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Learning Curves

By Elyse Mady

Leanne Galloway has no time for dating; her focus is on launching her academic career. Dragged along to her childhood frenemy Gillian’s bachelorette party at a male strip club, she just wants to get through the evening—but she can’t help interfering when Gillian sends a note to a sexy dancer proposing a hot hookup.

Brandon Myles is working backstage at the Foxe’s Den to fund his post-graduate studies in dance, but he’s forced onstage when the headliner fails to show up. He feels a surprisingly strong connection with a quiet woman watching from a table full of tipsy bridesmaids, and he’s delighted when she appears backstage after his set.

After a scorching spontaneous encounter, Leanne and Brandon agree to go their separate ways. But they’re both grad students on a small campus, and avoiding each other and denying their attraction won’t work for long, especially when a jealous rival appears, determined to ruin both their academic careers.
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Chapter One



Leanne Galloway no longer doubted the existence of hell.

She glanced around the crowded strip club, past the oiled, gyrating men and tables crammed with shrieking women—many, Lee thought, old enough know better. How had she allowed herself to be coerced into attending Gillian’s interminable stagette?

A question she’d posed repeatedly since the limousine pulled up in front of her townhouse full of giggling bridesmaids ready, willing and eager to share their vast knowledge on topics every modern woman should know with the bride’s backward academic friend. Brazilian waxing (essential), travel (if it didn’t say “all-inclusive” and “Caribbean,” you were better off staying home) and men (rich, tanned and hung being the key characteristics for partners of the opposite sex).

In other words, they had as much in common as a goldfish and a whale.

While it had been several years since she’d taken that undergraduate survey course in European literature, Leanne was pretty sure Dante’s Divine Comedy only described nine levels of hell. If anyone was taking bets, Leanne suspected she’d come across the newly discovered tenth level in this crowded, rollicking room. Maybe even the eleventh.

Large tables were scattered at regular intervals. Doors leading to private rooms dotted the back wall, their occupants—and their activities—obscured by dark shadows. Gaudy spotlights threw the circular stage into dazzling relief. It seemed like a typical club, but since tonight was the first time she’d actually been inside one, it was difficult to make comparisons.

Her usual haunts tended to be a little more pedestrian and a little more, well, clothed. As a respected academic-in-training writing a PhD dissertation on the masculine condition in late-Georgian literature, referencing exotic dancers in a journal article or lecture wasn’t the best way to ensure a smooth and predictable ascent up the tenure-track ladder.

That’s not to say she didn’t appreciate the male flesh on show tonight. It was a thousand times more than Leanne had seen in her own bedroom since Steven and she parted ways last year. Still as nice as it was to look at, she couldn’t help thinking how contrived it seemed. Mechanical, even. There was no way she’d ever get taken in by the fantasy these men offered.

A loud cry from the stage carried over the noise, distracting Leanne. “Come on, baby! Let me give it to you!”

Leanne watched as a woman, her cheeks flushed and eyes giddy, stuffed money into the dancer’s electric blue thong. When the bills were secured, the dancer began to sashay across the stage. Unabashed, the woman grabbed his firm butt and slapped it soundly before sitting down to the general acclaim of her friends.

I guess it takes all kinds. But Leanne couldn’t imagine ever getting that excited over a guy who shook his thing to Justin Timberlake, post-’NSync-serious-recording-artist or not.

Taking a sip of watered-down ginger ale to hide a small smile, she risked another discreet peek at her watch and swore softly. Damn. 11:47 p.m. Even if she pleaded headache, she couldn’t escape the hen party from hell for at least another hour without appearing totally rude. Double damn.

Not if she wanted to avoid yet another lecture from her mother on how she needed to let her hair down, get out from behind “those books” (her Mom always said it as though it was some sort of distasteful habit Lee had acquired, like drugs but less respectable) and meet a nice guy.


Of course, Lee knew without asking that the men on stage were not what Sandra Galloway would consider nice. Her definition involved being successful, rich and upwardly mobile. Looks were a bonus but if a man met the first three requirements, certainly not a deal breaker. And long-term, having the capability of fathering attractive and talented grandchildren about whom her mother could boast was on that list. Chiseled abs and the ability to feature in her daughter’s elaborate sexual fantasies were definitely not.

Her confirmed status as a singleton was just one more example of how Leanne never measured up, especially compared to Aunt Barbara’s golden girl, princess-of-the-world Gillian.

As if sensing the direction of Leanne’s thoughts, the bride-to-be looked across the table and glared at her.

“Having fun, Lee?”

Like having my nails pulled out with hot pincers, Gilly dear.

“Oh, tons. Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

Reaching up to adjust her glitzy rhinestone veil, Gillian smiled tightly. “I hope you’re not too disappointed about not being in the wedding party. Like I told Aunt Sandy, I totally would have asked you but I had to think of the wedding photographs. It’s for posterity.”

Leanne tried to swallow a smile at the thought of the ostentatious nuptials taking place in two weeks. She’d seen pictures of the dresses at the wedding shower. If her goal in life was to look like a bargain-basement call girl in violet dupioni, she would be bitterly disappointed not to be included in the wedding party. Luckily, Leanne would do almost anything, up to and including being boiled alive in hot oil, to avoid that fate.

“I think I’ll survive.”

A flare of temper lit Gillian’s blue eyes and Leanne knew she was treading on dangerous ground.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a bride in possession of a rich, straight man must be in want of a way to show it off. Maybe that wasn’t quite what Austen wrote, but when you spent as much time as Lee did, living and breathing eighteenth century literature, she felt it definitely captured the spirit. And since Jane had been a pretty dogged contender in the single-girl stakes herself, Leanne was sure she’d forgive a few liberties for the sake of skewering a self-absorbed opportunist like Gillian Saunders.

They’d known each other since birth and disliked each other almost as long. Unfortunately, considering their mothers had been best friends since they’d met competing in the Little Peaches Beauty Pageant, they’d been fated to spend their childhood and teenage years thrown together. Birthdays, pool parties, sleepovers. Year after year, special event after special event, their childhoods captured by snapshots of them side by side. Gillian, always smiling pertly, her blond hair curled and flawless, played up to the camera with ease, while Leanne, tousled and tomboyish, faded into the background, a book clutched in her hands from the moment she could read.

Even now, the mismatch continued. Gillian was a former pageant princess with an up-and-coming career in real estate; Leanne a quiet, introspective writer and academic.

Of course, as Lee had learned only too well over the years, Gillian was also narcissistic and completely unfazed by notions of right and wrong. Stealing Leanne’s high school boyfriend just for the fun of it. Pawning off the work of others to pass her university classes. Screwing around with an endless list of one-night stands. Even backstabbing her so-called friends never gave her a moment’s pause. Leanne doubted there were few depths she would scruple to sink to, if it worked to her advantage. Gillian used her face and her charm to weasel out of the consequences of her bad behavior, always being sure to look the part of an innocent and incorruptible angel.


And the façade worked because six months ago, Jeremy Fields, one of Wellington’s most eligible bachelors, got down on one knee and asked her to marry him. In less than two weeks, she would be center stage at a wedding modeled after the late Princess Diana’s, only larger.

Gillian was everything Sandra Galloway wanted in a daughter and everything, right down to her manicured French nails, Leanne wasn’t.

Suddenly, one of the bridesmaids squealed.

“Oh my God! Did I show you what I got? Fourteen carats, with platinum accents.”

Holding out her wrist, she displayed a thick gold bracelet. The rest of the table oohed and aahed, but in the dim light, Lee couldn’t make out the details.

“What is it?”

“It’s a charm bracelet, silly. From Italy. Whenever I try something new, I mark the occasion.” She held her arm closer for Leanne’s inspection.

Tiny figures cavorted on the small medallion. She peered closer. One, two…three? And were they…Leanne didn’t know that particular move was possible in precious metal, let alone in real life!

Tamara’s voiced dropped to a confidential whisper. “Ty said it was the best threesome he’d ever had. In fact, he thinks it might be time for us to start seeing each other…exclusively.”

Leanne sprayed out a mouthful of soda at Tamara’s confession. Clearly, she was moving in the wrong circles, sexually speaking, if threesomes were now considered part of the casual sex repertoire. Call her old-fashioned, but her idea of a fantastic relationship sure didn’t include swapping partners just for the thrill of it.

That’s not to say she wasn’t all for sexual experimentation in a relationship. Well, a relationship with someone other than her vibrator. She liked to think she had as many kinky ideas as the next sexually aware girl, even if she hadn’t had the chance to try many—okay, any—of them out with a willing partner.

Adventuresome sex with toys and assorted paraphernalia? Absolutely. Mind-blowing sex in diverse locales? By all means. It wasn’t like she was hanging out for the white picket fence and a ticket to forever-forever land. She had her career to get underway and goals to meet, but was any relationship really worth it without trust and mutual respect? Without those crucial elements underpinning it, being single wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

She could fantasize about finding some hot, anonymous guy in a bar and dragging him off to a dark corner for spontaneous, no-holds-barred sex, but in real life things didn’t work like that. She liked to think she had standards for starters. And the chances of a man being overcome with lust for a woman whose looks rated as “pleasantly average but should get to the gym more” were about a zillion to one. Not with the Gillians and Tamaras of the world to catch his eye first.

Handing over some cocktail napkins so Leanne could clean herself off, Gillian smiled in pseudo-sympathy. “I forget how difficult this must be for you, listening to us go on and on about our sex lives. After all, I’m getting married, Jessi just got engaged and everyone else has someone to bring to the wedding.”

Gillian looked across the room as the dancer reached the climax of his striptease. Down to his g-string, muscles glistening with sweat, he moved acrobatically to the increasingly frenetic calls of the women pressing around the stage. “I mean, Aunt Sandy said you’re not even dating right now. Not since what’s his name…Stewart?”


“Steven,” Lee corrected tightly. She hadn’t been heartbroken when her former boyfriend decided to put his career ahead of their lukewarm relationship and moved to Arizona for a shot at a coveted teaching position. Heck, he’d never even once entertained any of Leanne’s suggestions for spicing it up in the bedroom. Disappointing though it was to admit, their sex life had definitely been vanilla. All the same, being forced to endure Gillian’s triumph at her most recent romantic failure pained her.

“It must be so difficult,” Gillian went on undeterred, “knowing that at your age, your chances of meeting someone are like, totally next to zero.”

“Because once women reach a certain age, they’re more likely to meet a terrorist on an airplane or something than get married. It’s a statistic,” Brittany said solemnly, slurring the words.

“Do you even have sex?” Tamara asked, her face bright with curiosity. “Like, with a man?”

Since the chauffeur picked them up nearly five hours ago, the entire bridal party save Leanne had been drinking steadily, their inhibitions lowered by the fruity umbrella drinks they’d knocked back. Now, five sets of unfocused eyes looked at Leanne from around the table, waiting with bated, blurry breath in the hopes of a salacious and titillating confession.

Desperately seeking an escape, Leanne glanced wildly at her watch and prayed for deliverance.

 

11:53 p.m. Where the hell is Tony?

God damn it, when he got his hands on him, Brandon was going to throttle Tony with his own frigging thong. He needed to be onstage in less than ten minutes and was nowhere to be found. The applause and whistles escalated, and Brandon glanced down at his clipboard. At least T’Shaun was right on time. But Christ, what if Tony didn’t show up? He was their headliner for the week and by the raucous sounds coming from the house, he knew the ladies out front were in the mood to celebrate.

Moments later, T’Shaun hurried backstage. Pulling the bills from around his lean hips, he counted them out.

He whistled. “Man, it was a good night.”

“Jay said the bar and the door were both steady.”

“It’s the broads getting married. There’s four or five groups here and they’re definitely gunning to enjoy themselves before they get all cozy with the groom.”

T’Shaun grinned, flashing a set of even, white teeth, and sat at the makeshift dressing table, where he began to wipe away the makeup from his face and chest in preparation for his walkabout. Suddenly he stopped and looked around the green room.

“Yo! Where’s Tony?”

“No goddamn idea.” Picking up his two-way, Brandon beeped June, the owner of the Foxe’s Den. Since he’d been promoted to floor manager two years ago, she usually didn’t come down from the offices upstairs and onto the floor, not unless there was an emergency. He figured the no-show of their Saturday night headliner qualified.

“June…come in.”

A click and a burst of static came from the handset.

“What’s up, doll face?” June Fox’s voice was rough and gravelly with nearly sixty years of hard living, but behind the tough exterior lay a marshmallow softie who’d bend over backward for a friend.


Brandon liked to think he was included in that select number. He’d certainly been the recipient of her generosity more times than he cared to count in his seven years at the club. He’d lost track of the number of times she’d made him a home-cooked meal or given him a place to study. She even lent him the money for school once, when it looked like he might have to drop out for lack of funds. He’d worked an extra shift for the rest of the term to pay her back, but that was just the kind of woman she was.

If you asked, she’d just say she was looking after her investment, making sure he was fit to perform, but Brandon knew it was more than that. June was, despite the moxie and the showmanship, what his grandma used to call “good people.” She’d been good to him when he needed it the most and God knows his own flesh and blood had rarely, if ever, been interested in making an effort where he was concerned.

“We got a no-show.”

“Hell. Tony?”

“Yup.”

“No-good son of a bitch! I knew better than to book him from Jasper but he swore Tony’d mended his ways.” She paused. “So who’ve you got going on?”

“No frigging idea.” He counted on his fingers. “T’Shaun and Kirby already performed tonight. Lucas and Ian aren’t scheduled to go on ’til after Tony, but they’re both new. Neither one’s got the experience to headline.”

The silence on the radio stretched out, an unspoken solution hanging between them.

“No,” Brandon said firmly. “Forget it.”

“You said yourself there wasn’t anyone else.”

“I don’t dance anymore.” He scowled, although June couldn’t see it. “I blew out my knee.”

“Knee, schmee. You wiggle, you jiggle, you flash your dimples. What do you need your knee for?”

“Forget it, June.”

“Honey, you can do this show with your eyes closed. And remember, it’s just one night. It ain’t the rest of your life or anything.”

Brandon sighed. It wasn’t the dancing he objected to. Before he tore his knee, he’d loved to dance. Still did. He just couldn’t do it five nights a week anymore like he used to.

He was a good-looking guy, tall, fit and—while he didn’t like to brag—not deficient in the equipment department either. Hell, girls had been telling him that since he was thirteen and it hadn’t hurt his stage career at Foxe’s Den. And he liked women. The way they smelled, the way they fit in his arms, the way they felt when his cock was buried deep inside their bodies. But in all years since he’d discovered women, he’d never once experienced a real connection with any of the ones he’d taken into his bed.

He wasn’t indiscriminate. He liked his women one at a time. But the ones in the audience never saw him as a person but as some sort of sexual automaton. Sexy but sexless. Tall and strong and lean but when the fantasy was over, not someone they’d ever want to see in the light of day. And while he sure as hell wasn’t looking for the future Mrs. Myles—after bearing witness to the volatile roller coaster his own parents had endured, the very thought made his blood run cold—it still took a lot out of a guy knowing he was the kind of person a girl wanted to fuck but never acknowledge.

In the early days, he’d needed the money. Every penny had gone to keeping his dreams of learning alive. Of escaping the poverty and neglect of his childhood. He was used to going it alone. He’d learned the hard way that love didn’t prevent you from being disappointed or betrayed. His mom. His dad. Even his grandmother had left after a fashion, dying when he was twelve.


So he’d learned to fake it. Smiled and flirted with all the women, onstage and off. Danced for their money, took a few into his bed. But at the end of a long, hard night performing, he’d felt like he’d given away another piece of himself. And he’d wondered how long he could keep giving pieces away until there wasn’t anything left.

That was why he stopped dancing. The injury had been real, but if he’d really loved it, he could have found a solution. Choreographed routines that took pressure off the ligaments and kept performing. But he’d had enough. He still designed the numbers for most of the male dancers and handled the scheduling and back-of-the-house details, but he hadn’t been on stage in over two years.

Christ.

Running a reluctant hand through his short-cropped hair, he finally pushed the radio’s two-way.

“I’ll do it, but only because there’s no one else. Call Randy in the booth and tell him to cue up the Coltrane routine.”

 

During intermission, Leanne flagged down one of the servers and ordered another soft drink. Dancers circulated around the room. Sometimes they’d stop and dance on a table, bending every so often to let the women at their feet slip another bill in their g-strings or whisper a saucy come-on in their ears.

The women at the table beside theirs laughed as T’Shaun, the muscular black man who’d just performed, led one of their party by the hand toward one of the unmarked doors.

Watching with envious eyes, Brittany and Tamara both sighed.

“Private lap dance,” they said simultaneously and burst into a chorus of tipsy giggles.

Surprised and maybe a little turned on, Leanne couldn’t help but turn around and watch as the stripper led the woman into the private booth.

What would it be like to go into a room with a man whose only goal was to provide sexual satisfaction? To let him touch you, turn you on, without worrying about satisfying him or wondering whether you’d have an orgasm or if you’d have to fake it again? To enjoy the sensations without thinking about anything except the arousal and excitement he elicited?

God, had she ever had sex like that?

Would she ever have sex like that?

If she was being honest with herself, the answer to those two questions had to be no and it seemed bloody unlikely.

As the house lights dimmed in anticipation of the next performer, she couldn’t help but wonder what was going on in the private room right now. Where was he touching her? What was he saying? How wet and turned on was she getting, fantasizing about a man who was being paid to excite her and maybe, if she was really into it, make her come, only feet from dozens of other people?

“Ladies, please welcome back to the Foxe’s Den stage for a very special performance, the one, the only—Brandon!” The anonymous announcer’s voice boomed, shattering her erotic musings.

The house lights darkened completely, and the women in the crowd cheered and hollered. As the strains of an instrumental jazz number began, Leanne couldn’t help wondering why it seemed she’d always been too busy studying or researching or writing to have time for something as basic, as elementary, as her own sexual satisfaction.


When the next performer stepped onstage, moving slowly and seductively to the music, Leanne knew why. Until this exact moment, she’d never seen a man as lust inspiring as the one removing his clothing in front of her.

Now that she had, the only thought in her mind was how soon she could get him alone and next-to-naked and touching and kissing her body until she came.








Chapter Two



He’d forgotten how good it felt to perform. There was something almost electric about dancing, about moving in time to a great piece of music and giving expression to the notes the musicians hadn’t played as much as the ones they had. Now as he circled the outermost edge of the platform, working free the buttons of his white dress shirt, he gazed into the darkness and tried to gauge tonight’s crowd.

June had always told him that a good dancer dances with the audience, not just for them, so as he moved, he peered out at the audience, trying to make out the faces visible beyond the perimeter of the stage. T’Shaun was right—the women were lively and vocal tonight, determined to enjoy themselves.

