an impossible standard, and as a result, she spends most of her
life being disappointed.”


“Couldn’t have been easy growing up in that kind of
environment.”


She scoffed. She’d read enough psychology books in her life
to understand her childhood wasn’t as bad as it could have been. “I’m not
playing the poor-me card here. I had a fine upbringing. My dad is still in my
life. My stepdads weren’t pricks. My mom, for all her faults, loves me. I know
that. I’m just saying I notice there aren’t a lot of romance books out there
that show how tough forever really is.”


“Maybe your mom hasn’t figured out the trick to romance, but
that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”


She looked out the window of the car and sighed. “All I’m
saying is, I think that has a lot to do with my lacking the romance gene. Real
life is never as frilly and perfect as those stupid books portray. I have a
hard time suspending reality enough to believe in the fairy-tale ending. In my
world, ‘happily ever after’ begins with a pre-nup, averages about
four-to-six years and ends in a divorce lawyer’s office.”


Jarod didn’t reply and she wondered what he was thinking.
She’d gotten accustomed to at least having a feeling for where his thoughts
lay. Unfortunately, right now, she didn’t have a freaking clue.


They rode the rest of the way in silence, which gave her too
much time to worry about what she’d just said. Regardless of her assurances to
the contrary, she was coming off as someone with definite mommy issues. For the
first time in a long time, she didn’t push away the thought—dismissing it as a
mistake. Tonight with Jarod had been amazing and yet, in the back of her mind,
she was already plotting the end, trying to figure out her escape route.


Shit. The words “physician heal thyself” drifted through her
mind.


When Jarod pulled up in front of her apartment building, he
put the car in park. She noticed he didn’t turn it off and she was
disappointed. Maybe she’d scared him off with her cynicism. Wouldn’t be the
first time she’d unloaded too much baggage and sent a guy packing. “Wanna come
up for a nightcap?”


He shook his head. “Not tonight.”


Her heart fell. While she’d had a terrific time, Jarod
didn’t seem to feel the same way. She should be relieved. She’d let herself get
carried away with him and it was time to rein in her emotions, get grounded
once more.


“Okay. So thanks for tonight.”


She reached for the door handle but Jarod stopped her,
gripping her wrist loosely.


“I don’t agree with you.”


She gave him a puzzled look. “About what?”


“Romance books. I believe in love, Stephanie. It exists. I
think you use your mother’s experiences with the emotion as an excuse to avoid
feeling anything more deep and meaningful than friendship.”


Her chest tightened as Jarod said the very words she’d just
thought. Reverting to character, she took the easy way out. “That’s not true.”


He ran a finger along her cheek and she repressed a shiver.
He hadn’t touched her much tonight and she’d missed it. “I’ll prove it.”


He leaned closer and kissed her. As always, she melted.
Jarod’s kisses were deep, sensual, and they drove her to an entirely different
plane. She felt like she was having an out-of-body experience, not only able to
feel, hear and taste everything, but to also watch it from above. Each stroke
of his lips against hers was unique as he alternated between soft, gentle touches
to hard, serious kisses that demanded her surrender. His fingers tangled in her
hair, tilting her face according to his whims, his desire.


Stephanie gripped his shoulders and held on for dear life.
As they parted to suck in some much-needed air, she repeated her invitation.
“Come upstairs with me.”


He rested his forehead against hers. “No.”


“Why not?” She hadn’t misread those kisses and she sure as
hell recognized the bulge in the front of his pants. He had to be in agony with
that raging hard-on.


“Because I’m not in this for sex, Steph. I want more.”


Her heart missed a beat. “How much more?”


“I want the whole enchilada. I want you. Girlfriend.
Toothpaste globs in my sink.”


Her cynical soul laughed, though she felt like crying. She
couldn’t give him that. She didn’t have the time or…the courage.


“Don’t be ridiculous. We just met. We’ve known each other
less than a week.”


He nodded. “I know. And a week ago, I probably would have
agreed with you that what I’m proposing is crazy. This week, I’m seeing the world
a bit differently. I’m a cop, Stephanie, and I’ve gone with my gut instincts
more than a few times as I worked to solve cases.”


“What does that have to do with anything?”


“My gut is telling me you’re special. That there’s a very
good chance we’d be a pretty cool couple and have a hell of a lot of fun along
the way.”


Her mouth went dry and she licked her lips, trying to find
the moisture to speak, to refute his insane comments. “It’s too soon,” she
whispered. “There’s no way you can know we’re that compatible. Hell, this was
only our first date.”


“You’re right—I can’t know for sure. That’s why I’m going to
keep hanging out at Books and Brew. That’s why we’re going to keep dating. And
that’s why I’m not coming upstairs tonight.”


She narrowed her eyes, confusion warring with the panic and
disappointment in her chest until he pounded the final nail in her coffin.


“I’m not going to let you confuse what we have with lust.
I’m in this for the long haul, for a relationship.”






Chapter Six


 


Jarod walked into Books and Brew at exactly six o’clock on
Thursday with his romance novel tucked under his arm. He grinned in
anticipation, anxious to see Stephanie again. He’d thrown her for a loop the
previous night. He’d seen it in her face when she’d quietly mumbled good night
and got out of the car.


Knowing what a powerhouse she was, it appeared no man had
ever stood up to her and given her a run for her money. He intended to change
that, to keep her on her toes.


Jayne and Gladys lit up when they saw him walk in.
Unfortunately, a quick glance around the bar confirmed Stephanie was nowhere to
be seen. He knew she wouldn’t back out of this meeting. They’d struck a deal
and while he was only just getting to know her, he had no doubt she kept her
word. Pride wouldn’t let her stay away, even if that was what she truly wanted
to do.


Gladys quickly ushered him to the table of women and Jarod
suppressed a laugh. Obviously she was afraid he’d come to his senses at any
moment and hightail it out of there. As Gladys and Jayne made the introductions,
he politely said hello to the other eight women at the table. He gave up trying
to remember names after the fifth woman shook his hand. All he knew was, there
were two Lisas and too many names that started with C.


“Do you want something to drink?”


He looked over his shoulder and found Stephanie standing
there with a tray full of Screwdrivers.


“Is that the mandatory beverage?”