He slid his shirt off his shoulders inch by inch. A suggestive catcall distracted him. Moving in time to the raucous hoots of approval, he paused and a woman tucked dollar bills inside his waistband. He spun around, reveling in the feel of his body moving easily after so long. It might not be sex with a warm, willing woman but it was damn close.

Then he saw her.

She sat in the middle of the room, at one of the large tables. Against the bright lights of the stage, he couldn’t make out details like what she wore or the color of her hair. What was so arresting was her stillness. Absolute stillness, her eyes completely focused on him.

It wasn’t the fact that she was watching him that turned him on. Hell, he was used to that. Nor did the seemingly stunned expression of burgeoning sexual arousal differentiate her from the hundreds of women who’d watched him in the past.

What made this woman so distinctive was the awe and respect in her gaze as she watched his performance.

His cock twitched and jerked. Just knowing this woman watched made him hard. He couldn’t remember the last time something like that had happened while he performed. If ever.

He glanced at her again and this time, she met his look, her eyes wide, her lips slightly parted. Never breaking the connection between them, he began to strip off his pants, rolling his hips in time to the urgent strains of Coltrane’s saxophone. Her eyes were riveted to his body and the growing bulge being revealed inch by inch by his methodical striptease. She licked her lips and Brandon felt another rush of blood to his groin, this time so strong and urgent he nearly missed a step, shifting his weight awkwardly to recenter himself in time to the music.

He’d danced like this, stripped like this, hundreds of times, and he’d never gotten so carried away. Or so turned on. The fantasy he inhabited seemed, in this suspended moment, startlingly real. As if they were alone in an otherwise empty room and his teasing movements were only a lead-up to the inevitable. A private erotic prelude that made them both horny and aroused, so that when they finally touched, when he finally kissed her tight nipples and let his fingers slide into her slick cleft, stringing her along on the edge of orgasm before sinking his desperate cock into her welcoming pussy, it would be electric.

The frantic hooting of the women around the stage brought him back to reality. Christ, he’d gotten rock-hard, lost in his fantasy, without even realizing it. Because for those few stolen moments, his performance hadn’t felt fake at all. His pants dropped away and he picked them up in time to the music. Get a grip, man. Brandon chided himself for getting so carried away. But as he moved to dance away across the stage, the urge to let her know he’d seen her watching and felt the connection, however momentary, overcame him.


 

He winked.

Leanne wasn’t sure whether to put her face in her hands or just dive underneath the table. But there was no denying this dancer’s magnetic force and the wild sense of sexual potential that emanated from him. Watching him, she’d even forgotten where she was. For one brief moment, it really had seemed as if they were alone and he stripped just for her.

Strong, defined muscles outlined his chest and arms, his abs tight and firm. His dark blond hair was cut short and his face conveyed a strong reserve Leanne found strangely appealing. Self-contained, even watchful, behind his overtly sexy, chiseled persona. She could relate to that sense of self-containment—she experienced it every day.

But it was more than just his body or his looks, as magnificent as they were. His performance had been truly magnetic. Unlike the dancers who performed earlier in the night, there’d been an ease and fluidity to his movements. He didn’t just move to the music, he played a duet with his body. And for a few moments, he’d been dancing just for her.

Wishful thinking. For pro like him, his job depended on making every woman feel special, but still…The need to see him again overwhelmed her. She wanted to know if the crazy thrumming sensation he’d fired up low in her belly was a fluke or if it could be magnified, taken further. Maybe, if she—

“Did you see him?” Gillian’s throaty whisper interrupted Leanne’s fevered planning. “He couldn’t take his eyes off me.”

“Y-you?” A shiver of apprehension threaded through Leanne’s gut as she came down to earth with a crash.

Was Gillian right? Had she totally misunderstood his intentions? After all, what guy would be interested in her, with Gillian sitting only feet away? And on the heels of that lowering thought, another, more bitter one. Why does she always get the good guys?

Gillian peered at Leanne scornfully. “Well, duh. The guy was sporting a total hard-on. I’m sure they jerk off before they come on stage to maximize their take and all but you could totally see it when he tore off his pants.” She paused, considering. “You know, maybe I should hire him for my own private performance. It’s not like the ring’s on my finger yet.”

The bridesmaids tittered but Leanne felt deflated.

“You’re getting married,” she argued, struggling to be heard above the music. “You’d jeopardize that by fooling around with some guy you met in a strip club?

Gillian shrugged. “Right. Like Jeremy won’t take it while he can still get it.” She turned back to the stage and peered at Brandon. “He’s yummy and totally hung. So what if he’s just some himbo dancer? This is my night. And what I want, I get.”

In a burst of determined activity, she opened her purse and extracted a business card.

Leanne watched as she quickly scrawled a note on the back. She was too far away to read what it said but it wasn’t hard to guess its contents. She bit her lip to stay silent when Gillian called over one of the servers and held out the card between manicured nails.

“Could you see that my note gets to the dancer who’s on stage right now? I’d like to talk with him after the performance and was hoping he’d have a little time to spare me.” The waiter nodded and Gillian slipped the card—and some cash—into his front breast pocket. The whole party watched as the young man wove his way through the tables, toward the door marked Employees Only.


Gillian smiled and smoothed her flawless hair before whipping out a compact to daub her nose with powder. Shame her morals weren’t as perfect as her makeup, because there was no compact big enough to hide those flaws. Turning back to the stage, Gillian watched the dancer possessively, a tight, predatory smirk on her enhanced lips while the rest of the hen party tittered and gossiped.

Leanne’s heart sank. When it came down to it, she didn’t like Gillian. She never had. She’d seen firsthand how she lied and manipulated the people around her to get whatever she wanted. Over the years, Gillian decided rules of fair play and honesty only applied to other less deserving people, not her. She played up her beauty and her delicate blond appeal for all it was worth—and in Gillian’s mind it was worth an amazing amount. To date, it seemed as though she was right, because she’d never been called to account for her flagrant transgressions and grandstanding. But Leanne liked Jeremy. He was, despite his wealth and family connections, a good guy, straight-up and honest. And for some unknown reason, he was crazy about Gillian.

Personally, Leanne thought he could do better marrying just about anyone else. But she wasn’t comfortable sitting by and doing nothing while Gillian planned out-and-out infidelity. Maybe if she appealed to the dancer’s better nature, she could stop this whole mess from going any further. If not…Well, at least she would have tried. She’d learned the hard way that Gillian didn’t brook open defiance of her dictates, but that didn’t mean she had to abdicate her own standards either. She just had to go about it more subtly this time.

“Excuse me. I—I have to go to the washroom.” Their eyes fixed on Gillian’s anticipated conquest, no one at the table even bothered looking up when Leanne grabbed her purse and hurried toward the door that led backstage.

A quick glance assured her that the bouncers were occupied at the entrance and the bartenders were overrun with drink orders. Now all she had to do was convince the dancer not to take Gillian up on her offer. Then she could leave and her awful night would finally be over.

Backstage was a rabbit’s warren of small rooms and dimly lit corridors. Leanne discovered the cleaning supplies, bar stock and the mechanical room before she finally located the door with a handwritten sign marked Dressing Room.

Pushing it open, Leanne found herself in a tiny room with makeshift counters and a motley collection of furniture, including a battered sofa that bore years of wear and tear and a small fridge that hummed noisily in the silence. Along one wall, above the worn countertop, someone had hung a bank of mirrors and above them, a row of small globe lights. They were off and a single fluorescent fixture illuminated the utilitarian space.

Gillian’s business card was propped up against the mirror, next to a small radio handset and a neatly folded pile of street clothes.

Moving quickly, Leanne pocketed the card but not before reading the note Gillian had penned on the backside.

I like what I see and I’d be happy to make it worth your while if you’re willing to show me more. G.

Ugh. Leanne couldn’t imagine propositioning any man as baldly as Gillian had—she really did have no qualms about going after anything she wanted, did she?

Refusing to get side-tracked by her nemesis’s amorality, she crammed the note in her pocket. She hurried back to the door and opened it a crack. A thunderous round of applause and whistles reverberated from the stage. She slammed it shut. His set must be over. She had to act quickly or she was going to have a hard time explaining her presence here. To Brandon or Gillian, for that matter. Leanne being hauled out by bouncers wasn’t something that would escape Gillian’s notice, no matter how many fruity drinks she’d consumed. And if she learned of Leanne’s interference, there’d undoubtedly be hell to pay.


Yet even as escape plans tumbled through her mind, she remembered the torturous sense of excitement she’d felt watching Brandon perform. How her body had responded to the mere promise of his sexual prowess. And experienced a fleeting moment of regret that she hadn’t been able to talk to him after all.

Only in her wildest dreams could she ever imagine seducing a total stranger, but she would have liked a chance to see if the peculiar magnetism he’d exerted on her body had been real or just a fiction of her overheated, under stimulated body.

Well, she thought wryly, turning the doorknob once more, on the bright side, at least I have a new star in my vibrator-induced fantasies…

 

Offstage, Brandon shrugged into his robe and made his way back to the dressing room. He’d forgotten the rush of dancing in front of a live audience. They’d been jazzed up tonight, calling him back for two encores.

Pausing outside the green room, he thought about going back on stage again more regularly. Fact was, he’d missed it. Not every night, of course. But once in a while…It might be fun.

He opened the door, still distracted by the idea of a return to the stage, and stepped inside, eager to change.

And plowed into a warm, softly scented body.

His arms came up and he felt the whoosh of her breath as he knocked her back into the room. He came to a screeching halt just inside the door.

“I’m sorry,” he said, tightening his hands around her torso to stabilize her, and got his second shock in as many seconds. Whoever he’d flattened definitely wasn’t June. The woman squirmed free of his hold and knelt to gather the small purse she’d dropped in the collision. She looked up from her knees, meeting his eyes reluctantly. He did a double take.

Holy crap! The girl from the floor. His brain seized at the sight of her face, his voice harsher than intended. “What are you doing in here? This is off-limits to patrons.”

Standing now, tucking her purse over her shoulder, she licked soft, pink lips and grimaced. “Looking for the ladies room?”

He scoffed and she blushed, the scorching color rising across her cheeks at the obvious untruth. His eyes swept over her, taking her in. Pretty, in an understated sort of way. Her shoulder length hair curled around her heart-shaped face, and just a hint of makeup highlighted her features. Not tall, but the way she held herself gave the impression of height. She had great legs, shown off to good effect by a knee-length denim skirt and a pair of tall black boots. Her sweater revealed a few details he hadn’t been able to make out from the stage, namely some seriously tempting curves.

Understated but classy. And appealing as hell.

“You should have turned left at the bar about three hallways ago,” he chided, trying to marshal his face into an appropriately stern expression.

She was looking at him a little unsteadily, two bright spots of color on her cheeks. He tried to take heart from the fact that she wasn’t as composed as she appeared at first glance.

“Look,” he continued when it was obvious she wasn’t going to tell him why she was there, “I don’t do private dances, so you need to leave.”


Another flush of color rose across her pale cheeks. Her eyes sparkled, whether from embarrassment or disappointment he couldn’t tell. But the deep blush set off her dark hair beautifully. He swallowed and tightened the belt of his robe. Given that five minutes ago he’d been next door to naked in front of two hundred women, he knew his newfound modesty was ridiculous, but he still felt underdressed.

Even as he told her to leave, he couldn’t help but wonder if her skin colored the same way when she came. Did her breasts and neck flush in the grip of sexual passion? Would she be as bold during sex, taking the lead and showing him how he could please her? Brandon took an involuntary step toward her before he remembered he wasn’t interested in touching her. He was interested in getting her out of the room.

Yeah, right, his conscience chimed in, and I’m the Tooth Fairy.

“I’m not here for that,” she protested, and he’d been so distracted by the inappropriate nature of his thoughts, it took him a moment to recall his last words. Then she frowned. “So you don’t do private lap dances? Really?”

“No,” he said, trying to decipher her tone and failing. Disappointment? Or relief? “I never have. I only stepped in tonight because a dancer canceled at the last minute. Normally, I’m back of the house. I haven’t done a show in a couple of years.” He shook his head, dismissing his explanation as unnecessary. “But you still need to leave. This area isn’t for the public.”

“Oh.”

She looked so absurdly pleased when told he didn’t dance that Brandon wondered if he’d misjudged her. But something still didn’t add up. Even if she wasn’t here to seduce him—he tried very hard to ignore the disappointment that swept through him—she was still plenty nervous, biting her lip and twisting the chain of her purse into tortuous knots.

“Well, then, I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll just show myself out and let you get on with whatever it is you’ve got to do now.”

She edged toward the door. He reached out and closed his hand around her wrist, impeding her flight. Her quick intake of breath sounded loud in the silence and her eyes darkened, although her expression remained stubbornly noncommittal.

“You came back here for something. Why don’t you just save us both some time by telling me what it was,” he said. “My guess? Sex.”

She gasped at his bold charge. “No.” She paused. “Well, yes, but not really.”

“Which is it?” he replied, and she sighed.

With her free hand, she dug into the pocket of her skirt and handed him a rumpled business card. He studied the tiny picture and read the note before tossing it carelessly onto the dressing table.

“Pretty girl. You back here to broker the deal?” he said cynically, trying to ignore how soft her skin felt beneath the pads of his fingers.

She shrugged. “No. The plan was to make sure you didn’t.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Gillian’s the reason I’m here tonight. It’s her hen party. You know, rhinestone veil, raunchy gifts. The…uh…”

“The stripper?” he supplied, and she nodded. Her explanation didn’t add up, though. In his years at the club, he’d been accosted by more than one giggling and inebriated bride or bridesmaid. This woman’s palpable discomfort was something else entirely.

He took a stab in the dark. “So you wanted to save her from a fate worse than death, then? Keep her pure for the honeymoon?”

She giggled, then pressed her lips together, clearly struggling to contain her mirth. “Gillian? Are you kidding? She may look like an angel but she’ll screw anything on legs. I was actually thinking about Jeremy, the guy she’s supposed to be marrying.”


A surge of jealousy rocketed through him at her mention of the groom’s name. How the hell could he be jealous? He didn’t even know this woman.

“What’s so special about Jeremy?” he asked, trying for an even tone.

“He’s a good guy. And he doesn’t deserve to hear about his fiancée catting around two weeks before they tie the knot. What she does afterward is her business, but before?”

“Well, you can rest easy. I’m not in the market to provide stud services. I dance. Period.” Her face lit up at his avowal. She was a pretty girl when she wasn’t smiling, but when she did, she transformed from run-of-the-mill to dark-eyed and exotic. The pull of attraction he’d been fighting strengthened. “When I’m with a woman, it’s because we both want it. Not because she’s paid me.”

Her eyes widened at the suggestion implicit in his claim. He breathed deeply, trying to tamp down his rising need. She wore some kind of perfume. Fruity, with a hint of lemon and maybe vanilla. He didn’t recognize it but whatever it was, it was intoxicating. Brandon stroked his thumb against the tender flesh of her inner wrist.

Stroke. Stroke. Stroke. Tiny circles. So small, they were almost nonexistent, and they shouldn’t be having this mesmerizing effect on him. The slight hitch of her breath told him she was turned on too. He wondered what it would feel like to run his fingers across more of her body—the vulnerable column of her throat, the delicate skin behind her knees, the full mounds of her breasts. He moved closer, unable to focus on anything but the slight pressure of his thumb against her skin, incredibly aroused by this barely there touching.

Later, he would swear he’d meant to let go, that he’d opened his mouth to apologize for his unwarranted and forward behavior and to ask her to leave for good. He’d never be sure, because his next words took him by complete surprise.

“I saw you tonight,” he said softly as he stepped even closer. She didn’t resist his gesture, but tilted her head back to keep looking in his face.

Her eyes were dark and uncertain. A fine scattering of freckles dusted her nose. She swayed slightly as she licked her lips and Brandon felt his cock grow even harder when her breasts brushed against his chest.

“Saw me?” she said in a husky tone.

“From the stage. When I was dancing,” he murmured. He stepped even closer, until there was barely any space between them. He could feel the tight beads of her nipples through his robe. His cock surged, and he knew she could feel his erection pressing into her hip but he didn’t back away.

His mouth was only millimeters from her ear as he traced her jaw. He stopped at the corner of her lips. Either one of them had only to move a fraction of an inch for their mouths to meet. He wanted to kiss her so badly but forced himself to be still as he whispered, “You were sitting so still, but I knew you were thinking about me. Tell me, what were you imagining I was doing to you?”

Their eyes met, the unspoken answer hanging between them, drawing them even deeper into a bewitching, erotic haze.

 

As she looked into his face, his eyes dark and inscrutable in the poorly lit room, Leanne couldn’t forget the sensations he’d aroused in her while she watched him onstage. Or the fantasies he’d called forth. She remembered thinking earlier in the night that there was no way she’d ever be turned on by the dancers and the illusions they peddled. Hubris. The word suddenly popped into her mind. That was what the Greeks had called it. Because this stranger turned her on in a serious way.


The faith and confidence he had in his body, the smooth, almost musical way he moved, whether onstage or in the small space of the dressing room, combined to strip away her natural reserve and caution, compelling her to seize this charged moment.

The walls’ thick soundproofing muted the music from the club, softening it to a rumbling hint of bass. The sound seemed to beat in time with her heart even as the silence between them stretched out. Blood pulsed through her body. Her breasts were full, and warmth seeped through her body, settling between her legs, making her wet and turned on.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like this. So ready, so hot. Even when Steven was around, their sex life had never been spectacular. By the time they’d broken up, it had gotten to the point where Leanne could darn near time the whole thing. Start to finish, nine minutes. Nine brief, unmemorable minutes. Routine and boring and…

Leanne didn’t want to be routine anymore. She didn’t want to play it safe or by the book. Because the way Brandon looked at her made her feel dangerous and giddy and out of control. The way she imagined in her daydreams but never in real life. Until now.

Desire burst over her. This close, his face only inches from her own, she could see the small scar on his jaw and the remnants of his stage makeup.

“I was thinking about how it would feel to kiss you,” she confessed, her voice thick and languorous.

“Where?” he asked. He dipped his head the smallest degree and tasted her trembling lower lip. As their warm breath mingled, Leanne melted, her whole body overrun with need, until she felt more liquid than solid.

“Everywhere.”

A gleam of satisfaction lit deep within his blue eyes.

“What do you think we should do about it?” he asked, his voice a low growl.

She wanted to kiss him but her reservations made her hesitate. He tilted her chin up so their eyes could meet.

“You don’t do this very often, do you?” His voice was still dark and aroused but an undercurrent of gentle amusement eased her nerves. She relaxed a little into the circle of his arms.

“What’s that?”

“Take the lead in a one-night stand.”

“Is that what this is?”

“Certainly looks like it to me.”