“For these ladies, yes. I’m having something much stronger.”
He watched her place the glasses in front of the other participants. She put
her drink down at a spot exactly across from him before walking around the
table to stand next to him.


“What is that?” he asked, gesturing at her shot glass.
“Tequila?”


“Yep. Patron. Figured it might make this book discussion a
bit more bearable. Sure you don’t want one?” She leaned closer. “Or maybe you’d
like another Party Naked?” Her words were softly spoken, the tone seductive,
and they had the effect she’d intended. He was reminded of their
clothing-optional sex fest last week. His cock twinged. Shit. She was getting
revenge for him dropping her off at her door last night. This wasn’t going to
end well.


Jarod looked around at the other women at the table. They
were chatting amongst themselves, not paying any attention to Stephanie’s antics
with the shot of liquor. They were all well aware she was there under duress.


He shook his head, refusing her offer of a drink. “Think I
might need to keep my wits about me tonight.”


She winked at him and shrugged, before putting the tray down
on a nearby table and taking her seat.


“Funny,” she said, lifting the glass to her lips, “that’s
what I was trying to wipe out.” She downed the shot, eschewing the salt and the
lime.


What a woman.


Jayne returned to the table. “I just called Denise and she
has a sick kid at home, so she can’t come tonight. I think everyone’s already
met our special guest, Jarod. He’s a local firefighter, ladies.”


Jarod winced as he recalled the lie he’d told the previous
week. He’d forgotten to correct the mistake. Stephanie shrugged, indicating it
was no big deal. They’d pull Jayne aside later to explain.


Jayne continued speaking, this time pointing to Stephanie.
“And, miracle of miracles, our very own Stephanie has agreed to step out from
behind the bar and join us as well. She’s assured me she’s made a very large
pitcher of her world-famous Screwdrivers, so all Sophie has to do is pour
them.”


The ladies cheered.


Gladys, seated on Jarod’s left, elbowed him lightly. “Thank
the lord for that. Sophie is a little heavy-handed on the O.J. I like my
’drivers to have a kick.” She gave him a wicked wink and he laughed, wondering
if the older woman was coming on to him. Glancing across the table, he caught
Stephanie’s mirthful expression as she confirmed his suspicions.


Jarod was impressed with Jayne’s organization as she claimed
the seat on his right. The book discussion progressed like a well-oiled
machine, with Jayne asking thought-provoking questions. Each woman contributed
something and many of them, like him, had highlighted passages of the book.
He’d never participated in a book group, but he could definitely see the
appeal. He’d always enjoyed reading, though his job didn’t leave him a lot of
free time for it. He’d never picked up a romance novel prior to this one—his
taste running more along the murder mystery and horror lines. He recalled
Stephanie mentioning the mystery book group and he made a mental note to ask
Jayne more about it after the meeting.


A couple of times he was asked for the male perspective on
certain sections and he was happy to give his opinion on the plot points.


Carol piped up. “I guess what I’m wondering is if real men
actually think the way the hero, James, did in the book?”


Jarod hated to burst Carol’s bubble. She looked genuinely
hopeful. A quick glance at her hand confirmed she was single. At the same time,
he felt like he needed to protect his male comrades as well. “I should point
out that the story was written by a woman. There are a few times in the book
when James went on and on about his desires. It didn’t sound very guy-like to
me.”


“So men don’t talk about their desires?” Jayne asked.


Jarod shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it was the word I was
hung up on. We know what we want, but I don’t think we use the same terms the
author did or even think about it that much. James constantly referring to his
‘most passionate desire’ was definitely chick lingo.”


“How would a man say it?” Gladys asked.


“I want to get laid.” His response was too quick and too
easy, but mercifully, the women laughed and concurred that they’d suspected as
much.


Stephanie was suspiciously quiet throughout the discussion
and, at one point, Jarod began to question whether she’d read the book at all.
As the conversation wound down, Jayne asked everyone for their final
impressions of the book.


Jarod stared at Stephanie until she was forced to meet his
gaze. When she did, he raised his eyebrow, daring her to speak up, to express
the ideas she’d shared with him last night.


She narrowed her eyes then glanced around the table. “I
think it’s a nice fantasy, but don’t you all think the whole story was a bit
unrealistic?”


Stephanie’s question triggered a spark that sent the other
women into a loud flurry of protests. It took Jayne several attempts to quiet
them down. “Why do you say that?”


Stephanie looked directly at him as she spoke. “First of
all, I think the hero and heroine were confusing lust for love. There’s a big
difference between those two things, but the author blurred the lines,
pretended like they were one and the same.”


Jarod leaned forward in his seat. This was what he’d hoped
would happen since sitting down at the table. She was challenging his
assertions from last night. Putting up a fight. He was ready for her. “So
people who are in love can’t be sexually attracted to each other?”


“Don’t be silly. Of course they can. I just think these two
characters crossed that line awfully damn fast. Real life doesn’t happen that
way.”


Gladys tapped her fingernail against her drink glass. “Are
you saying you don’t believe in love at first sight?”


“Hell yeah. That’s exactly what I’m saying. That sort of
thinking is shortsighted and impractical. How can you look at someone and fall
madly in love based only on a first impression?”


Jarod agreed with her…to a point, but they’d progressed way
beyond the first-impression stage. “I don’t think you can fall in love with
just one look, but I’m not going to deny it’s possible to meet someone and feel
a click, a connection.”


“A spark,” Jayne added.


Jarod nodded. “Yeah. A spark.”


Stephanie shook her head. “Love doesn’t come that easily.”


“What do you mean?” he asked.


“In order to fall in love, it’s important to really know the
person and trust them. Trust isn’t something you can win overnight or even in a
week. It’s something that’s earned over time. A lot of time.”


“I can understand that,” Jayne said, “but I think the author
was saying sometimes there is beauty in taking that one leap of faith, in
letting your guard down and opening your heart to the unexpected.”


“In following your gut,” Jarod added, purposely trying to
remind Stephanie of their conversation the previous night.


Stephanie rolled her eyes. “In making an ass of yourself and
setting yourself up for heartbreak. That sort of bullshit is a surefire way to
misery.”


He wasn’t surprised by her words. The pain of her mother’s
failed marriages was evident. Stephanie put on a tough exterior, but Jarod
suspected there was a whole world of terror residing inside her. She was proud
and stubborn. She wouldn’t let herself make the same mistakes her mother had
made. She preferred the safe route—never letting herself feel anything deeper
than friendship, never letting herself experience anything other than casual
sex. When he’d asked her about her last relationship, she couldn’t remember
one. He wondered if she’d ever taken a leap of faith with her heart, ever
trusted someone enough to fall in love.


“You’re wrong.” His declaration tweaked her temper just as
he’d known it would. The other ladies fell silent when Stephanie stared at him.


“Excuse me?”


“You’re mistaking cowardice for practicality, shutting
yourself off from an emotion you can’t control.”


She frowned. “I wasn’t talking about me. I was discussing
the book.”


He didn’t respond, though his silence made it clear he
didn’t think she’d been talking about the book at all. He was deliberately
baiting her. Stephanie needed her foundation shaken up a bit. She might pretend
this conversation was all hypothetical, but he knew better and he wasn’t
letting her hide from it.


She looked at Jayne. “Is the book discussion over?”


Jayne nodded slowly. “I, um…yeah, I guess it is.”


Stephanie rose and looked directly at him. “Do you have a
minute, Jarod? I’d like to speak to you in private.”


He rose from the table slowly. “Thank you for letting me
join your group this evening, ladies. I had a lot of fun.”


The women said their goodbyes, but he felt their gazes
piercing his back as he followed Stephanie down a hallway toward some stairs.


They walked to the second floor without speaking. Once they
hit the upper landing, he broke the silence. “If you’re dragging me up here to
murder me, you just left a shitload of witnesses down there. Better make sure
you hide the body good.”


She turned to look at him and he was surprised to see humor
in her eyes. He’d thought she was pissed off. “We rent both floors of the
building. Jordan keeps an office up here to handle accounts and we store stuff
in the other rooms.”


She opened a door and took him inside one of the storage
rooms. There were boxes lining three of the walls, while a couple of broken bar
stools lay in the middle of the floor. Once he crossed the threshold, she shut
the door and locked it. Grabbing him by the shirt, she pushed him against the
nearest wall and kissed him.


As far as reactions went, he wouldn’t have seen this one
coming from a mile away. Not that he was complaining. He let her direct their
kiss, her fingers gripping his hair, holding his face to hers.


She forced his mouth open, her tongue driving in fast and
hard. Jarod followed her lead, trying to separate his mind from his body long
enough to figure out what the hell was going on. He’d purposely goaded her
downstairs, thinking an argument would drag her out of her imperturbable
mindset long enough for him to see what he was up against.


She was too closed off, too in control, and he needed to
shatter some of that composure. He was tired of feeling like he’d been ridden
hard and put away wet whenever he was with her, only to discover her still
cruising along, cool as a cucumber.


He placed his hands on her hips, intent on pushing her away,
but she read his touch as an invitation and moved closer, pressing her lower
body against his. At that point, his cock stopped giving a shit about anything
except relief.


He grasped the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it over her
head, his fingers immediately tackling the clasp of her bra. She mimicked his
motions, pulling his shirt off and dragging her fingers along his chest.


As he worked on releasing the button and zipper on her
jeans, he pulled away from her continued kiss. “Is there a meaning to this that
I’m missing?”


She didn’t look up as she attacked the fastening on his
pants, shoving them and his boxers down in one fluid movement. “A deeper
meaning than I’m horny?”


“I thought you’d be pissed off at me.”


She shook her head, dropping to her knees in front of him.
His head flew back, striking the wall hard when she wrapped her hand around his
erection. “Angry? Horny? What’s the difference? They both make me hot.”


He tried to offer some witty reply, but the words turned
into a groan when she engulfed the head of his cock in her mouth.


“Jesus,” he muttered. Her mouth was a warm, wet
cave—paradise. She took him to the back of her throat on the third stroke and
he gritted his teeth. While the idea of coming in her mouth was enticing, he
knew it wouldn’t be enough. He wrapped his fingers in her hair as she moved
along his rigid flesh faster. She sucked harder and he couldn’t repress the
shiver that rumbled through his body.


When he realized time was running out and his climax was
imminent, he pushed her head away.


She released his cock with a pop and a complaint. “Hey!” She
tried to reclaim her hold on him, but he was finished playing this game by her
rules. He reached for her upper arms, pulling her to a standing position.


“Dammit, Jarod. I wasn’t finished.”


He unfastened her pants, shoving them and her panties to her
ankles. “Kick off your pants and shoes. I’m going to fuck you.” The words were
harsher than he intended, but his body was flying this plane. Finesse wasn’t
going to be an option.


She hastily shed the rest of her clothes as he reached down
for his wallet. Pulling out a condom, he covered his cock as he shoved off his
own jeans. Switching positions, he pressed her against the wall that had
previously been at his back.


“Wrap your legs around my waist and hold on.”


Putting her arms around his shoulders, she allowed him to
lift her, watching as he placed his cock at the opening to her pussy and
pressed in. She was soaking wet and more than ready for his possession.


He thrust in hard, relishing her gasp, her moans.


Conversation between them disintegrated into a series of
curses, demands and groans.


“Fuck yeah. Just like that, baby,” he said when she arched
her back slightly, allowing him to go deeper.


“Harder,” she cried, groaning when he increased the force of
his blows.


“God damn,” he said through gritted teeth, pushing her legs
down.


She snarled when he pulled out. “Not stopping again.”


“Turn around. I want to fuck you from behind.”


“Yes,” she hissed.


He gripped her hips, pulling them back until she was bent
over at the waist, her palms pressed flat against the wood.


“Hold on.” His words were as much for him as for her. He was
too close to coming, and he suspected he only had a few more good thrusts
inside him before he blew.


Stephanie glanced over her shoulder and gave him a wicked
grin. “Make it good.”


He closed his eyes, lined up his cock and shoved in with all
his might. Damn, he loved a dare. She met each of his thrusts, both of them
racing toward the end together. Maybe one of these days they’d trade in their
sprints for marathons. For right now, he just wanted…


He groaned as her pussy clenched around his cock, her orgasm
triggering his own. They clung to each other, seeking physical support lest
they both fall over.


He was still breathing heavily when she finally stirred.
Christ, he liked to think he was in good shape, but she’d given him one hell of
a workout.