“You have experience, then? No-strings-attached sex?”

His lips crinkled at her bluntness. “Some.”

“How much is ‘some’?”

“Some,” he repeated, brushing his lips along her throat. “I don’t do relationships as a general rule. Not my thing.”

“Funny. I don’t remember asking you for one.”

“No, you didn’t. But what’s between us right now won’t be anything—not a fling, not an affair, not no-strings-attached sex—until you tell me what you think we should do about it.”

It was his restraint that decided her. If he’d been crude or obnoxious or tried to rush her, she would have walked. But despite his all too evident need, he’d waited until she was certain this was the course of action she wanted to embark on.

She knew nothing about him but she knew enough that she couldn’t wait any longer.

“This,” she replied fiercely. And shoving aside her doubts, she kissed him.


His lips were firm, and when they opened against hers, his tongue, smooth and hot, slid into her mouth. It wasn’t an elegant kiss but the connection set off a fuse within her and she intensified the embrace greedily, their tongues clashing, taunting, inflaming.

When he released her wrist, his strong hands stroked effortlessly across her body. He buried them in her hair with a groan, and his fingers threading through the tousled strands brought her into even closer contact to his surging body.

Touching him was suddenly an imperative.

Not pausing to consider her actions, Leanne ran her hands across his chest, reveling in the firm muscles flexing beneath her fingertips. His robe gaped open where their bodies met and her questing fingers found the sash. Never breaking contact with his mouth, she wrestled with the knot until she worked it free. The robe slid down, off his shoulders, and puddled on the floor.

She nearly purred at the sight of him, her thoughts muddied by pounding, feverish need. It overwhelmed the clamoring voice of caution shouting in her mind. The only thing she could hear now—the only thing she wanted to hear—was his voice saying More. Faster. Deeper.

Now she could touch him like she’d imagined while she watched him dance. But the reality was better than her fantasies. Far, far better. The feel of his skin, the tang of his sweat when she licked the strong cords of his throat. Each small gesture immediate, intense and intoxicatingly real.

Pulling her sweater over her head, revealing her bra, Brandon took her breasts in his strong hands. He rolled them together before caressing her nipples. His hands sought the clasp of her bra, undoing it with a deft snap.

His large hands, rolling the taut peaks between his fingers, sent a charge through Leanne’s body. She was wet, her pulse rapid, her flesh aching for his touch. And when he bent down and suckled the nipple, drawing it into his mouth and laving it firmly, Leanne thought she would come right there.

Suddenly she couldn’t wait. She needed his cock now. In her mouth. In her body. She didn’t care which. If she didn’t touch the rigid flesh, she might self-destruct.

She reached with greedy hands toward his straining erection and stroked the hardened length, pressing her palm against him. At her touch, he gasped. She worked quickly, freeing his cock from the confines of his g-string, and wrapped her hand along his erection. She caressed him firmly, from base to tip, and he swore.

“Christ! Where’d you learn to do that?”

She laughed and repeated the gesture, delighting in the feel of his tight abdominals clenching and contracting with each stroke. “I’m a perennial student. I’ve spent a lot of time at school.” She squeezed, running her finger up and down his length. His skin was soft and velvety, but underneath was an undeniable rigidity. She moved her hands more quickly and he buried his face against her neck, his breath coming in harsh pants as he licked and kissed her shoulder.

“A,” he said. “I give you an A.”

She pouted playfully. “Just an A? I’ll have to try harder, then. Much, much harder.”

She twirled her hand around the tip even faster, running her finger along its sensitive underside, and a few drops of come seeped out. She wrapped her palm around his girth, the liquid lubricating the glide of her hand, stroking him with firm, unrelenting movements.

“Ahh…” He let out a murmured, strangled noise, half plea, half promise, “A-plus! A-plus!”


Leanne smiled, luxuriating in her newly revealed power. She found it incredibly erotic, knowing she could drive such a gorgeous man so perilously near to losing control. This was what she’d dreamed about. Forgetting the rules and silencing her fears. Taking charge had never felt so good.

Trailing openmouthed kisses across his chest, she pushed him backward until his knees met the sofa. As he tumbled down onto the waiting cushions, Leanne sank shamelessly to her knees in front of him. “That’s good,” she said, “but now it’s time for another lesson.”

“Another lesson?” He groaned as she wrapped her fingers around his shaft and sucked him into her mouth. His fingers wrapped into her hair as she took his cock in, deeper and deeper.

She looked up from between his legs and smiled wickedly. “So, do you think I’ve qualified for advanced standing?”

His hips lifted from the sofa as she took him into her mouth more. She ran her tongue, broad and firm, up the shaft before she enveloped him, sucking harder and harder. His hands clenching at the sofa, he trembled and shook at her ministrations until he reached down and pulled her onto the sofa beside him.

“Very advanced. Very standing,” he said, his breathing heavy. “So far this has been a very one-sided lesson. Let’s see if we can’t even things up a little.” His face flushed with passion. “For one thing, you’re still wearing too many clothes.”

He stripped her of her skirt, throwing it onto the heap of their discarded clothing. He pressed a fervent kiss against her panties, and another rush of desire surged through her body.

“The boots, though. Those stay on.”

She couldn’t control the blush that swept over her at his command but he didn’t laugh. In fact, he seemed utterly absorbed in the process of uncovering her body. The ravenous hunger on his face shocked her.

Compared to him, she was so average looking. What could he possibly see that would incite such heat? He hooked a finger on each side of her briefs and wrenched them down over her hips. At the brush of his hands against her body, she lost her train of thought, physical sensation swamping her doubts and uncertainty.

Brandon knelt between her legs. He smiled, displaying an unexpected dimple, and ran a tantalizing finger down her smooth leg. Wrapping his fingers around her booted ankle, he draped it over the arm of the sofa, revealing her slick pink folds to his seductive gaze.

Looking down at her own body, she watched in awe as he slowly stroked the gleaming flesh, brushing against her clit, before oh so slowly sliding his fingers inside. A second finger joined the first. Her body clenched and trembled as the beginnings of an orgasm danced at the edge of her consciousness.

Still stroking her, he leaned in and planted his mouth between her legs, suckling the tiny bud at the top of her folds. With his free hand, he guided her hands to her breasts. Suddenly transported beyond shame, beyond anything but intensifying the maelstrom of incredible sensations, Leanne obeyed, teasing herself even as he teased her too.

His fingers.

Her hands.

His tongue.

The orgasm, when it came, ripped through her like a hurricane, and she cried out in ecstasy.

But he didn’t release her, continuing to lick her, swirling his tongue down, around and inside even as a second wave of release swept over her in torrents. She bucked against his mouth in a jerking, mindless spasm.


“Fuck me! Please, fuck me!” Leanne didn’t recognize the jarring voice, it sounded so foreign and imperious. With a start, she realized she had spoken those words. The only thing she knew, the only thing she cared about, was that if he didn’t take her now, she would implode with wanting.

The coarse words galvanized him into action.

“Please tell me you’ve got a condom,” he begged, his voice hoarse.

Clambering to her hands and knees, Leanne scrabbled for her purse, abandoned in their flurry of lovemaking. Desperately rummaging through it, she hunted for the tiny packet she’d been condescendingly given earlier in the evening by the maid of honor. With a prayer of thanks, she quickly handed him the small square.

She watched as he unrolled it over his straining cock with surprisingly unsteady hands and opened her legs wide in invitation. He plunged deep inside her, thrusting and surging without reservation. He filled her, pumping and stretching her. It felt incredible. Her body began to convulse against his, and she uttered broken words of encouragement.

He strained and surged again. Leanne came apart too and cried out in concert with his incoherent admonition of pleasure.

He sank down on top of her, his weight heavy but not unpleasant, as their breathing slowly returned to normal. An unfamiliar lassitude stole over her limbs.

Wow, Leanne thought, if this is what great sex feels like, I finally know what the fuss is about.

The sound of the door opening niggled at her daydream. Her eyes snapped open in alarm, a look reflected in the face of the naked man still lying on top of her.

But there was nowhere to hide, and when the exotic dancers entered the room, Leanne knew the fantasy was well and truly over. Tumbling over themselves in their haste to exit, they apologized. Leanne had to acknowledge that Brandon was doing his level best to shield her from their view but as they backed out the open door, they laughed raucously. “Christ! I didn’t know he had it in him.”

She closed her eyes in shame when she heard the other one guffaw. “Or in her!”








Chapter Three



From her miniscule office window, Leanne saw students, well wrapped against the fall chill, hurrying across the quad below. Located in an old, cramped building near the center of campus, the English department was understaffed and overcrowded.

And while she’d tried to make the space a little more cheerful, bringing in a small plant and hanging some funny—well, okay, relatively funny—quotes from great writers, the window remained the only perk in an otherwise awkward space that was sweltering in summer and damp in winter. But Leanne knew that as a graduate student, she was lucky to have secured any office, even this one.

Sighing, she abandoned the view and sized up the thick stack of term papers she’d collected during the last lecture. Determined, she opened one, but before she’d corrected the first run-on sentence, memories of the weekend hijacked her thoughts.

Brandon.

Ever since their wild encounter and subsequent humiliating discovery, she’d undertaken some serious soul searching, asking herself again and again what kind of person would abandon her so-called principles at the drop of a hat—or a bathrobe—for a pathetic thrill with some guy she picked up in a strip club. Even if he did have washboard abs and a killer smile.

And was hung like a Greek god…

Her devil-may-care side had chipped in a lot over the past forty-eight hours.

Until Saturday, she hadn’t even known it existed. She’d always played it safe. Done the expected and never strayed outside the lines. Now, she was discovering that she also had a Leanne-cares-a-lot side too.

The aftermath of their encounter had been awkward and tacky. Although the other dancers apologized profusely for their ill-timed interruption, there was no ignoring the subtle signs of approval they telegraphed their coworker. Or Brandon’s stony embarrassment, clearly conveyed despite his near-catatonic silence.

Dressing hurriedly, trying not to meet his eye, knowing the scorn and condemnation she would see in his face, she’d barely been able to look up from the floor. Only as she left the room had he spoken.

“Are you okay to get home?”

She’d turned, perplexed, all her thoughts focused on escape. “I don’t understand.”

“Do you have a way to get home? Will your friends make sure you get there safely?”

She shook her head and tried to overcome the after-effects of their incredible sex. There was no way she could face Gillian and the bombed bridesmaids. She’d rather be drawn and quartered. “No. But I can grab the bus or find a taxi…”

His lips thinned. “You’re not walking alone at this time of night,” he’d said angrily and picked up the radio from the dressing table. “Jay…Jay…come in…”

“Hey, Brandon. What’s up?”

“I need you to do me a favor.”

In the end, the bouncer waited with her out front until the taxi arrived. And when she reached her apartment, she discovered Brandon had also arranged for the fare to be taken care of, the driver making a show of the brightly colored chit he’d collected at the club.

Yet as she lay awake in bed that night, her body still thrumming with the incredible sensations he’d awoken, it hadn’t been his sexual prowess she remembered as much as his thoughtfulness, his protectiveness. He’d made sure she’d been looked after.

Maybe, she thought, if I went back to the club, we could meet again…


The notion of returning to the strip club brought her back to earth like a cold dash of water. What the hell was she thinking? Brandon was an exotic dancer; she was an academic in training. The sex might have been great but what would they ever talk about outside of bed? They had nothing in common. Nothing at all.

Now, as she shifted restlessly in her rickety office chair, she knew she had to put Saturday night behind her. She’d been over this and over this all weekend and the conclusion was always the same. So what if she’d had the greatest sex of her life? For him, it was probably just another anonymous sexual encounter. She should treat it the same way.

Trying to muster her willpower, she turned her attention to the next paper.

Bryon’s poem “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage” is an important poem because it’s a really romantic poem about Harold and not the crazy sister that Bryon liked to sleep with.

Oh boy. Not an auspicious start, when even the poet’s name was spelled incorrectly.

The office door opened, and Cassandra Murphy, a fellow doctoral candidate and Leanne’s best friend, rescued her from reading another torturous line.

“Tell me again why earning this degree was a good idea,” she moaned as she laid a stack of books on the adjoining desk. “I’m in debt up to my eyeballs—I should be clear of it shortly before retirement—and Julia and I decorate with milk crates while eating no-name macaroni. My comps are in two months and I already feel like flinging myself from the observatory tower.” She threw herself dramatically into a chair. “I have been reading, I am reading, I will be reading.”

Leanne smiled sympathetically. She remembered how harried and emotionally drained she’d felt when she faced her own monumental two-day comprehensive exams last year.

“You’ll more than survive. You’ll blow them all away and get the green light to begin writing your thesis, which will wow the entire academy and make them say ‘Judith Butler who?’”

At the mention of the oft-controversial lesbian theorist, Cassandra grinned.

“I’d be willing to share the stage with her. As long as I get top billing in the conference programs.” Reaching for the shelf where they kept their not so emergency cookie stash, she continued between mouthfuls, “Julia had good news, though. She’s had her abstract accepted for the next MLA conference. It’s in St. Paul.”

For a moment, Leanne was distracted by the great news. Only the best humanities scholars were accepted to present at the Modern Language Association’s annual conference and being chosen was a huge feather in Julia’s cap. “That’s fantastic. I hope you took her out to celebrate.”

“I never need a reason to celebrate with the woman I love.” Cassandra laughed. “But yes, I let her supersize the fries and the drink. If that ain’t love, I don’t know what is.” Her eyes sharpened. “Wasn’t this the weekend for the ghastly Gillian’s hen party? Did you end up going? How was it? Really, really awful or just sorta-kinda awful?”

I had the best sex of my life and three orgasms, all within half an hour of meeting a perfect stranger.

“Not bad.”

“Right.” Cassandra snorted. “I’ve met Gillian. Fun and Gillian don’t usually travel together. So, tell me, did the bride-to-be get falling-down drunk and do something tacky and embarrassing? And if she did, puh-lease tell me you got pictures.”

“Well, Gillian didn’t…”


“Ooh, that sounds promising.” Cassandra rolled her chair over, straddling it with her long legs. Leaning over its back, her chin resting on her arms, she smirked. “Let me guess. You went to the strip club, got wildly drunk and had noisy, kinky, public sex with a total stranger before being discovered in a compromising position.”

“Um…yeah. That’s about the size of it,” she admitted before hastily qualifying her statement by adding, “but I wasn’t drunk.”

Dead silence.

For the first time in their friendship, she discovered just what it took to render her voluble friend speechless. Visibly regrouping, Cass closed her mouth with an audible click before running an uncertain hand through her short, spiky hair, trying to look as though Leanne’s pronouncement hadn’t knocked her for a loop.

“Okay, well, if you’d said you’d had noisy, kinky, public lesbian sex, I would have been excited that you’d finally seen the light, but really, sounds like the same old, same old heterosexual routine…” Her voice trailed off as she took in Leanne’s face. Her joking tone disappeared. “You okay?”

Leanne tried to nod but how could she explain to anyone, even her best friend, what she’d been thinking when she couldn’t even explain her behavior to herself?

“Lee? Are you okay?” Cassandra’s voice was sharp with concern and Leanne felt her panic ebb a little in the face of her best friend’s warm care. “Did anything happen that you weren’t good with?”

“No, it was definitely mutual. Completely, totally unexpected but mutual.” She smiled weakly. “I really am good, Cass. I’m just still trying to process it, I guess. It’s not really my style, you know.”

“Gee, really?” Cassandra said lightly, but her dark eyes filled with sympathy as she enfolded Leanne in a warm and reassuring hug.

After a moment, she recovered and lifted her head from Cass’s shoulder.

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” The doubtful look on her friend’s face didn’t inspire confidence. “Really, I’ll be fine. And unless they start offering degrees in pole dancing at the university, it’s not like I’m ever going to see him again. That’ll definitely make things easier.”

“You got it on with one of the strippers?” Cassandra’s jaw dropped for the second time in as many minutes. Sitting up in the chair, she faced Lee and in a tone that brooked no disobedience said, “Start from the beginning. And don’t leave anything out, my friend.”

 

The monthly faculty social was a motley assortment of faculty, administrators and students typical of most university social events. The rain that had been threatening most of the day finally arrived but despite the poor weather, attendance was good and the Faculty Club filled up quickly, groups of chatting colleagues dotted around the room. Near the windows, a long buffet covered in finger foods attracted a steady stream of visitors. If Leanne had learned anything during her eight years of higher education, it was that the promise of free food would always ensure a lively turnout.

Of course, she really should have skipped out and stayed in her office grading papers, because she and Cassandra hadn’t made much progress on their marking. Truth be told, they hadn’t made any progress. Instead, they’d spent their office hours talking, going over the weekend’s events.


It hadn’t been easy telling her best friend all the details and admitting to her reckless behavior, but in the end she had to admit she felt better about the whole situation. Calmer. After all, she was a big girl and if she wanted to have an anonymous but satisfying sexual encounter with a member of the opposite sex, who was to stop her?

So there, Mom.

Cassandra and her partner, Julia, were ensconced in a spirited conversation with another member of the campus GLBT committee, while Leanne made her way along the buffet.

“Ah, Leanne!”

When pretending a sudden indecision between the mini mushroom quiche and the veggie samosas didn’t suffice, she forced a smile and greeted her thesis advisor.

“Professor Armstrong,” she said politely. “How’s the new book going?”

At the mention of his most recent project, the academic’s face brightened. “The usual muddles with the publishers, I’m afraid, but overall, very well if I do say so myself. So, can I buy you a drink?” he joked, gesturing to the modest open bar and chortling at his thread-worn pleasantry, delivered without fail since the start of term.

“Thanks, no.” Her concentration wandered as the professor began extolling the difficulties the publisher kept erecting as he prepared his work for press.

“And I’ve been able to read through the latest chapter you left for me. While I don’t want to monopolize your time when you’re relaxing like this, I have to say, I do have some concerns.”

Concerns? Her attention riveted again, Lee felt her stomach roll. She knew she’d been lucky when Armstrong agreed to supervise her research—for the past two years, he’d been her principal advisor on her doctoral dissertation—but he was a taskmaster, forever suggesting revisions. But she needed his approbation or she’d never secure the necessary references for a chance at her chosen postdoctoral fellowship, the Walters Prize. The competition was fierce and good enough wasn’t anywhere near the level she was required to be.

Her panic must have telegraphed across her face far more clearly than she’d intended, because the aging academic, whose strong point had never been emotional sensitivity, touched her arm in a show of concern.

“Now, don’t worry. They’re minor revisions, I assure you. Your work is always exemplary.”

This was where she should smile and share a superficial pleasantry but since the weekend, everything felt raw and off-kilter, her judgment suspect and her goals, firm, longstanding and concrete, even more significant because of her unprecedented gaff.

“That’s great news. I—I wasn’t really worried.”