She slowly straightened, using the wall for support in her
efforts to resume an upright position. “Holy fuck,” she said, pressing her forehead
against the wood.


He couldn’t have said it better. In her efforts to stand,
she’d moved away from him. Jarod missed the physical connection, so he took a
step closer, placing his palms on the wall and caging her in.


As his breathing slowed, his wits returned. “Do you want to
tell me what that was all about?”


She didn’t respond immediately and he wished she’d turned
around, needing to see her face, read her expressions. He felt like he spent
too much time flying blind with her.


Finally, she turned to face him and he knew he wasn’t going
to like what was coming next. “I was trying to prove my point.”


“What point?”


“This isn’t love at first sight, Jarod. It’s lust. Pure and
simple.”


“Wrong,” he refuted. “You didn’t listen to what I said
downstairs. Two people can be in love and in lust with each other.”


She narrowed her eyes. Clearly she thought she’d won this
round and left him at a disadvantage. What they’d just engaged in couldn’t be
misconstrued as anything other than unadulterated, hardcore, fuck-the-walls-down
sex. But that didn’t mean other emotions weren’t involved. They sure as hell were
for him.


When she smiled up at him, that cursed coolness covering her
lovely, flushed features, he felt the urge to punch the wall in frustration.


“It’s only sex, Detective. And when it burns out, it burns
out.”


Mark up another evasion to the bartender.


Jarod returned her smug grin with an even cockier one,
enjoying the suspicious concern that entered her gaze. She may think she
prevailed in this battle, but he was definitely going to be the victor in the
war. Confidence bloomed. He could afford to be generous.


“Touché, Steph.”


She looked uneasy. “So you agree I’m right?”


He shook his head. “Nope. You’re still wrong.”






Chapter Seven


 


After their heated interlude in the storage room, Stephanie
expected Jarod to back off a bit. Instead, he became her personal shadow. Every
night after his shift, he appeared in the bar, claiming what she’d come to
consider his stool. They’d talk as she worked. After closing, he’d stick
around to help her tidy up, then walk her to her car. He never invited her back
to his place or accepted an invitation to hers. Instead, he gave her a sinfully
hot goodnight kiss that never failed to leave her body aching and needy.


Somehow, Wednesday had become date night. He’d show up at
her apartment at six and take her out for the evening. They’d yet to do the
same thing twice. They’d been bowling, to an arcade, strolling by the river and
they sung karaoke—badly. She’d never had so much fun with a guy before.
Generally, she went out with her girlfriends for laughs and companionship,
while her dating experiences had involved awkward conversations over dinner
before they could get down to the good stuff—sex. Jarod had changed all of
that.


The past month had flown by in a flurry of never-ending fun,
but she was suffering from constant sexual frustration. Besides his too-hot
kisses and constant hand-holding, Jarod hadn’t made a move to continue their
physical relationship. She suspected he was trying to teach her a lesson,
punishing her for the way she’d chosen to prove her point about their
relationship residing in the lust-only category. Unfortunately, all he was
doing was hurting them both. She was irritable from a serious lack of good sex.
Ordinarily she could live without a man—taking care of business with her
vibrator—but Jarod had triggered some hardcore horniness even her beloved
battery-operated boyfriend couldn’t touch.


This evening, that was all going to change. Enough was
enough. After a month of celibate Wednesdays, she was taking back control.
She’d issued an invitation to dinner at her place and she’d been pleasantly
surprised when he’d accepted.


She tugged at her short skirt as she glanced in the
full-length mirror one last time. She grinned at her reflection—enjoying the
way her tight T-shirt emphasized her bra-less chest. Jarod had made no secret
of how much he liked her tits. Tonight the girls were going to help her bring
him down.


Jarod had been waging a ridiculous battle of wills and she
was tired of losing. She was going to take the lead and she’d pull out all the
stops, fighting as dirty—please God, let things get dirty—as she needed
to.


The doorbell rang and she slipped on her strappy high heels.
She loved the power the four extra inches of height inspired in her. She opened
the door, anticipating Jarod’s face when he saw her.


What she didn’t expect was her reaction to him.


He was wearing a button-down shirt and dress slacks, an
outfit she’d previously considered the safest attire on earth. However, on
Jarod, it made her think all sorts of nasty thoughts as she pictured herself in
the role of a naughty schoolgirl to his conservative teacher. Or better yet, a
slutty secretary to his firm, powerful boss.


“Hi,” she said, wondering where that breathless quality in
her voice had come from. She sounded like a fool.


He walked inside, put down the bag he’d brought on the table
by the door, took the two steps necessary to reach her and kissed her. Really
and truly kissed her. Stephanie was beginning to get spoiled by his lips. One
touch and they sent her spiraling into orbit.


He cupped her cheek as he pulled away. “You look fucking
hot.”


She grinned, running her hand along his muscular chest. “So
do you.”


He’d been in the apartment less than five minutes and she
was already prepared to move things along to the bedroom. Unfortunately,
Jarod—the cold-hearted bastard—had managed to cool off, stepping away as if
completely unaffected by her kisses. He picked up the bag, pulling out a bottle
of wine and a couple of candles. “For our dinner.”


She wondered how he’d react if she shoved the wine and the
candles up his ass. Forcing herself to take a calming breath, she focused on
the task at hand. It was still early in the evening and she had plenty of
tricks up her sleeve.


Her cat appeared from behind the sofa and came to
investigate.


“And who is this?” Jarod asked.


“My naughty baby girl, Heineken.”


“Heineken?”


“I call her Heinie for short.”


She was pleased when Jarod bent over to pick up her cat,
scratching Heineken between the ears. Before long, her kitty was purring and
she wondered if there was any female—human or otherwise—who could resist the
hot cop.


“Thanks for the dinner invite.”


His words drew her attention away from his strong fingers
stroking Heinie’s fur. She was actually starting to get jealous of her own damn
cat. “Speaking of dinner, I need to go check on the baked spaghetti.”


He followed her to the kitchen. “Smells delicious. Garlic
bread too?”


“Would I forget that?” They’d recently discovered their shared
love of garlic, joking that if they both ate it, they wouldn’t have to worry
about bad breath. “I still need to make the salad.”


“Let me help.” Jarod washed his hands then grabbed the head
of lettuce, cleaning it in the sink. Stephanie docked her new iPod on a set of
speakers and turned on some music. They prepared the salad in companionable
silence. When Jimmy Buffett’s Volcano started playing, Jarod took her
hands, spinning her around the kitchen in an old-fashioned dance, both of them
singing along. As the song ended, he dipped her, giving her a quick kiss before
releasing her.


Just like that, she was on fire. And once again, Jarod
regained control in an instant. If this night didn’t end with him in her bed,
fucking her senseless, she’d kill him. It was as simple as that.


The oven timer beeped. She dished up the spaghetti and
garlic bread while Jarod set the dining room table. When she carried out their
plates, she was surprised to see he’d lit the candles he’d brought, dimming the
lights.


There was no other word to describe the room. It was
romantic.


Jarod fiddled with her iPod until he found Adele. A slow,
sultry tune completed the effect. Damn him, it was perfect.


As they ate, they talked about concerts they’d attended.
Stephanie was a diehard Parrothead and Jarod laughed as she described the
tailgate parties prior to Buffett’s shows—complete with topless lifeguard
stands and body shots.


His taste in music ran to classic rock. He’d seen Black
Sabbath, Santana and Foreigner. She rolled her eyes when he actually bragged
about attending a Bon Jovi concert.


“Oh my God. You can’t seriously think that’s cool.”


He raised an eyebrow. “First of all, I really like their new
stuff, and secondly, this criticism is coming from a woman whose idea of
concert cool is Hawaiian shirts, grass skirts and leis.”


“Whatever,” she said, grinning widely at his jest.


After dinner, Jarod helped her clean up, loading the
dishwasher as she wiped off the table and counters. He poured the last two
glasses of wine from the bottle, handing one to her.


He tapped his glass against hers. “To garlic bread and
double-parking.”


She added to the toast. “To handcuffs and sex.”


His eyes darkened and he shook his head. “You’re
insatiable.” He paused for a moment before adding, “And irresistible.”


She frowned. He didn’t appear to have much trouble resisting
her lately. He turned and walked to the living room, setting down his wine.


For a moment, she thought he was going to leave. She felt
disappointed and somewhat desperate. Putting her glass next to his, she grabbed
his hand and pulled him toward her.


“Jarod,” she whispered, rising up to kiss him. She gripped
the back of his neck, determined to keep him close.


He returned her kiss, his hands resting lightly on her
waist. It wasn’t enough. She missed his hard, hungry touches, the way he pulled
her against him as if he needed her body pressed to his. She tried to drag him
into the web of seduction he’d securely wrapped her in, but he still managed to
remain aloof.


She took a step away. She’d never met a man she couldn’t
seduce, but Jarod wasn’t biting despite the fact she knew he wanted to. One
glance below his waist proved he wasn’t as disinterested as he pretended.
Goddamn reverse psychology. The more he resisted her sexual advances, the more
she wanted him.


What really bugged her wasn’t the lack of sex, though. It
was his reason for abstaining. It all centered on that fucking leap of faith
Jayne mentioned. Jarod had taken it. Now he was waiting for her to follow him,
but she couldn’t. She just couldn’t.


He caught her wayward glance and for the briefest moment,
she thought she saw genuine pain in his gaze. Then he placed a quick kiss on
her cheek. “Thank you for dinner.”


“Don’t leave.”


He gave her a funny look at her abruptly spoken plea. “That
wasn’t a prequel to good night. I wasn’t planning to go home right away.”


“I mean, don’t leave tonight.”


His face sobered. “Steph, there’s nothing on earth I want
more than to spend the night with you. You must know that.”


She glanced at his erection again, her fingers itching to
touch it. She held back, something telling her it was the wrong thing to do.
“Then stay.”


“I don’t want to have sex with you.”


She frowned. Bullshit. It was a lie his body wasn’t
backing up. She was fully prepared to call him to task. “Jarod—”


He didn’t give her a chance. “I want to make love to you,
Stephanie.”


The Stephanie she’d been before she knew Jarod would have
laughed at a line like that. The cynical bitch residing inside would have
ridiculed the words and the idea.


She dug deep, looking for that response. It wasn’t there.


For several moments, they simply looked at each other, and
then the truth came crashing down around her—the secret, the key to getting
what she wanted.


Would it be so bad to bend on this one little thing? After
all, it was just semantics. He could call it whatever he wanted. The end result
was the same.


“I want the same thing.”


Jarod smiled, his face overflowing with undeniable
happiness. He looked at her as if she’d just offered him the world on a
platter.


Shit. Maybe she was wrong.


What had she just done?


 


Jarod’s hand shook a little as he took hers in his. The
foolish part of him knew he should ask more questions, pin her down, but he was
dying. The last month had been one of the best—and worst—of his life. As he
spent more and more time with Stephanie, his belief that she was the perfect
woman for him had been confirmed. Since her power play in the storage room,
he’d vowed to refrain from sex, entirely aware that Stephanie would continue to
use that act to justify them seeing each other, declaring their attraction
based on lust and nothing more.


“Where’s your bedroom?”


She led the way, neither of them racing through this night
like the hounds of hell were chasing them as they had on previous occasions.
When they reached her bed, Jarod turned her, taking her face in his hands.
“You’re so beautiful.”


She smiled and, for a moment, he thought he saw the
slightest trace of tears in her eyes. Bending forward, he kissed her.


Undressing became a sensual feast as they took their time,
caressing and stroking each uncovered bit of flesh. By the time they were
naked, Jarod felt as if the temperature in the room had cracked a hundred
degrees. His body was on fire and only she could quench the flames. He didn’t
give a shit if he was reduced to ash by the end of the night. What a way to go.


Lying in the center of the bed, Stephanie reached out,
inviting him to join her. Crawling over her body, he kissed her upper thighs,
her stomach, her breasts, her neck, enjoying the feel of her soft skin beneath
his lips. Her fingers tangled in his hair, pulling each time he hit a hot zone.


Completing his journey to her lips, he rejoiced when her
legs wrapped around his waist, physically connecting them. Reaching down,
Stephanie grasped his cock, dragging it through her sweet arousal, wetting his
flesh with her body’s juices.