His face cleared and he patted her arm reassuringly. “You’re one of the faculty’s rising stars. I’ve always expected great things of you academically and one of things I respect about you the most, Leanne, is your unwavering focus on a life of the mind. It’s rarer and rarer these days.”

She tried to look pleased at his compliment but his turn of phrase still rankled. Life of the mind? She wanted to shout, “I have a body too, you know. And I like sex as much as the next person.” But as always, she bit her tongue and simply nodded. And if her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes? Well, Armstrong wouldn’t notice anyway.

“Let’s meet on Thursday. Does eleven o’clock work for you?” At her nod, he continued, “I’ll see you then and we’ll discuss your latest draft.”

He moved away, leaving Leanne alone to survey the room while she munched from her napkin of lukewarm appetizers.


Then she saw someone across the room and the food lodged in her throat. Tall. Muscled. His dark blond hair cut short. A well-worn sweater attested to his likely status as a student. She’d never seen him at any of the faculty events before—she’d remember a hunk like this for sure. But it was less his looks than his smooth, fluid presence as he gestured that reminded her of Brandon when he took the stage.

Whoever this guy was, he moved the same way. With an easy confidence in his body that made watching him a pleasure.

It’s not him, her common sense shrieked. Was she going to spend the next who-knew-how-long comparing every guy to her one-night stand? As he stood with his back to her, speaking to the dean, she tried to think logically. So what if this guy was roughly the same height? Sure, his shoulders were broad and defined. She could see that clearly, despite the casual sweater he wore. And so what if his butt was tight, hugged by a pair of well-worn jeans? It wasn’t the same firm, muscled bum she’d clutched as she’d lurched and spun into orgasm…

She blinked and looked down to see mangled crumbs ground into the now clenched cocktail napkin that had held her appetizers. She needed to get a grip.

A serious, serious grip, she repeated to herself. Just ease up on the nibblies.

Yet even as she argued with herself at the impossibility, telling herself the resemblance was only a figment of her oversexed imagination, she discarded her ruined food and moved across the room, skirting the groups of chatting people, working her way ever closer to where the dean and the unknown man stood talking. Try as she might to convince herself that she was just circulating, she needed to see his face.

To prove to herself that her imagination was working overtime.

“Leanne.” The dean’s voice carried clearly over the clattering hubbub. Trying to look casual, she turned to face the woman calling her name. Dressed in one of her signature caftans, her hair in its usual immaculate bob, the administrator was a force to be reckoned with in campus politics. Leanne looked upon her as a valuable mentor. And a friend. Today, she found herself wishing the dean was a million miles away instead of waiting politely for a greeting from Leanne.

Because even as Leanne turned, still insisting the man the dean was talking to was a stranger, her body knew better. It hadn’t forgotten the way they’d moved together or the way he’d made her feel. So while her rational brain refused to concede, her body welcomed the sight of him like a long-lost friend.

When her eyes finally, reluctantly, came to rest on his face, there was no denying the truth. In the bright room she could see the unmistakably rugged planes of his face.

Crap.

“Hello.” Her voice dry and scratchy, Leanne was overcome with the need for a drink to soothe her parched tongue. But short of turning and fleeing, there was no escape from this mortifying reunion. Her only consolation was that Brandon looked as stunned as she felt.

Clearing her throat, Leanne tried again. “Hello, Dean Rose.”

“How are you, Leanne? I haven’t seen much of you this term. Busy with your research, I assume.”

Carefully avoiding meeting his eyes, Leanne said, “I’m fine, thank you.”

Oblivious to the tension, the dean made a gesture of introduction. “Have you met each other? Brandon’s one of our new PhD candidates. In fine arts though, not English,” she clarified.

“Dance. Twentieth-century choreography.”


A student? He’s a graduate student at Wellington too? Her brain still reeling from the sight of her fantasy-man-turned-real in the flesh, Leanne could barely assimilate this startling new information. The possibility of running into her one-time fling again and again made the veggie samosas rise in her throat.

What if he spreads the news of our encounter around? The damning thought skittered into her brain before she could stop it. Because no matter how people claimed the rules had changed for female academics, gaining a reputation for dubious one-night stands was hardly going to endear her to any hiring committee looking for signs of intellectual commitment.

Despite the innocuous nature of his reply, his dark, smooth voice slithered across her skin like an unwitting caress and forced to her to abandon her increasingly frantic thoughts. His lips quirked in a crooked half-smile that hinted at, but didn’t reveal, the dimples she knew were there. Her nipples tightened at the sight of his mouth curved in undeniable sensual appeal.

Bad, bad nipples. Apparently they weren’t concerned with the vagaries of hiring committees, regardless of Leanne’s sensible admonitions.

Crossing her arms to hide the signs of her body’s eagerness, she waited to see how he would respond to the dean’s introduction.

“Actually, we’ve met, Dean Rose, but we’ve never been formally introduced. Of course, Leanne may not remember. It was a very brief meeting.” His eyes glinted with sharp humor, and he held out his hand, an unmistakable challenge on his face. Unable to avoid his gesture without appearing rude, Leanne put out her own hand in response.

When his agile fingers wrapped around her slender ones, she couldn’t help but remember the feel of them inside her. A warm flood of moisture followed as she considered not only where those fingers had been but what they’d done too.

“Of course I remember,” she said, angry at the breathless hitch in her voice but unable to avoid it. “Leanne Galloway.”

“Brandon Myles,” he said evenly. “I’m glad we finally have a chance to be properly introduced. Because I have to tell you, Leanne, I’ve been wondering who you were since the first time we met.”








Chapter Four



The security lights reflected an unearthly orange glow against the rain-soaked paths as Leanne hurried toward the university parking lot. Most of the day classes had finished and, as the early darkness deepened, only a handful of students darted between buildings, their shoulders hunched against the driving rain, their faces obscured by flimsy umbrellas and precarious newspapers.

Ducking beneath the portico next to the science building to escape the downpour, Leanne tried to reassure herself that she hadn’t run away from the Faculty Club. She needed to leave to tackle her marking. She’d like to think that she acquitted herself admirably after the shock of meeting Brandon had subsided. That she’d managed to hold her own and parry his seemingly innocuous inquiries with bland cocktail talk of her own. That she’d been aloof, dignified and oblivious to his myriad physical inducements.

Oh, who was she trying to kid? She’d acquitted herself with all the aplomb of a toddler for whom two-syllable words were still an impossible challenge. As for her body’s treacherous reactions? Well, after the mass defection of every body part from the neck down, there was no doubt whose side of the argument it lined up to support.

Even now, a dull ache throbbed low between her thighs and her breasts were full and sensitive. The friction of her wide book bag strap rubbing across one peaked nipple was enough to have her tearing her hair out. She felt wild, horny and incredibly frustrated.

And it was all his fault.

“Leanne!”

The hand that grabbed her shoulder startled her, and she whirled, instinctively seeking out the reassuring blue light that marked the nearest security phone. But the any relief evaporated when she saw who it was.

“Brandon.”

He was the last person on earth she wanted to see right now. Anger overcame her at his continued intrusion into her calm and ordered existence. Who the hell did he think he was, horning in on her life like this? Couldn’t he take a hint? She’d left the reception because she didn’t want to talk to him. She didn’t need to talk to him. They didn’t have anything to say.

“Look, I’m sorry.” He was drenched, wearing only a worn leather jacket against the November downpour. His hair was plastered against his skull, and beads of water sparkled on his impossibly long lashes. His flat nipples beaded against the cold, visible through his thin wool sweater. The acceleration of her heartbeat did nothing to endear him to Leanne at that moment. It only fueled her irrational spurt of guilt and lust.

“Sorry? What’s that supposed to mean?” She waved her hand, dismissing his apology. “Sorry you slept with me, because you never thought you’d have to see me again? Sorry your friends walked in and got an eyeful of my winter-white thighs? Or just sorry we slept together, period? Well, forgive me for making your life difficult but that’s tough. Because you can’t regret what we did any more than I do.”

The disbelief on his face was almost enough to make her regret her rash, out-of-character words but she was still too shell-shocked by his reappearance to moderate her comments. The Leanne Galloway she knew didn’t shout or rant or raise her voice. Yet here she was, shouting at a perfect stranger and goading him with details of their abortive fling. Her life was careening out of control and she hated it. Hated what he did to her good sense and what she did around him.

As if he could read her unflattering thoughts, his face darkened. “Don’t put words in my mouth,” he spit out. “I’m trying to apologize, for God’s sake. I would have called you but—”


“Called me? What for?” she scoffed. “I don’t need or want your apologies. What’s done is done. You got caught up in the moment. So did I. But it didn’t mean anything. It’s a big university and we’re in different departments. As long as you keep it quiet, no one will ever know and we can both move on with our lives.”

“Me?” he snapped, anger erupting through his outward calm like molten lava. He looked stunned at her accusations and a small part of her brain—the part not consumed by guilt-fueled fury—felt a flicker of shame at her behavior. “You think I’m the one who’ll let the cat out of the bag? Charming. Really, really charming. You’ll go far with those kinds of people skills.”

She brushed aside his insult, too furious to assemble a coherent comeback. His coworkers’ cruel, jeering comments echoed in her brain, and she couldn’t understand why he was being so stubborn, insisting there was connection between them despite all the evidence to the contrary. She was making sense but he wasn’t listening.

“I’ve got my career to think about,” she explained tersely, trying without much success to control her volatile mood. “Tenure. A reputation for inappropriate liaisons isn’t going to do me any favors in front of a hiring committee. You know I can’t risk it. The bar for female faculty is always higher, no matter what official policies might claim.”

“Inappropriate liaisons with a stripper, isn’t that what you really mean?”

She gasped. He was putting words in her mouth. Butcher, baker, candlestick maker—it didn’t matter what he did. What mattered were the consequences to her nascent career if she got a reputation for sleeping around. “I didn’t say that.”

Men were protected against many of the dangers that could beset an unwary female intent on making her mark in academia. He’d told her that night that he didn’t sleep with women for money and she’d believed him. But even if he did sleep around, the impact on his career would always be less dire. Unfair, but the unspoken reality on campus.

He was a man. A beautiful, gorgeous man, who had to have women throwing themselves at him left, right and center. While their encounter had been miles from ordinary for her, Leanne couldn’t believe he’d never taken advantage of his good looks to get what he wanted from partners willing to overlook the downsides of a casual hookup. He glared at her through narrowed eyes, his mouth pulled into a thin scowl. “I’m very good at reading between the lines.”

“Oh, really?” she jeered, masking her insecurities with biting sarcasm. “Then read this—I don’t care what you do. I just want you to do it far, far away from me.” She tried to walk away but he stopped her escape with an unrelenting grip.

“Let go,” she cried. “I’m not going to discuss this with you anymore.”

Why was he trying to prolong the misery?

She was equally angry, as much at herself as she was at him. At her body’s susceptibility to his beauty and his sexual allure. Heat poured from him, and she was captured again by the beauty of his eyes, alight with fury. They had darkened to a mutinous indigo, and one corner of her mind registered that the shade was the same as when he’d come inside her. The reckless memory set off a riot of electrifying shocks. They rocketed through her and she shuddered, with lust or humiliation she couldn’t tell.

“Is that what we’re doing? Because right now, it feels like I’m defending myself against someone who’s determined to forget what really happened between us on Saturday night. How good it was. How hot it was.”

Her breath caught in her throat at his stunning admission. Her breasts peaked in needy points, and she could feel the heat of his body through her damp clothes.


“I know what happened Saturday night. We had a one-night stand,” she spat out, furious at this proof of her body’s unreliability when it came to this man. She vented her anger at her private shortcomings with words. “Don’t you get it? I don’t care how hot or how good it was. All I want is to forget it ever happened.”

His jaw tightened at her insults but he didn’t release her arm from his bruising grip.

“You were the one who came backstage.”

“That has nothing to do with anything, I told you, Jeremy—”

“Don’t talk to me about Jeremy,” he snarled, bending to look her in the eye, his face stiff and intent. “This is about you and me.”

She couldn’t think clearly when he was so close. Her body resisted her silent admonitions. At his touch, angry or not, it abdicated from her mind’s control, clamoring for his talents, no matter the cost.

She made a last, desperate stab to reclaim sanity. “I don’t know what you think happened between us the other day, but I’m not interested.”

Brandon exploded. “Not interested? Is sucking my cock ’til I damn near came in your mouth how you tell someone you’re not interested? If that’s the case, I’d suggest you think about refining your technique, because you’re going to give some poor schmuck the wrong idea.”

“Fuck you,” Leanne swore, stunned at the vitriol in his words, her fury overwhelming her usual reticence.

“Sorry, sweetie. That train’s already left the station,” he ground out as he hauled her even closer to his shockingly aroused body.

The brush of his erection was as electrifying as it was bewildering.

What the hell?

Here they were, fighting like fishwives, and he was getting off on it? Leanne was overcome by a burning sense of shame that she’d ever slept with this man. Worse, that her body still didn’t care what a piece of crap he so clearly was. Even now, with her wet clothes rubbing against him, she could feel her sex clench. The smell of the rain, the heat of his skin and the anger lighting the depths of his eyes—the combination was a heady mix and even as she berated herself for being six ways to foolish, she couldn’t deny his sensual appeal.

She watched, like a victim of a high-speed crash who sees the accident unfold but is powerless to stop it, as his beautiful lips descended toward hers. At their touch, she splintered, a moan rushing from her throat. She parried his tongue with her own, and he slanted his mouth to the corner of hers and down her jaw, nipping, kissing, licking, his dangerous lips and lethal hands silencing her mind and all its concerns.

When he caressed her, wrapped her in his strong arms, tenure didn’t matter. Her dissertation didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but this. His kisses. His touch. Her knees weakened and she melted against him, reveling in the substantial length of his erection pressing into her core. She was lost, awash in sensation and unable to grasp at anything tangible beyond the here and now.

That petrifying thought somehow managed to penetrate the lust that had descended on her like a fog. She wasn’t that person. She knew who she was. She knew what her goals were and what she needed to do to reach them. She never got so lost in a moment that she couldn’t rationalize and weigh the pros and cons. She was sensible and purpose driven and resolute.

Except that right now, she wasn’t.

And that terrified her. The fear galvanized her into action.


She wrenched away and, summoning a reserve of control from somewhere deep inside, brought her hands to his chest and pushed.

“Stop,” she ordered, gasping for breath. “Enough.”

He lifted his head, breathing hard. His lips were wet and swollen, as she knew her own must be, and a red mark on his neck bore mute testament to Leanne’s own reckless, passionate response. Brandon’s arms dropped and he retreated. Leanne suppressed the quiver that shook her at the loss of his heat, her gaze dropping to the sizeable bulge in his sodden jeans. She took another step back, and a cold shower of rainwater streamed into her upturned collar. She shivered violently, chilled and queasy.

Her mind a wasteland; words escaped her entirely. She didn’t know what just happened or why, and she was in no shape to parry his accusations or recriminations. Her only consolation was that Brandon looked as bewildered as she did.

“Leanne, I’m sorry,” he said softly. “This got out of hand. I just wanted to talk to you again and—”

“Brandon? Oh my God, it is you.”

The excited voice hailing his name startled them both.

“It’s so good to see you,” a tiny blond whirlwind exclaimed, throwing herself into Brandon’s arms.

“Stephanie.” There was real pleasure in his voice as he leaned down to kiss the beautiful young girl’s cheek. “It’s been too long. What are you doing back at Wellington?”

She laughed, revealing even white teeth, and shook her umbrella, sending a cascade of droplets through the air. Despite the foul weather, her long hair hung in a perfect wave over her shoulders and down her back. Despite her petite size, her slim legs looked impossibly long and limber in tight jeans.

“Just here visiting,” she said, throwing a questioning glance at Leanne, who continued to stand awkwardly beside the reunited pair, toying with her own umbrella.

Brandon caught her glance. “Oh, I’m sorry. Stephanie, Leanne. Leanne, Stephanie. Steph’s a graduate. She’s one of the students I worked with in studio last year.”

Trying not to squirm under the speculative glance of the young woman, Leanne nodded. “Nice to meet you.” But the dancer’s focus was already back on Brandon.

“I came back for the end-of-term show. Are you choreographing it again this year?”

“I am,” he replied. “I hope you enjoy it. The students have really been working all out.”

“I enjoy anything you do,” Stephanie said, her face alight with flirtatious intent. She flicked another fleeting look at Leanne, as if to gauge her reaction to the romantic sally. Leanne was careful to ensure that none of the turmoil she felt reflected on her face, but she was still unprepared for the tight clench of possessiveness that spasmed through her at the sight of Stephanie’s hand resting on Brandon’s forearm.

It wasn’t jealousy.

Uh-uh. No way. The mini mushroom quiches had just given her indigestion. That was her story and she was sticking to it.

Even as she vowed to steer clear of suspect appetizers in the future, Leanne had to give Brandon credit. He didn’t respond to the clear invitation in the young dancer’s face, but simply stepped back and smiled. “Do you need a ticket to the show?”

Stephanie shook her head. “No way, I booked them ages ago. But you’ll be there, right? With your girlfriend?”

“I beg your pardon?”


At his shocked tone, Stephanie wrinkled her nose. She took in the red mark low on Brandon’s jaw, and Leanne could only hope that her lips weren’t too swollen. It took everything she had not to rub her mouth guiltily with the back of her hand. Brandon looked as embarrassed as she felt, the tips of his ears turning pink.

He shook his head at her erroneous conclusion. “We’re not dating.”

Stephanie didn’t even try to hide her disbelief, taking in the clear evidence of the passionate embrace that still lingered like disreputable clues. She didn’t press the subject.

“It’s all right, Stephanie.” Leanne’s innate honesty compelled her to interject before the dancer grilled Brandon on their plans any further. “I don’t think I’d be able to come in any case.”

“I have two free tickets, you know.”

Leanne turned in shock, certain she must have misheard him. Surely, after everything they’d said moments before, there was be no way Brandon would want her near him. Not with a ten-foot pole.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I have two free tickets. Everyone in the production gets them. I haven’t given mine away yet, so if you wanted them, you’d be more than welcome.” He smiled wryly. “Think of them as a peace offering, if you will.”

She was surprised by how much she appreciated his offer. It warmed her to know that despite their volatile interactions, he was still considerate enough to offer the tickets. He wasn’t a jerk. She’d known that from the first night. While her irrational behavior might drive her crazy, it wasn’t fair to blame him for her weakness.

She smiled but shook her head. “I can’t. But thanks. Really.” She didn’t elaborate and she hoped Brandon would be able to make out the message between her words too. From the ironic but not unfriendly twist of his lips, she knew he had.

“Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”

“I will.”

They both knew she wouldn’t.

She paused, unsure of what else she should say, but Stephanie saved her from further excuses.

“I was supposed to meet everyone at the bar, like, fifteen minutes ago.” Stuffing her cell phone back in her jacket, she flung an affectionate peck against Brandon’s cheek before lifting a hand in Leanne’s direction. “Later!” Her hair bounced and swayed as she scurried away under the protection of the portico. Brandon and Leanne watched her go wordlessly.

She turned back to him and was struck anew by his masculine beauty. She felt a momentary pang of regret, knowing such an appealing creature would never settle for someone like her: someone average and boring and routine. She quashed the thought, grateful for the détente they seemed to have achieved, and determined to put her brief bout of madness behind her for good.

“Good night, Brandon.” She pushed up her umbrella and swung it above her head. As she stepped into the night, Brandon replied, his words muffled by the heavy fall of rain.

“Good night, Leanne. Take care.”

 

The phone was ringing when she unlocked the door to her apartment. All she wanted to do was strip off her wet, clammy clothes and slip into a hot, steaming shower but the insistent trill continued and Leanne felt compelled to answer it. Dropping her sodden book bag by the radiator, she moved quickly through the living room and grabbed the phone from its cradle.

“Hello?”


“Leanne, where have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you at home for well over an hour.”

Closing her eyes, she sent a brief prayer for patience skyward and forced herself to answer in a pleasant tone of voice.

“Sorry, Mom. I stayed on campus a little later tonight and turned off my cell while I was in seminar. Then Cassandra and I went to the faculty social.”

“Cassandra?” Her mother sniffed. “I suppose you spent the entire evening in some corner, talking university mumbo-jumbo. Were there any nice men there?”

“It’s not that kind of a social. It’s about networking and finding out about new research and stuff.”

Her mother sighed. “Sometimes I just don’t understand you, Leanne. I mean, you’re my daughter and I love you, but it’s bad enough you’ve decided to spend the last three years of your life writing about some man named George who was in an old novel—”

Her mother could recall the name, date and location of every pageant she’d ever entered from the age of two, yet despite the fact that Leanne had told her the title of her dissertation no less than a half dozen times, she never seemed to remember the details of the writing project that had consumed her daughter’s life for nearly two years now.

“Georgian, Mom,” Leanne said tightly. “And it’s not a person, it’s a time period. I told you that already.”

The silence that met her correction told her she might as well have saved her breath. Like an implacable steamroller, her mother carried on.

“So let me tell you why I called,” she said, clearly working to change the subject. “I want you to come with me on Wednesday night.”

“Come with you where?”

“Marjorie’s. You must remember Marjorie Giles. You were in baton twirling with her daughter, Jennifer, when you were six.”

Where Leanne dropped the baton so many times, the instructor finally suggested—begged really—that she try another activity. Any other activity, if memory served.

Unaware of her daughter’s cynical mental commentary, she continued undeterred, “She’s started selling cosmetics since she retired from the Board of Education. Home parties. And she makes the best crab and cheddar dip. Don’t forget to remind me that I need to remember to get the recipe from her Wednesday night.”

Used to her mother’s circuitous conversations, Leanne let her continue, shimmying from her wet jeans as she listened.

“I thought we could go and you could get some new makeup,” her mother wheedled. “It might give you a little kick-start. Spark up your personal presentation so you can meet a man and start dating again.”

“Mom, there’s nothing wrong with my personal present—”

“Because it’s really past time, Leanne. I mean, your father and I have tried to be patient and support your desire for learning, but there comes a point, sweetie, where you have to realize that you’re not getting any younger. Take Steven. You couldn’t keep him long-term and he wasn’t even much of a man, anyway,” she said in what passed for love and supportiveness in her slightly skewed books. “Take it from me, sweetie—if you don’t start putting some serious effort into meeting a man now, all the good ones will be gone.”

“I don’t want to—”

“So, I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty and we can—”


“Mom,” Leanne shouted into the phone. Despite the miles between them, she could hear her mother’s startled exclamation at the disruption. “I’m not coming with you to Marjorie’s party.”

Silence met her pronouncement. It didn’t matter how many times Leanne told her mother that she was satisfied with her life; nothing she said ever seemed to sink in. Life, according to Sandra Galloway, was meant to be lived in pairs. Life outside of a couple, therefore, was not to be considered.

Yet a treacherous part of Leanne’s psyche couldn’t help but wonder if settling for contentment was enough. She wasn’t interested in living life according to her mother’s restrictive rules but surely even she deserved more than just that. Didn’t she deserve happiness too? And what about love?

But before she could ponder that startling notion any further, her mother interjected once again.

“Really? And why is that, pray tell?”

“I—I have plans.”

“A date?”

“No, not exactly but—”

“Not exactly? What does that mean? You either do or you don’t.”

“What I mean to say is…I’ve got tickets that night. For a performance,” Leanne said. “Modern dance.”

“Modern dance? Since when do you like modern dance? And more importantly, are you going with anyone?”

“Well, actually,” Leanne lied without a qualm, padding through the apartment with the phone tucked under her ear, “I just got the tickets this afternoon. In fact, I was going to call you and see if you wanted to come. I know how much you appreciate the arts.” Perched on the side of her bed, she peeled off her wet socks and tossed them in the hamper.

“Yes, I’ve always had a keen eye for that sort of thing,” her mother preened. “But there’s just no way I can. I’ve already promised Marjorie I’d bring my macadamia nut bars to her party. She’s counting on me.”

One handed, Leanne fished a dry pair of jeans and another pair of socks from her dresser and made a commiserating noise. “Oh, well, it sounds like it just isn’t going to work then but maybe another time—”

“What about your father?”

“Dad?” Leanne was so surprised her mother had even suggested it, she nearly dropped her change of clothes. Goodness knows Sandra Galloway had dragged her long-suffering husband to many a cultural event over the years, all in her quest to “improve herself” and meet the right sort of people. Her dad on the other hand was as happy to stay home and retreat to the comfort of his state-of-the-art, the-Starship-Enterprise-ain’t-got-nothing-on-it media room and watch the Golf Network on TV as he was going out on the town to a show.

“Yes, your father. Besides, I don’t want him sitting home, all by himself while I’m out Wednesday night. He’ll get lonely.”

Leanne smiled at the image her mother painted. If she knew her father, he’d relish a few hours of peace and quiet without the constant flow of conversation that emanated from her mother from the moment she awoke until the minute she laid her well-coifed head down on her color-coordinated, 400-count Egyptian cotton sleep set.


The sound of the receiver being set down was followed by her mother’s muffled shout. “Larry! Pick up the phone. It’s Leanne and she wants to talk to you about going to see the ballet.”

A pause and then another click as her father picked up the extension. From the background noise, Leanne’s guess about her father relaxing in the media room with the sports network on wasn’t far off. She smiled. Some things never changed.

“Hello, darling,” her father said in his low, soft voice. “What’s this I hear about me watching men in tights?”

“Not tights.” Leanne laughed. “I was invited to see a student production of modern dance at the university. Someone I know is choreographing it,” she said, feeling a twinge of guilt at her attempts to stretch the truth. But it was a simple white lie. The alternative was explaining to her father that the choreographer was actually a one-night stand she’d picked up on a lark at the local strip club. There were some things her dad was simply better off not knowing. Clearing her throat, she continued, “So I have two tickets. Would you like to come?”

“Why not ask your mother?”

“She can’t. Marjorie’s home party is the same night.”

“Oh, I see. But are you sure you can’t find someone else you’d rather go with?”

Suddenly, Leanne found herself overwhelmed by a desire to spend some time with her father. More than anyone else in the world, he understood her insatiable curiosity and drive for learning. A mechanical engineer by training, he’d always encouraged her to develop her mind. When she was a child, he’d spent hours with her, touring museums and art galleries, driving her to and from the library, always bringing back a new book whenever he’d had to travel for work.

“No, Dad. I’d like to spend time with you. We don’t see each other as much now that I’m in my own place.” They lived only half an hour apart and saw each other regularly but with her mother’s inhibiting, albeit loving, presence, they rarely got to connect. “If you wanted, we could go out to dinner afterward. There’s a new Thai place on Cumberland. Julia says the food’s great.”

Pleasure lifted her father’s voice. “In that case, how can I say no?”

Making arrangements to meet outside the theater just before the curtain, they spoke briefly for a few more minutes before Leanne said goodbye, a smile on her face and a spring in her dry-footed step. It might have been a miserable day, but things were looking up. She wouldn’t bother Brandon for his complimentary tickets. They’d both rest easier if they simply went back to pretending that Saturday night never happened. She’d order two tickets online; then she could tackle another few essays before she finished reading the last sixty pages of the new academic journal she’d started on the weekend.

 

Sold out.

The 8:00 p.m. performance for Wednesday, November 12th, at the Simon Baker Center for the Performing Arts was sold out.

Damn. Double damn.

She knew her father wouldn’t mind missing out on the performance. He’d be happy if they just went out for dinner and talked. But heaven help her if her mother got wind of the change. She’d instantly jump to the conclusion that the plans Leanne claimed prevented her from attending the makeup party had been entirely fictitious. And all hell would break loose.

Notwithstanding the fact that she’d be entirely correct, Leanne would rather suffer through a root canal without anesthetic than be subjected to the dubious combined charms of her mother and Marjorie Giles, cheddar and crab dip or no.


Think. Think. Think.

After fifteen minutes of gnawing her thumbnail, only one viable solution presented itself. And it made her heart sink in a swift, rapid descent that ended only when the organ was somewhere level with her ankles.

Four drafts of a three-line email later, Leanne finally felt satisfied her message struck the right tone between casual disinterest and pressing need. She scanned it one last time.

Brandon—Hi. If it’s not too late, I’m hoping you’ve still got those tickets for Wednesday’s performance. If the offer stands, you can leave them in my box in the English department. Tatum Hall, J102.

Leanne

PS—and if not, I understand completely. Really.

Was the postscript too much? Would he read into it more than she intended? She debated another moment. No, it was good enough. Clicking the send icon before she could change her mind, she sent the brief message winging through cyberspace before returning her attention to her marking. But her focus was undermined by the fact that between her shower, heating some soup for a late supper and marking essays, she checked her email with far more frequency than she normally did.

Her email program finally chimed just as she was climbing into bed. Telling herself she was just being conscientious, not eager, she clicked it open. One unread message. From Brandon. She opened the message gingerly, unsure of what to expect.

To:lgalloway@wellington.edu

From:bmyles@wellington.edu

Subject:Re: Tix?

Leanne—I’m in studio in the morning but I’ll drop them by after my rehearsal.

Brandon.

PS—and I wouldn’t have offered if I hadn’t wanted you to come.

Sinking back into the cushions piled against her headboard, Leanne read the message one more time. He couldn’t really mean that he wanted to continue to see her, did he?

Even if he was interested in sleeping with her again—and their rain-fueled kiss had laid any doubts she might have had on that count to rest—she knew there was no future for them. She had her career and more immediately, the Walters Prize to consider. And while she didn’t know what drove Mr. Brandon Myles, she’d bet her next shot at a tenure-track position it wasn’t anything involving commitment or a relationship. He gave off a vibe—an edgy, don’t-pin-me-down kind of vibe—that made anything long-term an impossibility.

Feeling unaccountably vexed at that conclusion, she clicked off the bedside lamp and sank into the warm flannel of her bed. In the dark, her mind wouldn’t quiet, replaying their incendiary encounter under the portico, playing back their angry accusations and their even angrier embrace. She was still jittery and aroused. Slowly, her hands slid down, across her stomach, and parted the moist curls at the apex of her thighs. She caressed the sensitive bud, circling round and round. In her mind’s eye, she remembered the feel of her body Saturday night, stretching to accommodate Brandon’s long fingers.

Panting, she stroked herself harder, slipping her fingers inside. She crested hard, her breathing labored, as images of her fantasy flashed in sexual Technicolor against her eyelids.








Chapter Five



“Miss?”

After a troubled night with little sleep, Leanne found it hard to summon her typical enthusiasm for her weekly seminar discussions. These small groups were supposed to supplement the larger lectures and allow students to develop their ideas. It would help if some of the students had original notions to expand on. And it probably wouldn’t hurt if more than half of them actually opened their readings.

“Amy. What can I do for you?”

“I have a question about the term paper.”

“Sure.” Turning from the broad desk at the front of the crowded seminar room, she settled against the table as Amy rummaged in her book bag for her laptop.

The young girl opened her laptop and pulled up the beginning of her term paper. A quick read through of the opening lines revealed troubled syntax and a garbled thesis statement. With only a few minutes until her next seminar, there was no way Leanne could help Amy rework her paper right now. They’d have to meet one-on-one.

Leanne reached behind her for her day planner, then flipped through the pages until she could see her schedule for the remainder of the week. Her office hours were already busy, since the end of the term always brought with it a flurry of late-onset diligence, but Thursday might work. She had an appointment with Armstrong at eleven and a committee meeting in the afternoon but maybe earlier in the day?

Amy moaned softly under her breath.

Leanne looked up. “Are you okay?”

The hairs on her neck stood at Amy’s dazed look.

Schooling her face into a mask of friendly neutrality, Leanne turned toward the open doorway. Her diagnosis had been correct. Another case of Brandonitis. If only there was an inoculation against the infection. But thus far, and despite repeated exposure, she was no closer to developing an immunity against him.

“Brandon,” Leanne said brightly, hoping against hope that neither he nor the eighteen suddenly fascinated students noticed the squeak in her voice. If only, she thought, taking in their interest, they showed as much enthusiasm for Blake’s poetry. Clearly, long-dead poets had nothing on the stunning presence of a very much alive hunk.

“Wow,” Amy said sotto voce. She looked from the door to the table where Leanne stood, new respect for her seminar leader in her eyes. “You know him?”

Leanne’s lips quirked at the disbelief evident in the girl’s query.

“Yes.” Making the short list for the Walters Prize didn’t elicit the same envy as being on a first-name basis with someone who looked like Brandon. While she could certainly understand the young woman’s interest, it was her job to present a professional and unflappable front. It wasn’t easy, what with her body still vibrating with lust after their furious kiss last night. But thoughts like that wouldn’t help in her present situation, so she simply gave a noncommittal nod and met him in the doorway.

Brandon at least looked apologetic. “I’m sorry for interrupting you between seminars. I stopped by the English department to drop off your tickets and Cora said you were here, so I thought I might as well bring them by in person. Just to make sure you got them.”

Suppressing a shudder at what the departmental secretary must be thinking after meeting him, she took the tickets from his outstretched hand.

“Thanks. That was very nice of you.”


Cora would be turning her personal, nearly supernatural, relationship radar to the possibility of a juicy interdepartmental encounter. Leanne had no doubt she’d already contacted her Fine Arts counterpart for the full and unadulterated rundown on Brandon Myles, up to and including his primary school transcript, plus key details like his relationship history and personal affiliations. Because there was nothing—no dating disaster, no familial crisis, no potential romance—too small or insignificant to escape the notice of the administrative staff at a university like Wellington.

“It was no trouble. It wasn’t far out of my way.”

The fine arts building was on the other side of campus.

Still trying to close her mind to the image of Cora sifting through her own unsuccessful dating history, she tried to act naturally. “Well, I really appreciate it.” From the tittering and wide-eyed stares of her students, she was pretty certain that plan wasn’t going as well as she might hope for. She slipped the tickets inside her day planner. “What do I owe you for the tickets?”

He scoffed. “They’re a gift, Leanne.”

“I hardly feel…”

“If you don’t use them, they’ll just go to waste. You’re the one doing me the favor here.”

“Well, if you’re sure.”

“I am.” He moved aside as he spoke. The students from her next class began to file in. She gestured apologetically at the new arrivals, all of whom openly gawked at his presence in the room.

“My next seminar starts soon.”

“No problem. I’ll let you get on with your class,” Brandon said easily.

Too easily. The thought popped into her mind before she could crush it. Oh for heaven’s sake, she was trying to get rid of him. She didn’t want him to stay. This was getting ridiculous. He’d entered every aspect of her controlled life. Her teaching, her free time, even her dreams.

Then Brandon did something absolutely unexpected.

Raising a casual hand, he lifted it up to her cheek. He didn’t touch her; it simply hovered millimeters from her face. But his eyes glittered with an unspoken message that Leanne was unwilling to decipher. It was all she could do not to bend her neck and feel the warm strength of his fingers against her skin. Was he trying to say what she thought he was saying? She was giddy and a little breathless at the mere possibility, even though the risk to her carefully laid plans made her feel sick to her stomach.

A one-night stand was one thing.

Even a no-strings-attached affair, where both participants were aware of the rules up front.

But the look in Brandon’s eyes seemed to suggest that he at least might view their one-off encounter not as an end but as the beginning of something more.

He’d bearded Cora in her den.

Visited during seminars.

And withstood the withering curiosity of nearly three dozen undergraduates, whose well-honed noses could sniff out the merest whiff of a hookup.

Those weren’t the actions of a fling, were they?

And if they weren’t, where did that leave her?

Their eyes met and Leanne’s knees shook with lust.


In a low voice he said, “See you tomorrow night, then. I’m looking forward to it.” Turning, he strode from the room, leaving Leanne perplexed and aroused and anxious all at once. Realizing she still clutched her planner to her chest like a life vest, she loosened her fingers from the leather book.

Around her the chatter of the seminar ebbed and flowed. Before she could question the impulse, she darted into the hall.

“Brandon?”

He turned, his satchel slung over one broad shoulder.

“Yeah?”

“Do you…I mean, do you have plans for tonight?”

Striding closer, he shook his head.

“You won’t let me pay for these,” Leanne said, holding up the tickets. “But if you’re not busy tonight, a bunch of grad students I know get together every Tuesday for a potluck dinner.”

“Potluck?” His mouth curved into a small smile, as though the word amused him.

She rushed through the invitation before she could change her mind. “It’s just a casual thing. Everybody brings something, and we hang out, eat, maybe watch a movie or play cards.”

“Are you sure?” he asked finally. “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“You wouldn’t be imposing. It’s very flexible. And casual,” she said. Perhaps she’d stressed the word casual a little more than she’d intended, because his warm smile dimmed. “People usually just drop by when they can.”

“What time do things start?”

“Seven, seven-thirty,” she said, hardly believing her own audacity. What was Cassandra going to say when—if—he showed up at her place tonight? How was she going to explain that a one-night stand seemed to be, against her better judgment, morphing into something else entirely? This was a bad idea. A horrible, terrible, no-good, very bad idea that was going to cause her no end of trouble.

She had no time for anything but school right now.

Certainly no time to incorporate a man into her life.

But it was too late to rescind the invitation. Despite her intentions to the contrary, their lives were intermingling in ways she’d never have anticipated Saturday night.

“I’ll be there,” Brandon said. “Why don’t you write down the address for me and I’ll see you tonight.”