Bending, he took her nipple into his mouth, sucking on the
tight nub until she squirmed and moaned, then he moved to the other breast to
repeat the process. Stephanie’s hands explored his body, her nails raking the
flesh of his back, her fingers digging into the muscles of his shoulders. He
loved being able to drive her to this mindless madness.


At his wit’s end, he released her breasts, rising up to
kneel between her outstretched legs. Her body was flushed and she was
struggling to catch her breath. It was a heady, amazing sight.


“I need to be inside you, Stephanie.”


“Yes,” she hissed.


“Condom,” he whispered, as he started to reach for his
pants.


She shook her head. “Pill.”


He paused for only a moment. Again, he knew he should make
sure. Ask the question. The words never made it to his lips when she gripped
his cock and placed it at the opening of her cunt.


“Come inside me.”


He tried to remember if he’d ever heard sweeter words. He
bent over her once more, kissing her as he pressed into her body. Without the
condom, the incredible feelings he’d experienced before with her were amplified
a thousand times.


When he was seated to the hilt, he paused to look at her.
Her glowing face and lovable smile answered all his concerns in one fell swoop.
Moving again, he thrust gently at first before he built up speed. Stephanie
responded, accepting each forceful blow and answering with her own. No matter
how many times they came together like this, he couldn’t deny their bodies were
made for this—for each other.


Over and over, he pounded into her body. When he knew his
climax was imminent, he reached down to stroke her clit.


“Come for me,” he demanded, rubbing the sensitive nub with
more pressure. Her orgasm struck suddenly—powerfully—and her body lurched as
she screamed out her pleasure.


“God,” she cried, her nails digging into his waist
painfully. He loved her fierce passion, her fiery spirit. She’d never held back
from him, never pretended to be someone other than what she was, and yet she’d
never be tamed. Dating her would never be dull.


His balls constricted at the exact moment he realized the
truth. He was falling for her—fast and hard.


As they both struggled to recover, he fell to her side,
reaching out to pull her close. The last thing he saw as he drifted to sleep
was Stephanie’s face resting, peaceful, next to his. At last.


The shining sun roused Jarod, alerting him it was morning,
even through his closed eyes. He rolled over, reaching for Stephanie.


When his arm struck the mattress, a wealth of emotions
attacked him at once and none of them were good—disappointment, anger, pain,
annoyance. Opening his eyes, he looked at the empty bed.


She’d run away again.


Fuck.






Chapter Eight


 


“Why are you in such a bad mood tonight?” Jordan asked when
Stephanie let loose with another string of curses. No matter how hard she
tried, nothing was going right. She’d screwed up three orders, broken two
glasses and cut her finger while slicing a lime.


“I’m just tired,” she lied.


Jordan perched on the stool at the end of the bar and rested
her head on her hand. It was a quiet night, a few patrons sitting at tables
around the large room. Jordan was the only person to take a seat at the bar in
the past hour. Unfortunately, the slow night had given Stephanie too much time
to think.


“Nope. I don’t think you’re tired at all. Did you have a
fight with Jarod?”


Stephanie shook her head. “Not exactly.”


Jordan’s eyes narrowed. “Oh no. What did you do to sabotage this
relationship, Steph?”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


Jordan sighed loudly. “You sort of have an established
pattern in relationships. When things get to be too much, you freak out and try
to fuck things up.”


“No, I don’t.”


Jordan reached for a bowl of pretzels. “Of course you do.
You’ve done it for years.”


“And you’re only just now finding the time to point this out
to me?”


Jordan shrugged. “Honestly, you’ve never dated anyone worth
holding on to until Jarod. You’ve been pretty successful at picking out one loser
after another.”


“And Jarod’s not a loser?”


Jordan’s look was pure exasperation. Jarod had won her
friends over hook, line and sinker over the past month, often hanging out after
closing time to help them clean up, bringing by sandwiches on his lunch hour
for all of them. He’d gone out of his way to get to know her friends because he
knew they were important to her. It was yet another fucking nice thing about
him.


“You know Jarod’s not a loser. Not even close.”


Stephanie wanted to throw her friend’s words in her face,
deny them. She couldn’t. She’d spent the entire day taking a long, hard look at
herself and she hadn’t been happy with what she’d seen. Jordan was right. In
the past, Stephanie had chosen to date men she knew she’d never lose her heart
to. She’d known from practically the first moment, Jarod was different. He was
a threat to her safety because he’d touched her mind, her soul, and now…God
help her, her heart. She closed her eyes and willed herself not to cry.


Jordan’s soft voice nearly did her in. “You may as well
admit it. You want to be his girlfriend. Hell, I think you already are.”


She opened her eyes and looked at her friend, fully prepared
to lie. Instead, she merely nodded.


Jordan gave her a kind, comforting smile and Stephanie knew
she had chosen the right friend to confess to. Jayne, Miss Romance, would have
taken her confession as a green light to start planning some fairy-tale fucking
wedding, while Sophie would have hooted and hollered and high-fived the place
down.


Jordan simply looked at her with complete understanding.
“It’s not the end of the world, you know. Dating someone. Making a commitment.
There are worse things out there.”


She grinned, the damn tears she didn’t want creeping into
her eyes anyway. “I know. I’m just not ready to be someone’s girlfriend.”


“What does that mean?”


Stephanie gestured at the bar. “We’re still working on
making the bar a success. We all promised to give this place three years of our
undivided attention and commitment.”


“Jarod understands that. He’s been hanging out here over a
month, helping you live up to that obligation. He’s not demanding you stop
working, stop caring about this bar. That’s a weak excuse to stop seeing him.”


Stephanie nodded. It was an excuse. She knew that.
Unfortunately the lump in her throat and the ache in her chest wouldn’t abate.
She squeezed her eyes closed. She wouldn’t cry. She couldn’t.


“So what happened? It’s obvious you’re upset for a reason. I
don’t think these tears are a result of realizing you’ve actually opened yourself
up to a real relationship.”


“My mother called today.”


Jordan gave her a quizzical look. “So?”


“So, she launched into her usual ‘you’re wasting your life’
speech and I realized something.”


“What?”


“I’m just like her.”


Jordan shook her head. “Jesus, Steph. You’re nothing like
Bev.”


“Maybe not completely, but I’m sure as hell laying the
groundwork. Working my ass off in this bar, jumping from one failed
relationship to another, closing myself off to love.”


“I’ll give you the first two, but not the last. You don’t
close yourself off to love. You’re just more guarded, more protective of your
heart. Who could blame you, given Beverly’s constant criticism and shitty
role-modeling?”


“What if I can’t go the distance, Jordan? What if I screw up
and hurt him? I don’t want to hurt Jarod.”


Her friend gave her a comforting smile. “I don’t have a
crystal ball. I can’t look into your future and say everything will turn out
hunky-dory. I will say the fact you’re more worried about hurting Jarod
then risking a broken heart yourself sort of implies to me that it’s too late.
Cupid’s arrow has struck. And here we were, thinking your skin was too thick to
pierce.”


Stephanie appreciated Jordan’s attempt at humor. She took a
deep breath, fighting back the pain as she recalled Jarod’s sleeping form in
her bed this morning. His face had been so peaceful. He’d told her they would
make love and they had. He’d given her the most magical night of her life and
like a fool, she’d shoved it back down his throat come dawn. She could only
imagine how furious and hurt he’d been when he woke up and found her gone. The
fact he hadn’t called her all day sort of confirmed that anger. “I have
morning-after issues.”


Jordan’s brows furrowed. “I have no idea what that means.”


“Before Jarod, I’d never spent the entire night with a guy.
It seemed too personal, too much like a relationship.”


Jordan nodded. “But you’ve spent the night with Jarod, so I
don’t—”


“I leave before he wakes up,” Stephanie interjected.


“Every time?”


Stephanie grinned. Her friend—knowing her love of good
sex—clearly assumed she’d spent a month’s worth of nights in Jarod’s bed. How
could she tell her the queen of casual sex had only gotten laid three times
since she’d started seeing Jarod? She nodded. “There haven’t been that many
nights.”


“Why not?”


“Jarod didn’t want me to mistake our relationship for lust.”


Jordan grinned widely. “Oh man, he’s had your number right
from the start, hasn’t he?”


Stephanie refused to acknowledge the truth of that
statement. The thought of Jarod understanding her so well had poked at her like
a rock in her shoe for weeks.


“I think that’s incredibly sweet…and romantic,” Jordan said.


Stephanie paused. It was. It really was.


“What am I going to do, Jordan?”


Her friend reached out and grasped her hand, pulling her
closer. Leaning across the bar, she spoke the answer softly. “Simple. You’re
going to drive to Jarod’s house tonight after work. You’re going to knock on
his door and you’re going to tell him you want to be his girlfriend and
everything that entails. Then you’re going to spend the night. The whole
night.”


“There’s a very good chance he’s going to be pissed off at
me.”


“So apologize and maybe throw in a blowjob for good measure.
Men are simple creatures led by their cocks. If I recall correctly, you were
the one who taught me that useful tidbit.” Jordan had a wicked interior that
was often masked by her shy, quiet exterior.


“That’s not bad advice.”


“Of course it’s not. I’m practical to the extreme. It’s a
character flaw I’d love to shed.”


Stephanie squeezed her friend’s hand before releasing it.
“You don’t need to change a thing. I think you’re perfect the way you are.”


“Yeah, well, it’s a shame you and I aren’t lesbians because
apparently the male species doesn’t see me in the same light as you.”


“You just haven’t met the right guy yet.”


Jordan twirled the straw in her juice and tilted her head.
“Wow, quite a romantic sentiment coming from you.”


“Yeah. I guess it is.”


“You going to take my advice?” Jordan asked.


Stephanie nodded. It was time she stopped letting her
mother’s failures dictate her future. “Yep. I guess it’s time for me to pull on
my big-girl panties and try to do some things right for once. You know, I think
you may have missed your calling in college. You should have gone for the psych
degree.”


“No thanks. I prefer numbers to emotions. Less gray area.”


“Maybe I should have gone into accounting with you. God
knows all those damn psychology courses didn’t do me much good. I’m pretty much
a textbook basket case and I still didn’t see it.”


Jordan laughed. “It’s always easier to look at things from
the outside in. You’re stuck with the inside-out perspective in this instance.
That view is much tougher.”


Stephanie picked up a dishcloth and wiped down the bar. In
the past, the idea of entering a committed relationship with someone would have
terrified her. Now that she’d turned the corner and accepted her fate, she felt
lighter, happier than she’d ever been. Jeez, she was fucking giddy. And she
didn’t care. She smiled, continuing to clean.


Look out, Jarod Nolan, here I come.


 


It was nearly eleven when Stephanie dragged herself out to
her car. Jayne had left earlier in the evening due to a killer headache. Sophie
had taken off with a few friends, opting to keep the party going by barhopping
downtown. Jordan was still up in her office, working on the accounting books.
There was a twin bed there and Stephanie wondered how many nights her friend
chose to sleep above the store, rather than return home to her lonely
apartment.


Stephanie had practiced what she would say to Jarod all
night. Her stomach did nervous flip-flops as she’d considered every potential
outcome. There were too many bad ones to contemplate.


Somehow, in a few short weeks, her hot cop had shattered all
her preconceived ideas regarding relationships and romance. While she still
didn’t believe in love at first sight, Jarod had proven it was possible to feel
a spark, a connection that made a person want to learn more. That was exactly
where she was now. She wanted to know him better, wanted him in her life. She
grinned as she thought about his unfailing patience as he set out to prove
exactly what they could have together, who they could be to each other. If she
lost that…


She couldn’t finish the thought or else she’d fall apart.
For the first time in her life, she wanted to be someone’s girlfriend. God,
please let him still want her in that role.


As she approached her VW Bug, she noticed a Camaro parked
directly behind her, blocking her in. She sucked in an anxious breath as Jarod
emerged from his car.


He leaned against the driver’s side door as she walked
closer and she could see he had no intention of moving. Her heart stuttered and
she felt the smallest kernel of hope. He was here. He’d listen. She’d make him
listen.


“Excuse me,” she said, quickly clearing the lump out of her
throat. “You’re double-parked.”


He lifted his hands as if unconcerned. “Parking’s brutal in
this city. Besides, I’ll only be a minute.”


She tried not to laugh as he repeated her words to her,
playing along. That had to be a good sign. She crossed her arms. “So your
time’s more valuable than mine?”