“Okay,” she agreed, trying to repress the wide grin determined to break out across her face. “Okay, that’s good, then.”

He smiled back, and this time her grin wouldn’t be controlled. “Very good.” They stood, looking at each other.

“Miss?”

She turned, startled, and saw that her class was assembled, waiting for her to begin the seminar. She hastily scribbled Cass’s address on a sheet of paper, tore it from her agenda and handed it to him. He tucked it in his coat pocket before he loped off down the hall.

As she took her place inside the classroom, she told herself it didn’t matter that he hadn’t looked back.

Except that no matter how hard she tried to focus on the students’ comments during the next hour, the feeling of disappointment didn’t subside.


 

The temperature had dropped by the time Brandon climbed off the bus that evening. He’d spent the day trying not to go over and over his brief conversation with Leanne, but the memory of her dark eyes and shy smile crept into his thoughts despite his intentions to the contrary.

Shrugging deeper into his coat, he was glad he’d liberated his gloves and scarf from the back of his closet before he’d set out. He tucked the shopping bag under one arm and rummaged for the scrap of paper with the address for tonight’s dinner.

563 Tisdale Ave., Apt. C.

Leanne’s neat writing sloped across the lined paper, as elegant and controlled as she was, he thought fancifully. He could have ridden his ten-speed, but he’d picked up a bottle of wine and hadn’t wanted to show up hot and sweaty, so caught the crosstown bus instead. Looking up at the street sign, he set off. The houses here were older, many with generous porches and tall, mature trees, all bare now against the dark autumn sky. Once upon a time, it must have been a prosperous neighborhood, but it looked a little tired now. Many of the big brick homes were ragged, narrow metal fire escapes revealing their conversion into apartments and student housing.

563 Tisdale looked like its neighbors. The outside light was on as he walked across the porch, its gray paint faded. Pushing open the leaded glass door, he could see the main hallway had been sectioned off. Apartment C was on the topmost level; he climbed the steep stairs, the bag in his hands bumping against his leg with every step. He could hear lively music and chatter, even though the door was closed. Straightening, he knocked and after a moment, the door opened.

The woman on the other side was tall and striking, with cropped hair and a row of fierce-looking piercings running up one ear. Her eyes were discerning and not particularly welcoming.

“Yes?”

“I’m Brandon,” he said by way of introduction. “I hope I’m in the right place. Is this where the potluck’s happening?”

“Yes.”

Her dislike was palpable and for a moment, Brandon was at a loss.

“I brought food,” he said, holding up the cloth bag in a gesture of appeasement. He liberated the wine bottle and handed it to the woman. Her long fingers wrapped around the neck, the electric blue polish on her nails vivid against the dark green glass.

“Hey Cass, do you know where the salad tongs ended up?” Brandon relaxed a little at the familiar voice.

Cass leaned back into the apartment and called, “Check the shelves in the dining room.”

“You sure? I looked there and I couldn’t—” Leanne strode into the entranceway and stopped short at the sight of him waiting in the hall. Several emotions flitted across her face so quickly he couldn’t identify them before she smiled and beckoned him inside. “You made it.”

The hostess relented a little, opening the door wide enough that Brandon could slip in. Leanne made the introductions, her color a little high but her tone friendly. She wore the same dressy sweater and slacks she’d worn during her seminars but had slipped off her dress shoes to reveal a pair of brightly colored polka-dot socks. A quirky and unexpected touch.

“Brandon,” Cassandra said, holding out her hand stiffly. It was a statement, not a greeting. Leanne shot a wary look at her friend and after a moment, she relented enough to feign a smile.


“I brought a salad too.” Reaching into the bag again, he pulled out a large container of couscous salad. It was just a premade salad that he’d picked up from the deli but Leanne’s smile of pleasure sent a thrill through him, and he felt vindicated in the face of the hostess’s restraint.

“Lee?” a voice called from the dining room. “Did you find the tongs?”

“I’ll show you through to the kitchen,” Cassandra offered to Brandon. “Lee, why don’t you help Mohammed get the table set? We’ll eat as soon as you’re done.”

Slipping off his shoes before adding his coat to the top-heavy pile of outerwear balanced on a chair near the entranceway, he padded behind Cassandra into a small galley kitchen, feeling adrift and unsure of himself. The walls were bright yellow and the cupboards had been painted in a riotous Van Gogh-like starburst of colors.

“Let me get you a bowl for that salad,” she said, her voice more welcoming than before. But her shoulders remained tight and she stalked around him in the enclosed space. She set down the wine bottle and pulled out a deep ceramic dish. “The corkscrew’s out already. Stephanie and Jamie brought bottles too.”

“Would you like me to wait to open this then?”

Cassandra shrugged. “If you like.”

“Thank you for hosting this,” he said, searching for some way to thaw the ice.

“It’s hardly a big deal.” There was another awkward pause and then, as if she relented a little, Cassandra said, “Everyone contributes something, which makes it easy and no one has to eat my food. It’s a win-win situation.”

He smiled at her joke. “Then my offerings should fit right in. I’m not renowned for my cooking either.”

They exhausted their share of pleasantries and another awkward silence fell. The chatter and music carried in from the living room, where the rest of the group congregated, but in the kitchen, neither he nor Cassandra spoke. He readied his meager offering in the colorful ceramic dish she’d unearthed for him. “You always coordinate your kitchen with your dishes?” he asked as he emptied the plastic tub into the bowl, and Cassandra shrugged.

“My girlfriend’s got a thing against beige. She says it saps creativity and encourages pedestrian thinking.”

“You talking about me again, darling?” A slight woman with wispy honey blond hair in a loose ponytail danced into the kitchen, stopping short at the sight of Brandon and Cassandra working side by side at the counter.

“You must be Brandon,” she said, smiling widely. “I’m Julia. It’s so nice to meet you.”

Clearly, Julia’s character matched her decorating style, because what she lacked in size she made up for with a bubbly and exuberant personality. Brandon smiled back and found himself engulfed in a fierce hug. Startled, he drew back. He wasn’t used to such affection.

“Likewise,” he said, feeling a little foolish at his discomfort.

Squeezing farther into the kitchen, Julia skipped to the fridge and pulled out a huge bowl of Greek salad. Peeling back the plastic wrap, she balled it up and tossed it in the nearby garbage can. Ignoring Brandon, Cassandra leaned across the small space and filched a large black olive. She popped it in her mouth, smiling. Brandon was amazed at the change it brought to her stern, patrician face. He certainly hadn’t seen any evidence of that charm in their brief acquaintance.

“Hey! Those are for dinner, you thief,” Julia chided.

Cassandra dropped a soft kiss on her girlfriend’s lips. “You still love me.”


Julia groaned. “Sure I love you. Just not your olive breath.” Cassandra laughed, the throaty sound filling the room, and kissed her again. The love and attraction between the two was so palpable he felt a spurt of unease at eavesdropping on their conversation. Neither woman appeared uncomfortable sharing such gestures in front of him. It seemed so easy and routine that he felt a deep twinge of envy. He’d never experienced a relationship like that. Not with his family. Not with any of the women in his past. Not even with his grandmother. He’d never doubted her love for him but she’d been raised in a different time, and physical expressions of love had never been something she’d indulged in much.

But before his feelings of discomfort could deepen, Julia recalled his presence. “If you’re done, bring your bowl out into the dining room, Brandon, and I’ll introduce you to everyone.”

He followed her and found himself the object of eight pair of eyes. Only Leanne, arranging cutlery at the far end of the table, didn’t look up.

“Everyone, Brandon. Brandon, everyone!” Julia said, placing her salad on the crowded table. A chorus of greetings met the introduction. He searched for a small corner to set his own contribution—every square inch of the table was covered. Another tossed salad, baked chicken, some sort of gooey pasta casserole, mashed potatoes, homemade cookies and three bottles of wine.

“This looks delicious,” he said honestly, savoring the hearty aromas, and a tall man laughed.

“Wait ’til you try the eggplant parmigiana,” he promised, putting out his hand to shake Brandon’s. “Joe’s nonna makes it. I’m Russell, by the way. PhD candidate in earth sciences.”

Brandon smiled and took the offered hand. “Brandon. Fine arts. Nonna-made, huh? Sounds promising.”

“It promises and delivers.” Russell moved aside as Cassandra came into the dining room. Twelve people made for a tight fit but the good-natured jostling revealed the quarters were familiar to everyone gathered around the table.

“Let’s eat,” Cassandra said. Plates were quickly passed out and steady inroads made into the casual banquet. They trooped into the living room with their overladen plates. It was as cheerfully appointed as the kitchen. This time the walls were a deep, rich burgundy, with busy Middle Eastern hangings scattered across them. One held a battered TV and a large stereo system on an unpainted shelving unit. CDs and LPs were stacked in meticulous columns. Brandon recognized some of the cover art. Someone in the apartment was clearly a serious music fan, if the obscure titles were any indication.

The dining room chairs had been relocated and were already spoken for. Russell sat near the window next to a pretty brunette and a young man Brandon thought was Joe. Julia and Cassandra shared the loveseat. Leanne had claimed a spot on the sofa and as he turned around, he saw that the only space still available was the one next to her. He wondered if she’d saved the seat on purpose, but her expression was so neutral that he thought he ought not let his imagination run away with itself.

He walked over, balancing his plate and cutlery carefully.

“May I sit down?”

Leanne looked up and nodded. “If you like.”

The chesterfield was deceptively deep and he lurched backward as the cushions enveloped him, trying to maintain his equilibrium. A meatball rolled off his plate, leaving a red stain on his clean shirt.

“Damn,” he swore, retrieving it before it could get lost in the upholstery. He stretched out his shirt. Too late to do anything about the mess on his clothes.


Leanne giggled and set her plate on the coffee table. “Here, Fred Astaire,” she said, offering a napkin. “If you dab at it with this, maybe it won’t set in.”

“Fred?” he groused good-naturedly. “If I was channeling him, I’d be a little lighter on my feet. He could dance with a coatrack and make it look good.”

This time she chuckled outright and Brandon felt a spurt of victory at the sound. He didn’t like making a fool of himself but if the payoff was one of those delicious throaty laughs, he could hardly complain.

Balling up the soiled napkins, he settled into the sofa. He tried hard to ignore the beguiling scent of the woman beside him, grateful the plate of food on his lap hid the most egregious of his thoughts. Around them the conversation ebbed and flowed. Russell’s girlfriend, a girl named Emily, who was in political science, came round with the wine bottle, filling up everyone’s glass. The wine was dark and fruity and for once, Brandon found himself content to simply relax and let the evening unfold.

Over dinner, Russell and Mohammed, an engineering student, teased each other about their mutual geekiness, trying to best each other with esoteric words.

“Incunabulum.”

“Definition?”

“A book printed at an early date,” Russell said through a mouthful of lasagna. “Language of origin, Latin.”

“Geez, can’t you come up with something a little more challenging?” Mohammed scoffed. “Incunabulum. I-n-c-u-n-a-b-u-l-u-m. Incunabulum.” He grinned and caught Brandon’s incredulous eye. “Fourth in the Scripps spelling bee two years running. Sadly, Russ never made it higher than what, twelfth?”

“Ninth, as well you know, punk.” Russell laughed. “What about you, man? Ginny went to the Biology Olympiad in Seoul when she was a junior. Seth and Cassandra were both Rhodes scholars.”

Trying not to be intimidated, Brandon shook his head. “Nothing so illustrious, I’m afraid. Not a lot of extracurriculars around my house growing up.” A sudden recollection occurred to him and he smiled. “I did receive a perfect attendance certificate in grade four, if that counts. My grandmother framed it.” He’d forgotten all about the childhood award but now, a memory of standing proudly beside his grandma as she’d balanced on the stepladder and hung the frame on the wall rose up in his mind. She’d taken him out for ice cream at the local Dairy Queen as a reward. The certificate had been lost when her house was dispersed after her death. He hadn’t seen it in over fifteen years, but he remembered its shiny blue seal and his name printed in an elaborate font.

Julia nodded. “I’m the first person in my family to go on to anything after high-school. Nobody quite knows what to make of me.”

Several of the others nodded in acknowledgement then Seth spoke. “And then of course, there’s our girl, Leanne.”

“Me?” Beside him, Leanne stiffened at the comment. “I’m like everyone else. Just working to get my thesis written sometime this century. Find a job. With the job market the way it is, that’ll probably mean teaching a first year survey course at some junior college. A week of Chaucer, a week of Pope. Maybe two on Shakespeare and Austen. If I’m lucky.”


“Lucky?” Seth argued. “You’re a finalist for the Walters ‘I’ve-got-more-money-than-Croesus’ Prize. I guarantee you won’t be teaching at any third-rate institution. You’ll get a primo tenure-track job and a big research grant and settle in as the youngest departmental chair in Wellington History.”

“Even if I win the Walters Prize, I can’t expect to have everything handed to me.”

From beside the stereo, Cassandra laughed. “I love you, Leanne, but sometimes you’re oblivious. Kessler loves you. Rose loves you. You’re the best thing to happen to our department since God knows when, and everyone who’s anyone knows that. You’re on your way up and I don’t think anything could derail you now.”

Leanne smiled at Cassandra’s assessment but Brandon sensed her unease at all the praise her friends heaped on her. They were proud of her success, but how did she feel about shouldering their expectations?

“You’re in the running for the Walters?” he asked quietly when the conversation moved on to a film Ginny and Seth saw over the weekend. He tried to ignore how her hair curled over her shoulders and her warm thigh pressed against his. She shifted, as if uncomfortable at the attention on her accomplishments, and her fine wool trousers rubbed against his worn jeans. The friction distracted him and he focused on her words rather than risk embarrassing himself completely.

“Yeah. I applied last spring and made it onto the short list in October.” She turned and her eyes were imploring. “But there’s no guarantee I’ll win. I’ve tried my best, of course, and I think my research is important but…”

“There’s no guarantee,” he finished.

“Exactly,” she said.

“When do they interview you?”

“Next week,” she said. “My advisor’s been pulling his hair out for weeks, trying to get me ready. Faculty members keep stopping me in the hall, to give advice, suggest trial question or wish me luck. I understand why they’re doing it, of course, but a part of me wishes they’d just let me get on with it, you know?”

“It’s a big deal. You’re a big deal to your department and the university,” Brandon said. “You should have heard Cora today, when I stopped by.”

“She talked about me?” Leanne took a sip of wine. She squirmed, wriggling awkwardly in the deep cushions.

“It’s a big deal,” Brandon repeated, trying to reassure her. But it only seemed to make her more uneasy. Deciding to drop the subject for now, until he better understood her concerns, he tuned in to the other conversations around them

Cassandra was still talking about the Walters Prize, enumerating the hoops Leanne had jumped through over the past seven months.

“You keep mapping out my career, Cass.” She stood. He’d grown to like the feel of her next to him. He comforted himself with the observation that t when she was standing in front of him like this, he had a great view of her very fine ass. “I’m going to help myself to another plate. Anybody want more wine?”

“I’ll have a glass of red,” Brandon said.

“Me too.” Ginny picked up her empty glass from beside her chair leg.

“Me three,” Julia chimed in.

“Why don’t I just bring the bottle?”


 

By the time the food had been devoured and the wine bottles drained, Leanne’s nerves were at their breaking point. Brandon fit in among her friends better than she could have hoped. Or feared. She watched as he traded jokes back and forth with Joe and then offered his opinion on the latest obscure musician in Cassandra’s gargantuan collection.

He melded in effortlessly. That was a serious problem if she was going to keep this whole thing filed under the casual heading where it needed to be contained.

Steven had never been interested in attending these informal gatherings. He preferred meeting with established faculty at events with more cachet. But Brandon seemed genuinely pleased to be included and had gone out of his way to get to know the other invitees too.

Leanne envisioned other gatherings, other events. Seth and Joe’s infamous poker nights. Gilly’s family cottage during the reading week. They could hike and cross-country ski during the day and laze in front of the fireplace at night, watching a movie side by side.

It was all too perfect, really. Because as much as she might long for a relationship with a man like Brandon, she knew it could never come to fruition. Her career came first. The sacrifices she’d made to reach this point were too many and too involved to be shoved aside at the first pretty face.

Yet just before midnight, when Brandon stood and stretched, a narrow wedge of hard abs flashed into view and Leanne swallowed, her mouth dry. He wasn’t just pretty, he was utterly gorgeous.

He patted his flat stomach and grinned at the hostesses. “Julia. Cassandra. I need to get going but thanks for a great evening. I couldn’t eat another bite and I’m apt to fall asleep on your very comfortable sofa and embarrass myself by drooling. Or snoring.”

He flashed a quick glance at Leanne and when their eyes met, she bit her lips to keep from defending his sleeping habits. After all, they hadn’t actually slept together, not overnight. She’d squeezed her eyes shut on Saturday night when the pleasure he’d inflicted on her willing body had become too overwhelming to bear. But that wasn’t sleep and…

The room had gone silent. Leanne came out of her daydreams with a jolt. Twelve pair of eyes were fixed on her and she realized she and Brandon had somehow become the focus of her friends’ attention. The guys looked perplexed by the expectant silence but the girls’ expressions were far too knowing for her comfort.

“You’re welcome anytime, Brandon,” Julia offered enthusiastically. When Cassandra didn’t utter the same assurances, she nudged her.

“And I’d love to see that pressing of the Davis sessions you mentioned,” Cass finally said and while her tone still conveyed reserve, a note of grudging respect boded well for a continuing thaw in relations. “Bring it next time.”

“I’d like that.” He paused, the brief silence quickly filled by goodbyes from the remaining guests. Leanne struggled to find something casual to say.

“Well, I’ll let you get going,” she finally offered. Even as the inane words came out of her mouth, she wanted to slap her palm to her forehead. Four languages, two and a half university degrees and this was the best she could come up with? The only way she could salvage her dignity was through escape. “I’m going to start cleaning up.”

“No,” Julia said loudly. Moderating her tone, she continued, “No, you don’t need to do that. You walk Brandon downstairs, okay?”

A conspiratorial glance passed between Ginny and Julia, and Leanne conceded defeat. She made her way to the front door to hunt down his coat. It wasn’t easy to ignore the six-foot-plus man trailing behind her but she tried


“Is this it?” she asked, pulling out a leather jacket. She could smell the woodsy tannins emanating from the jacket. They reminded her of just how close she’d gotten to the jacket—and the man inside it—last night, when they’d kissed in the rain.

As if he read her mind, Brandon’s eyes darkened and he edged nearer. He wrapped his fingers around hers, so they were both holding the jacket together. “Yes,” he said, his hand tightening. “Yes, it is.”

“Well, good,” she replied, trying hard to remember the mechanics of respiration. It went something like breathe in, breathe out, right? She inhaled another delicious lungful of Brandon and the scent made her woozy with desire. Leanne’s blood popped and fizzed through her veins like champagne. Desire made her brain sluggish, all thoughts but Brandon scattered and ephemeral.

“Will I see you tomorrow night?” Leanne was confused.

“Tomorrow?”

“The tickets.”

“Oh, right,” she finally said. “We’ll be there. Eight o’clock, right?”

“Eight o’clock,” he agreed, pausing as though he wanted to say something else. “We?”

“We what?” He had this effect on her—as soon as he was in sight, or even worse, touching distance, her brain turned into hormonal mush.

“Are you bringing someone to the show?”

Don’t read too much into it, Leanne. He’s just being polite, she warned herself, but her pulse still sped up, beating with an erratic staccato rhythm. “My dad. I’m bringing my dad tomorrow.”

Brandon’s expression didn’t change but something in his eyes hinted at…relief? “Then I look forward to meeting him,” he said, bending his head as he did so. His lips brushed her cheek, just next to the corner of her mouth, and she froze. She desperately wanted to turn her head and allow their lips to meet. She remembered their first kiss in the green room, when she’d grabbed at his dressing gown and hauled him toward her. She’d only thought of her own need then. Now she had to keep the bigger picture in mind. She couldn’t get carried away, no matter how much she wanted to allow herself to succumb to the temptations on offer. So she submitted to his tantalizing gesture, relishing the feel of his mouth against her skin and his wine-scented breath on her cheek, but drawing back quickly, before he could get the wrong idea.

Brandon straightened and took his jacket from her petrified fingers. Pulling his scarf from the sleeve, he shrugged his coat on and wrapped his throat securely. He opened the door but paused on the threshold.

“I had a good time tonight,” he said. Leanne was still rooted to the spot but he didn’t comment on her rigid immobility.

“G-good. I’m glad.”

He cocked his head. “Are you? Really? So why do I find that hard to believe?”

There was nothing Leanne could say in the face of his keen observation. Silence was the best—the only—course open to her. It didn’t seem to offend him. “We’ll have to do it again sometime.” He leaned down and placed a quick kiss on her cheek, light and fleeting. He didn’t try for anything else, retreating to a respectable distance before Leanne could even form the wish for more.

“Good night, Leanne. Thanks for inviting me.”

He turned and loped easily down the narrow stairs.








Chapter Six



“Dad!” Leanne waved across the theater’s crowded lobby.

“Hi, darling.” He stooped to embrace her. Last spring, he retired early from the engineering firm he’d worked at for twenty-one years, and by the relaxed look on his face, freedom from the daily grind agreed with him.

Rummaging in her purse, she pulled out the tickets and they joined the line making its way toward the auditorium. As they turned their coats in, the lights flashed their first warming. A young usher led them to their seats, which were well situated near the stage, with a clear line of sight.

Once they were settled, her father turned to her and asked in a whisper, “So, what’s new?”

Keeping her eyes fixed on the program, Leanne tried for nonchalance. “School’s busy but when isn’t it? I’ve got a ton of marking but I’m making good progress on my thesis.” She shrugged. “Armstrong’s pleased, I think.”

“I meant, what’s new with you?”

“With me?” Leanne tried to marshal her thoughts and continued to flick through the ads that littered the program as though she was very interested in the local bike shop’s offer of ten percent off for patrons of tonight’s performance. “Nothing. Nothing at all. I’ve been too busy with school for much of anything else.”

Her father watched her thoughtfully. “Have you heard from Steven lately?”

At the mention of her former boyfriend, Leanne looked up. Her mother was die-hard about dating updates but Dad was usually more circumspect. “A while ago. He’s settled in Tempe and likes the faculty he’s working with. He’s not teaching many upper-year courses yet but he figures that’ll come in time.”

“I’m glad he’s doing well,” he said before continuing casually, “And you? Are you seeing anyone new? Since Steven, I mean?”

Yes. And I’m terrified it might turn into something serious.

“No. A few dates here and there but nothing serious. School takes too much of my time right now.”

“I see.”

The disappointment in her father’s eyes was transparent and Brandon’s name felt heavy on her tongue. She couldn’t deny that something seemed to be happening between them, as much as she would like it to be otherwise. Against her better judgment, they kept meeting, revealing a little more about themselves each time. But what they had could never be construed as a relationship, right? As much as she wanted her father to share the details of her life, her dad wanted to know about “nice guys” in his daughter’s life, not the guys who rang all her bells—sexual and warning.

There was no room in her life for a man right now. She’d learned her lesson with Steven. They’d been suited intellectually and well matched professionally, both intent on making their mark in academia.

If she couldn’t make it happen with someone like Steven, who’d been so in synch with the life she was creating, there was no chance she’d ever be able to make it happen with someone like Brandon, who was so wrong for her.

“I’m disappointed, Dad. Don’t tell me you’ve gone and joined the dark side with Mom. Soon you’ll be telling me about a very nice boy you play racquetball with.” She grinned, hoping to distract her father with the joke. Instead of laughing as she’d hoped, her father frowned.


“I know school’s important, sweetheart—you’ve worked too hard to throw it all away. But love doesn’t mean you have to give up on your goals. It just gives you someone to celebrate the triumphs with.”

“I know that, but right now I simply don’t have space in my life for a serious relationship. Later, when I’m more settled, when I’ve gotten a tenure track position, there’ll be time. Now the timing is just bad.”

“I’ve often wondered,” he said, “if we’ve set you a bad example, your mother and I.”

Though they’d been married thirty-six years, her practical father looked at her mother like she was still an eighteen-year-old beauty queen. She looked at him like Paul McCartney and Steve McQueen rolled into one.

“Sure, Dad. Terrible example. Thirty-some-odd years of love, fidelity and happiness. Gosh, I wouldn’t want to follow in those footsteps at all.”

“Actually, sometimes I think you don’t.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

He turned in his seat and looked at her steadily. “For a long time, I’ve wondered if you think falling in love means you’d have to be like your mother. To follow her path at the expense of your own.”

Leanne snorted. “Me, be like Mom? I can’t even apply a convincing set of false eyelashes. No one’s ever going to mistake me for Sandy Galloway’s daughter.”

Her dad winced but didn’t try to deny it. Leanne tried not to feel the sting of his silence too deeply. “I meant that you think falling in love would mean you’d have to stay at home, worrying about redecorating the dining room, instead of writing a new book. Or teaching. Or traveling and exploring the world.”

“I don’t think that,” Leanne argued, even as a small part of her wondered if perhaps, just perhaps, her father was more perceptive than she’d given him credit for.

“I know you and your mother haven’t had the easiest time these past few years but you need to look at it from her perspective. All she’s ever wanted was to be a mother and raise a big, noisy family.” He held up his hand, forestalling her interruption. “It just wasn’t in the cards for us. There were a lot of tears and heartbreak before we were blessed with you.”

Her father’s admission stunned Leanne into immobility. Her mouth hung open and she knew ought to offer condolences or sympathy but all she could manage was a weak, “I beg your pardon?”

Her father faced her steadily. “Infertility. Your mother and I struggled against it for a long time.”

“I didn’t…didn’t know.”

“You weren’t supposed to,” he said. “You were a child. The burden wasn’t yours to carry.”

With her father’s stunning admission, years of clues and random comments slotted into place. She’d often wondered why they waited nearly ten years before they’d had her. Growing up, Leanne wished desperately for a sibling, someone who could defuse the overwhelming demands her mother placed on her over the years.

Behind the façade of perfect couple and perfect wife, there had been a secret sorrow, a burden all the perfectly coordinated hand towels in the world could never overcome.

“Dad, I honestly had no idea.”


He smiled sadly. “It’s never been something your mother’s felt comfortable talking about. But I know—despite what you may sometimes think—that you’ve always been your mother’s shining achievement.”

Reaching over, Leanne squeezed his hand, moved by his rare display of emotion. “I’m glad you told me.”

But as the house lights fell and the velvet curtains began to sweep apart, she couldn’t help but weigh her father’s revelation against the proof of the past.

She’d been fourteen when her mother announced that she’d entered them in a mother-daughter pageant. Her plans had been expansive.

“We’ll get matching dresses and practice a routine. We can get our hair done and our nails too. It’ll be so much fun!”

Even then, Leanne knew her mother was disappointed, burdened with a plain, bookish daughter. No pep rallies or cheerleading for her. No football star boyfriend or pageant success to bond over. Just lots of science fair trophies and three consecutive “Young Reader of the Year” awards from their local library. She’d longed for the same close, unconditional relationship that her friends seemed to share with their mothers. Jokes and teasing and easy, open affection.

For three brief weeks, they’d overcome their differences, her mother showering her with the love and attention she’d always secretly craved. Every waking moment had been spent rehearsing their duet and practicing the elegant runway walk her competition-savvy mom deemed essential for success. They’d bought their matching dresses from an exclusive boutique that specialized in pageant wear. Even the news that Gillian was competing couldn’t dim her enthusiasm and she’d dreamed secret, silly dreams of winning the crown and basking in the adulation of her mom and all her high school friends.

Unfortunately, none of Leanne’s elaborate daydreams had accounted for the paralyzing wave of stage fright that overtook her like a tsunami. It only took a few endless moments for her dreams to descend into a nightmare of missed cues, stumbling feet and a duet so painful that, more than a decade later, still made her shoulders tense with shame.

Her mother, who’d spent twenty years on the pageant circuit and never failed to place in the top ten, hadn’t even made the first cut.

The hurt had only been compounded when Gillian and Aunt Barbara were awarded first runner-up.

As soon as they’d gotten home, Leanne ran up the stairs, eager to reach the sanctuary of her room. But the sound of her mother crying had rooted her to the spot. Her mother, elegant shoes discarded, makeup tearstained, sat on the bottom step as her father rubbed her back.

“Didn’t she know how important this pageant was to me, Larry? Does she really hate me so much that she couldn’t have tried, even for a few hours? For me?”

Those words, spoken so softly Leanne knew she was never supposed to have heard them, hurt the most. Because, when it came down to it, Leanne had tried. Her best just hadn’t been good enough.

 

By final curtain, Leanne put the shock of her father’s revelations behind her. Losing herself in the performance helped. She’d never been a fan of modern dance for the same reason much avant-garde literature left her cold—its circularity and heavy metaphors left little room for elements like plot or character.

But tonight’s show was unlike anything she’d ever seen. Moving, graphic, intense, the dancers moved across the stage in fantastic, undulating patterns, their fluid movements merging with the music.


Brandon’s fingerprints were all over it.

His distinctive choreography, the intimate and emotional space he’d created bore the same hallmarks as his dancing at the Foxe’s Den. His love of music, of movement, of form. His dedication, obsession even, with beauty and the physical form counterbalanced with joy, care.

Leanne learned more about Brandon sitting in a darkened theater with five hundred strangers, than she’d known about Steven during the entire seventeen months of their relationship.

And it terrified the life out of her.

Yes, he could reduce her to a quaking, trembling mass of nerves with a touch. The heat his simple caress evoked scorched her skin. Yet despite the intensity he aroused in her, it was still only physical.

But this?

This was something else entirely.

It made him so much more than just a one-night stand. Besides being dangerous to her equilibrium, it made him…real.

Real was exactly what she couldn’t handle right now.

She’d sacrificed so much to reach this point in her. Her academic success. Her degrees. Her reputation. She had resigned herself to the demands they exacted because she knew they were necessary to achieving her dreams. Now, less than a week from reaching the most important goal of all, she couldn’t allow Brandon to distract her.

The Walters Prize would give her true professional freedom. Harvard. Yale. Oxford. She could have her pick, settle into a tenured appointment and travel, research the first of many books, teach. She’d made the short list, beating out dozens of other candidates. Only a final interview separated her from the ultimate prize. She could ace it.

The only thing standing in her way was her own irrational desire.

Professor Armstrong was right. She was destined for a life of the mind. It was where she fit in. Yet a small sliver of her being regretted denying herself the possibility of more.

She knew as if he had blazoned it across the dancers’ sculpted Lycra costumes, that Brandon was no more interested in taking their mutual distraction any further than she was.

He wanted her, yes.

For now.

He didn’t want anything else.

And that, she told herself firmly, was as it should be.

But as she stood and collected her program, waiting for her father to file out into the aisle and join the river of people exiting the theater, she made herself a promise. When the timing was better, when she wasn’t overwhelmed by her thesis, her teaching, her research and her goals—she would find time for a real relationship.

She deserved that much.

Just not with Brandon.

It simply wouldn’t work.








Chapter Seven



“So, where are we meeting up with your friend?”

“Meeting my who?” Leanne suppressed a grimace. She’d hoped her father would have picked up on her conspicuous lack of specifics without her having to spell out the embarrassing details. Just because she’d succumbed to a momentary fit and invited Brandon to the potluck didn’t mean she planned on introducing him to her father. The fact that Julia whispered, “I like him,” when she’d said her goodbyes last night and Cassandra—who’d made up her mind to dislike him sight unseen by virtue of her job description as overprotective best friend—warmed to him once they’d discovered a mutual love of music, had no bearing on this potentially embarrassing meet and greet.

“Your friend, the choreographer.”

The subtle approach hadn’t worked quite as well as she’d hoped.

Licking her lips apprehensively, she tried to distract him, skirting the fine line between outright lie and misdirection. “We’re not meeting up. When he gave me the tickets, I wasn’t even sure if I’d be able to make it so I told him not to look for me afterward.”

“Oh, I see,” her dad said, the disappointment clear on his face, and guilt crept in at her prevarication.

The lobby was taking on the appearance of a human sardine can, enthusiastic performers and audience members mingling raucously, buoyed by post-show giddiness. “We’re never going to find each other in a crowd like this anyway. We should just grab our coats and head out.”

But before she could steer her father toward the snaking coat check line, a murmur swept the room. Applause, long and sustained, erupted.

“Woo-hoo, Brandon!”

“Brandon, you rock!”

Leanne turned in time to see Brandon emerge from backstage. Despite being dressed casually in crisp khakis and a light blue dress shirt, nothing could hide his broad shoulders or the tapered lines of his lean hips and taut ass. The many longing glances she intercepted, confirmed most, if not all, females in the room shared the same opinion. He accepted the applause graciously, with a self-deprecating smile, before he began to circulate around the room. His modest demeanor seemed genuine but there was no mistaking the regard with which he was held by all the dancers. Tonight’s performance had been an extraordinary team effort but no one could mistake who the captain was, either.

He was shaking the hands of a well-dressed middle-aged couple when he saw her.

For a moment, the air in the room disappeared. Leanne couldn’t breathe or move. He studied her, from her tousled curls to the patent Mary Janes she’d worn to compliment her velvet skirt, and his smile widened.

He never missed a beat, though, greeting the parents warmly, accepting their praise and, if the blushes of the young dancer were any indication, returning the favor with kind words about their daughter’s skills. But there was no mistaking the expectant curl in his lip. Leanne knew it was only a matter of time before they came face-to-face once more.

The line moved at a snail’s pace. Short of dashing from the auditorium without their coats, she would have to introduce him to her father. At least she had a few minutes to prepare herself.

Hugs and introductions with the large cast slowed his progress but he made his way toward the line where Leanne waited.

“Leanne, I’m glad you could make it tonight.”


She held out her hand and he shook it, his fingers lingering against her sensitized palm. Her knees weakened and it took every ounce of strength not to show him how a simple touch turned her on. “This is my dad, Larry Galloway. Dad, this is Brandon Myles.”

“A pleasure to meet you, sir.”

 

Leanne’s dad smiled. A tall man, in his mid-sixties if the salt-and-pepper in his hair was any indication, he moved like someone much younger. His face was friendly and inquisitive as he shook Brandon’s hand.

He hoped that inquisitiveness hadn’t been triggered by the startling moment he and Leanne just shared. Those shoes…Those legs…Somehow this unassuming scholar had a direct line to his libido. A single touch—hell, a single look—tapped into to his most primitive urges. Urges he’d rather not share with her father. He wouldn’t give his desires free rein, however tempting it might be.

“I understand you’re the fellow who organized all this.”

Brandon shook his head. “I oversaw the choreography but there were a lot of different people who made it happen. The costumers, the dancers, the crew.”

He glanced again at Leanne. Her eyes seemed fixed on him but her expression was unreadable.

Feigning a casualness he didn’t feel, he asked, “So, Larry, Leanne, what did you think of the show?” As he waited for their answers, he was surprised by how much their responses mattered.

Leanne cleared her throat. “It was…it was really fantastic,” she admitted. “I was mesmerized.”

As if to emphasize her point, she reached out and touched his arm. Her soft, slim fingers on his forearm hit him like an electrical current, short-circuiting his already addled brain. He remembered the feel of those same fingers wrapped around more intimate places. A twitch gave proof to the fact that those places could remember them too. His tongue glued to his mouth, he tried to formulate a response that didn’t involve a) kissing her senseless or b) dragging her off to the nearest dark corner for another round of hot, sweaty sex.

Larry cleared his throat.

This time, there was no missing his amused awareness. A smile danced around his lips as his gaze swung between his daughter and her new acquaintance. Brandon realized he was gaping at Leanne and that her hand still rested on his arm. But when his eyes met hers, she suddenly seemed to become aware of who she was touching and in front of whom, and snatched her hand away.

Brandon made a valiant attempt to respond to her praise. “Mesmerizing, huh? And what about you, Larry? Did you enjoy it?”

“Absolutely. Dance is usually my wife’s thing but this was definitely not a night at the ballet.”

“Not a fan of men in tights?” Brandon laughed.

“Not so much,” the older man confessed. “But this was different. There was a story like a ballet but it was stronger somehow. More intense. Really…” he paused, searching for the right word.

“Dynamic?” Leanne suggested, and he nodded.

“Exactly. Dynamic.”

Their honest appreciation made him happy. He appreciated their genuine praise, their enthusiasm for the production.


He’d been determined from a young age not to sink into the halfhearted apathy that had infected his parents. Lisa and Dustin Myles never put in more than minimum effort at anything: dead-end jobs, their marriage, their kid. They’d been content to drift along. The only thing they’d ever shown any long-term commitment to were their arguments. Vicious knock-down, drag-’em-out affairs that could rumble and menace for days on end. For that at least, they’d shown flair and inventiveness, relishing every opportunity to strike a blow against each other.

Their son’s attempts at diligence—a paper route, a summer spent cutting lawns, a plaque for perfect attendance—only received jeers and derision. In their scornful eyes, these weren’t achievements to celebrate but proof of his refusal to accept his lot in life.

Without conscious planning, he’d taken the opposite path. Some of his earliest memories were of staying up late to finish his homework, working the extra questions, drawing the neatest diagrams. He lapped up his teachers’ praise, pathetically eager for even a few obligatory words of kindness.