He shrugged. “You missed a big breakfast—leftover spaghetti
and garlic toast. Raided your fridge. Hope you don’t mind.”


Her laughter at his joke unexpectedly released the tears
she’d managed to keep at bay all night. “I’m sorry. God, I’m so sorry.”


He stepped forward quickly, enveloping her in his embrace.
“I know you are.”


She pulled away, looking up into his handsome face. “I suck
at this girlfriend shit.”


“You sure that’s what you are? You know, you could get lucky
and we’ll figure out it’s only lust after all.”


She shook her head. “No. It’s too late for that. I’m sort of
into you.”


He studied her face seriously, though his eyes betrayed the
humor he was finding in the situation. “Into me. That’s good.”


“Just good?”


He grasped her hand, squeezing it tightly. “I’ve been
walking around with my heart on my sleeve for weeks, begging you to date me.
It’s your turn.”


She acknowledged the truth in his words, reveling in the way
he pulled her closer, the smile on his face. “Yeah, well, don’t expect me to
get all sappy and start reading romance novels and saying I love you and
all that crap.”


“So noted. You feel like putting this girlfriend thing to
the test?”


“How?”


“Leave your car here and come back to my place.”


That didn’t seem like much of a test. She quickly agreed.
“Okay.”


He narrowed his eyes at her, pointing out the obvious. “You
won’t have your own vehicle.”


“I know.”


“You try to steal mine in the morning and I’m arresting your
ass.”


She laughed. “I’m not going anywhere, Jarod.”


“Good.”


He opened the door to his Camaro and she claimed the
passenger seat. Neither of them talked as they drove to his house. Stephanie
was still reeling from how easy it had been. She’d opened herself up to a
commitment and all that it entailed—fights, jealousy, breakups. Something told
her the possibility of those things was going to be overshadowed, if not
completely obliterated, by the good stuff—laughter, sex, dating.


Strangely she’d sort of expected the ground to open up and
swallow her after she’d made her commitment to him known. Or at least a
lightning strike in the near vicinity. She hadn’t anticipated how natural all
of this would feel.


When they arrived at his house, she followed him in, neither
of them speaking or stopping as he led the way to his bedroom.


“In a hurry?” she teased.


“I’m about to explode. Take off those clothes. I’m in the
mood to do a little partying naked.”


They helped each other undress, their hands fumbling in
their haste. When they were completely naked, Jarod picked Stephanie up and
tossed her on the bed. She giggled as she bounced, the sound dying in her
throat when he grasped her wrists, quickly and effectively handcuffing her to
his headboard.


“What the hell?”


“Thought you might need a little help staying put.”


She fought against the restraints, trying to ignore the
arousal dampening her pussy. God, this was totally hot. “You’re cheating on the
test.”


“Mmm hmm,” he hummed, placing a soft kiss on her stomach.


“This is a false arrest.”


He ran his hands along her rib cage before taking a breast
in each hand. “You can report me to my captain in the morning. I’ll invite him
around for breakfast if you want.”


“Jarod.”


He paused, looking at her. “Do you really want me to set you
free?”


She shook her head, not needing a moment to think about it.
“Later. You can unlock the cuffs after you rock my world.”


He grinned. “That’s my girl.”


Jarod bent forward, taking her nipple into his mouth. She
groaned at the tight suction, the pleasurable pain sending sparks throughout
her body. She squirmed as Jarod licked, sucked and bit every inch of her
sensitive skin.


Swiping his tongue through the valley between breasts, he
straddled her stomach and she recalled the night he said he wanted to fuck her
there.


He glanced at her. She was his captive, his to control and
command. And yet…


“Do it.”


He grinned in the face of her permission and she winked at
him. She’d never be anyone’s toy.


Placing his cock in the valley, he gripped her breasts and
pushed them together. Rubbing them against his hard-on, he moved forward and
back, letting the friction of her body drive his arousal. This position gave
her the perfect view of his incredible body. She enjoyed the flush that covered
his cheeks, licking her lips as she imagined tasting the slight tang of the
sweat glistening on his chest. His breathing hitched and she knew he was close.


“Come on me.”


His unfocused gaze drifted to her face and he shook his
head. “No. Not tonight.” He released her breasts and she instantly felt the
loss of his body heat as he moved away. She pressed her legs together, amazed
to realize how aroused she was.


She heard the clinking of metal and glanced above her head
in time to see him remove the cuffs. While she’d loved his bondage—and couldn’t
wait to explore that concept with him more later—she was grateful for her
freedom.


She ran her fingers through his thick hair and stroked his
hard muscles. Jarod kissed her and she wrapped her arms around his shoulders as
he placed his cock at the entrance to her body.


“I love being with you, Stephanie.”


She smiled and decided to hell with it when she felt the
first tear slide down her cheek.


Jarod captured her gaze and held it as he pushed inside. She
sighed with relief when he was buried to the hilt. She needed this. Needed him.


Resting on his elbows, Jarod held her face in his hands as
he kissed her, his cock rocking in and out, the slow and steady pace more
erotic than the hard thrusts she’d come to love. He was surrounding her with
his body, his strength. Soon, she was trembling beneath him, her climax seeming
to last forever.


She heard Jarod’s relieved cries as he came, filling her
with his come, both of them clinging to each other as the sensual storm crashed
over them.


Jarod moved to the side, taking Stephanie with him, neither
of them ready to separate yet. They lay facing each other for several long
minutes, neither of them sleeping or speaking.


Finally, Stephanie broke the silence. “This is nice.”


He narrowed his eyes. “Nice?”


She nodded, kissing him lightly. “Yep, it’s very nice.”


Giggling, she closed her eyes, letting sleep claim her. She
was comfortable and warm in Jarod’s embrace and, for the first time ever, she
was looking forward to the morning.


* * * * *


Jarod rolled over, the sun burning through his eyelids.
Taking a deep breath, he slowly opened his eyes.


Stephanie lay beside him, watching.


“Surprise,” she whispered.


He grinned, pulling her close. “Morning. Good thing you
stayed. I have a big breakfast planned.”


“Oh yeah? Can I make a small request?”


He placed a quick kiss on the end of her nose. “Anything.”


“Can this be a clothing-optional breakfast?”


“Is there any other kind?”


The End
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