It took years for Brandon to realize that he’d come to enjoy learning for its own sake. The approval he’d earned from his teachers, coaches and the dance faculty mattered but it was the effort itself that filled him with satisfaction. By giving it his all, he never doubted his worth.

“I’m glad,” he said. The line moved again, and only one more couple remained ahead of them. But before he could think of a reason to delay them further, he was hailed by the production’s technical director.

“Hey, Brandon! We’re headed to the Judge for a pint. You in?”

Larry reached into his blazer pocket for his coat-check tickets. “You’re not joining us at the restaurant, Brandon? I’d been looking forward to treating you to dinner. My thanks for the tickets.” Turning to the clerk, he collected their coats and gave one to Leanne.

Brandon glanced at Leanne but once again, her face gave no hint of how she felt about him presuming upon their “friendship” like this. He’d already found himself thinking about her far more than was wise the past few days. He’d insinuated himself into her life, and her body language revealed her uncertainty at his pursuit, even approaching as he did under the banner of friendship.

He wasn’t the kind of guy for long-term relationships anyway. He always disposed of his girlfriends after a couple of months, the better to keep them from getting too close or building too much stock in their relationship. She’d be better off without him in the long run, even if she did make his blood heat to unprecedented levels. “I wouldn’t want to impose,” he said to her father. “Leanne mentioned that she doesn’t get to see you as much now.”

“You wouldn’t be in the way,” she said.

Brandon turned. He was wary of reading too much into her statement but felt a small glimmer of hope. Hope his rational mind knew he shouldn’t be happy about feeling. “No?”

She nodded. “Dad’s right. You were kind enough to share your tickets, so we owe you a good meal in return. I’ve got reservations at that new restaurant on Cumberland. Do you like Thai?”

“Love it,” he said. “Maybe not as much as I love Nonna’s eggplant parmigiana, but definitely a close second.” She laughed awkwardly, a warm glow flooding her cheeks, and busied herself sliding into her thick wool coat her. It covered her from throat to midknee but he could still make out her delicious curves.

Sexual attraction waned. It always did. If he was smart, he’d ignore her attractions and start the process as soon as possible.


It was difficult to be smart standing so close to Leanne. The charge between them short-circuited whatever good sense he might have otherwise claimed.

“Great.” Larry shrugged into his own tweed overcoat before securing his scarf and gloves. “It’s a date. You’ll need your things, Brandon. We’ll wait here and then we can all head over together.”

Leanne froze for a moment and Brandon was sure she was about to rescind her offer. Then she nodded and he felt something he hadn’t felt in quite some time—anticipation.








Chapter Eight



Pushing back from the table with a satisfied groan, Leanne poured herself another cup of steaming green tea and smiled. She couldn’t eat another bite of the fragrant curry and sweet jasmine rice. Far from being the disaster she’d feared, dinner with her dad and Brandon had been…

She sipped her tea, searching for the right word.

Fun.

She rolled the word silently on her tongue. It felt a little foreign but correct.

Hard as it was to believe, the evening that started out as an obligation had become enjoyable. For one thing, Brandon and her father made instant friends. Just like he’d fit in so naturally at the potluck last night. The moment they’d climbed into her car, the conversation flowed. From politics to sports to engineering and current affairs, the topics they’d touched on ranged wide and far.

Leanne couldn’t help but compare their natural connection to the stilted and awkward one that had existed between Steven and her dad. She didn’t blame her father; he’d made every effort to include her former boyfriend in family happenings. Steven simply hadn’t fit in.

Looking across the table at the two men relaxing after the meal, she admired how easily the two had hit it off.

She wasn’t embarrassed in Brandon’s presence anymore. Now that she knew him better she felt confident he wouldn’t reveal their reckless fling to her colleagues. Besides that practical relief though, she was forced to admit she was well on the road to liking him too. What wasn’t there to like? He was funny, hard-working, self-deprecating and a great dancer to boot.

Oh, and drop dead gorgeous.

No way could she overlook that last inescapable fact.

She would forget momentarily, distracted by his wit or his clever mind, but then he would catch her eye and wink. His long legs would brush against hers, or their fingers would touch reaching for a spring roll and the heated awareness washed over her once again. After an evening in his company, she was a wreck. Trying to act as if she wasn’t more aroused and more aware of him than any man she’d ever known was an unrelenting assignment.

But now, as the night wound to a close, she let go of her worries and her doubts. The restaurant was nearly empty, just a couple of scattered tables besides theirs still occupied. A few more minutes and she’d be free of Brandon and his unsettling presence once and for all.

Of course, chances were they’d bump into each other on campus from time to time. It was a small university, after all. But she no longer dreaded that possibility. Any meeting between them now would be pleasant but brief. One night, no matter how explosive, did not a friendship make and she was proud to have accepted her lapse as an event that did not signal the end of her world. They were both busy people, with full schedules of teaching, research and upcoming defenses, plus, in Brandon’s case, work and rehearsals. The connection between them would wither in its natural course, time and distractions working their magic.

As if sensing a lull, their waiter hurried to the table. He set dessert menus in front of them one by one and paused expectantly.

Looking over the menu, her dad laughed. “I didn’t think there was room for anything else, but I see you’ve got baked coconut pudding. You may have to roll me out, but I’ll have that, please.”

“Very good, sir,” the waiter said, turning to Brandon next.

“I’ll have your sticky rice with mangoes. And a cup of coffee. No sugar. One cream.”


“And for you, miss?”

She hesitated and Brandon’s mouth quirked. “Come on, Leanne,” he said in a singsong voice. “You know you want to.”

“Fine,” she huffed playfully, snapping the menu shut. “Honey melon sorbet for me.” She stood, dropped her napkin onto her chair and collected her purse. “Excuse me, I’ll be back in a sec.”

She hurried toward the washrooms, threading through the linen covered tables to the front of the restaurant. A burst of male laughter made her turn. Glancing over her shoulder, she could see Brandon once again deep in conversation with her father, comfortable after one night in a way that Steven had never been after nearly two years.

She shivered and slipped into the small stall. As she washed her hands, she thought about the similarities between Brandon and herself that seemed designed to deepen the connection between them. It wasn’t just his sense of humor and stunning good looks. Nor was it simply their incendiary attraction. He’d charmed her friends and fit in easily with her close-knit social circle. And he shared many of her dad’s interests. All of these things would have been great attributes if Brandon was someone she could ever consider in a long-term light but now they were lodestones around her neck, weighing her down with regret and bitterness.

What was it with fate, teasing her, taunting her like this? Steven should have been perfect for her but he wasn’t. Brandon should have been all wrong for her but he wasn’t. She liked too many things about this guy to dismiss him as nothing but an accidental lover.

Yet no matter how many positives she tallied, they couldn’t outweigh one inescapable truth.

They had no future. What they wanted out of life was too different to ever give them a true foundation. In a few months time, she’d finish her PhD and, if everything went according to plan, set off on the next stage of her career as the recipient of the Walters Prize. Brandon was still at least a year or more away from finishing his dissertation. It wasn’t rational to expect their unconventional friendship to survive the distance and separation so it was best to limit their time from the start.

She snapped off the taps and dried her hands. Back in the dining room, Brandon stood at the front counter with the hostess. He seemed startled to see her, turning away as she hurried across the restaurant.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” he said, shoving his hands deep in his pockets. “I was just settling the bill.”

“You can’t do that,” Leanne protested. “You gave us the tickets. Besides, this was supposed to be my treat.” She scrabbled in her purse and drew out her wallet, setting it on the hostess counter. Brandon frowned and drew out a billfold. They stood side by side, glaring at each other like dueling cowboys.

“I’d like the bill, please,” they said simultaneously, and the hostess, a diminutive woman in Asian dress, laughed.

“The gentleman you are dining with?” the hostess said in a lilting voice. “When he arrived, he left a message at the desk for you both.”

“He did?” Leanne threw a startled glance at Brandon. “What did it say?”

“He said to put your wallets away because this meal is his treat and neither of you are paying for it.”


Leanne shook her head in defeat. “Leave it, Brandon. There’s no way Dad’s letting you pay for your own meal. He still tries to slip me money for rent and groceries every time he comes over. It’s just his way of showing he cares.”

He sighed and pocketed his money reluctantly. Turning away from the counter, she started back toward their table. Brandon reached out, halting her progress. He took her elbow and guided her into a small alcove. He cleared his throat and shifted awkwardly on the balls of his feet.

“Your dad mentioned some big dinner at the country club this weekend.”

Leanne rolled her eyes, surprised that her father had mentioned the obligation at all. Her mom was the one who usually planned their outings. “Oh yeah. Highlight of my social calendar. Gillian’s rehearsal dinner.”

“Gillian as in business-card Gillian?” His voice dropped to an intimate level, his body still. Leanne was impressed he’d remembered the name on the business card—he’d only glanced at it before setting it aside. And they’d been so distracted by other things afterward, she’d barely been able to remember her own name. Just thinking about those other things made it difficult to focus on this conversation. He stood close to her, the restaurant tables shielded from their direct line of sight by an elaborate arrangement of exotic silk plants.

“Gillian Saunders is a…family friend. She’s getting married a week from Saturday.”

She watched his throat, smooth and defined as he spoke.

“I see.”

“And I’ve been invited because my mom is one of her mother’s oldest friends. Lucky, lucky me.”

“You don’t want to go?”

“Hell, no! Gillian only invited me so she could gloat and preen.” Her lips twisted. “I anticipate two hours of intrusive questions and an hour of overpriced, undercooked entrées followed by another hour of unsolicited advice. Does that like fun to you?”

“So ask me to come with you.”

Leanne’s mouth dropped. That was the last thing she expected him to propose. Marshaling a rebuttal was difficult. It was hard to think clearly when he was so close. “You can’t be serious. It’ll be boring. Horribly stuffy and pretentious.”

“What makes you think I don’t like stuffy and pretentious country club dinners?” he teased, his breath brushing her temple although his lips never touched her heated skin. “I’m hurt you don’t think I know the difference between my dinner fork and my dessert fork.” His strong fingers threaded through hers and he drew her even closer.

Her head lolled back and it took all her willpower not to kiss him, knowing her father was on the other side of the room and the hostess only steps away. Anyone could come upon them, and the possibility of discovery added an element of excitement.

“You don’t want to come,” she said again, but this time her voice was low and breathless.

“Ask me anyway.” His eyes never left her face. His free hand came up to his mouth and he popped a mint between his well-shaped lips. He must have filched it from the hostess station.

“Ask me, Leanne.”

She could smell the minty freshness of his breath.

“Fine.” She closed her eyes in a desperate attempt to regain control of her riotous body. “Would you like to come with me to Gillian’s dinner on Saturday?”

“As your date?”

Her eyes flew open.


“I’m sorry?”

He pressed again. “As your date?”

Leanne gulped. She couldn’t marshal her arguments coherently when his lean, beautiful body was only inches from her own. Talk was the last thing on earth she wanted to do right now.

“As my date,” she conceded, even as she berated herself for not reiterating her commitment to keeping things casual. He smiled, his even white teeth glinting in the muted lights of the restaurant. He brushed a light kiss against her lips and her breath caught at the fleeting contact. But instead of deepening the kiss, he backed away almost immediately and released her hand.

“Excellent,” he said, seemingly unaffected by the kiss. “We should get back to the table. I think the waiter’s bringing out our desserts now.”

Her mind spinning, Leanne could only nod. She followed Brandon’s progress as he led the way back to their table. The desserts were indeed waiting for them and Brandon and her father dug in with unabashed eagerness. Still lost in thought, she took a bite of her own treat, the citrus sorbet melting on her tongue, and pondered the riddle that was Brandon Myles.

 

“Then turn left at the stop sign.”

The rain had finally stopped but the roads were still slick, littered with leaves brought down by the latest deluge. With a flick of her wrist, she signaled the turn.

After dropping her father back at his car, Leanne had offered to drive Brandon home. He lived in the student residences, a motley collection of low-rise apartments and narrow townhouses owned by the university and reserved for its graduate students, their partners and from time to time, their young families.

“It’s the last building on this side.” He gestured toward one of the townhouses at the end of the cul-de-sac and Leanne pulled into an open parking space near the front steps.

She turned off the engine, and the radio, which had been tuned to a late-night jazz program, fell silent. Leanne glanced down at her hands still resting on the steering wheel and picked an imaginary piece of lint from her coat. She tried to think of something—anything—to say but for once, her mind stayed mute. Brandon was looking at her, studying her profile, and Leanne had to resist the overwhelming urge to scratch her nose.

His scrutiny unsettled her. And little as she liked to admit it, she knew why.

Because this felt like the awkward front-door moment that always came after a first date.

Except for that brief interlude in the alcove at the restaurant, her father had been there to take the edge off of any simmering moments. But now, in the darkened car, nothing distracted from the attraction that continued to arc between them despite her sensible admonitions.

Even though she knew that they hadn’t been on a date, a small quiver of awareness deep in her belly made it impossible for her to dismiss the notion.

A first kiss could tell you so much about a person.

In retrospect, she should have known her relationship with Steven was doomed to fail. Their first kiss had been pleasant, she supposed, but lackluster and formulaic. He hadn’t committed any cardinal kissing sins—no garlic, no drool, no unauthorized grinding—but it was still leagues away from the out-of-control combustion she’d experienced the first time she and Brandon had kissed.

She barely remembered what making love to Steven felt like. Just vague impressions. Nothing specific. Nothing concrete. Nothing particularly memorable. Just like their entire relationship, really.


In contrast, she could remember every single second of her time with Brandon, as brief as it had been. The taste of his mouth, the feel of his hands as they’d moved over her body, the tang of his come, the musk of his cock as she’d sucked him. The whole night was indelibly inscribed into her flesh, like a perverse and erotic tattoo. Time and again, scenes of their encounter flashed across her mind in all their Technicolor glory and she’d been powerless to resist their allure.

Before she could sink any further into depravity, Brandon spoke and his words shattered her erotic musings.

Releasing his seatbelt, he said, “Thanks again for the ride, Leanne.”

He seemed to caress her name, drawing it out softly and she felt her knees quiver at the sound.

“Anytime.” She shrugged, hoping he couldn’t see her hands in the darkness, shaking as they held the wheel. “It wasn’t far out of my way.”

“Ah, well…” His voice trailed off and he looked at her as though he expected her to say something else in response. She didn’t, so he simply gathered up his satchel. “I’ll see you Saturday night.”

Meaning he hadn’t changed his mind.

Meaning he still wanted to come as her date.

Leanne gulped and tried to settle her nerves. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he said with a tone of finality. He tugged at the latch. The door didn’t open. He fiddled with the lock and pulled again but the latch still resisted his attempts.

“Damn, it’s stuck.”

Leanne flipped the switch on her own armrest, waiting for the soft click, but nothing happened. Unbuckling herself, she leaned across the narrow space, intending to try the door herself. Sometimes it got stuck. She’d been meaning to take it in and have the garage look at it but she’d been putting it off…

Brandon’s gasp made her instantly aware that she was practically sprawled across his lap, her face only inches from his groin, her right hand grasping his thigh. The gearshift dug into her hip and her knee was wedged against the steering wheel. She barely registered her discomfort, too intent on the sudden exhalation of warm breath against the back of her neck.

“Leanne.” He whispered her name. The brush of air against her skin, the sudden pressure of his chest against her breast told her all too clearly how close they really were. She bit her lip, trying to contain the wave of lust that threatened to swamp her common sense once again. This wasn’t casual flirting. This was far more serious.

She didn’t want this.

She didn’t want this at all.

Oh God, she wanted this so much.

His lips—those lips whose texture and taste she’d tried so unsuccessfully to forget—pressed against the vulnerable curve of her neck. Softly. So softly. She quivered, and his hand brushed against her hair as if to calm her. To quiet her. It simply stoked the fire.

He trailed kisses along her hairline, his fingers massaging her scalp in circles, the pressure a counterpoint to the gentle touch of his lips. She arched her neck, giving him access to the vulnerable pulse point at the base of her throat. He sucked it, drawing it into his mouth, a loud, openmouthed kiss ratcheted her desire even higher.


Her hand was still spread across his thigh, the cotton twill abrading her fingertips. She stretched her hand wide and her pinkie finger brushed against the rock-hard bulge at his groin. He moaned and sucked her earlobe, tracing its shape with his tongue. Her pussy clenched in time to his seduction and she arched into his caress, twisting in the seat until she was on her hands and knees and his mouth had unfettered access to her throat, her jaw, her face.

His hand snaked between her legs, splaying them wide, and he cupped his left hand over her mound, rubbing and teasing through the fabric. She whimpered, desperate for the feel of his fingers inside her, but he wouldn’t cooperate. She rolled her hips, pleading with her body, but he wouldn’t obey. He simply continued to cup her, the palm of his hand massaging and inciting but not satisfying.

She dug her nails deep into his flesh and he gasped.

“Do you want to come in?” he asked as he smoothed and caressed her ass, the weight of his hand both promise and reward. “Because I don’t think I can wait until Saturday to see you again.”

She wanted to be pleasured. She wanted to be fucked. She wanted to ride him and watch his face while he split in two, thrusting and panting and hurling her name into the darkness. She wanted to wrap her legs around his face and let him eat her like he had when she spread her legs wide for him on the green room sofa.

They’d been dancing around each other, around their mutual desire, since the moment they met. Tonight at the restaurant had been no exception. She didn’t know what it was about him but he made her wanton and unencumbered. And it felt good.

No, better than good.

It felt great.

She dragged herself onto her haunches and straddled his thighs. She caught her leg on the gearshift and he caught his hand in the seatbelt. It was awkward and ridiculous and glorious. She laughed and reveled in her power, rubbing against his straining flesh, the bite of his zipper against an indescribable counterpoint to the pleasure.

Openmouthed, she kissed him, thrusting her tongue deep into his mouth. He traced her lips with his, his hands clenched deep in her hair, his cock thrusting against her open thighs rhythmically.

“We need—”

She kissed him again, swallowing his words. She ran her hands along his chest and began working the zipper of his jacket down. Groaning, he tore his mouth free and tried to restrain her hands.

“We need to go…”

“Faster.”

He laughed weakly, then swore as her teeth closed against the smooth column of his neck. She bit down playfully and she could feel his cock surge beneath her, growing harder, larger.

“We need to go inside.”

Leanne raised her head. Her hands rested on his chest, and the fierce counterpoint of his heart beating through his clothes.

“Inside?”

“Because I haven’t done it in a car since I was sixteen.”

“Actually, I’ve never done it in a car.” His eyes widened at her confession.


What was he thinking? This close, she could see the individual flecks of blue in his eyes and she watched as they closed tightly, Brandon muttering furiously under his breath. Was he horrified by her revelation? Rethinking his offer? She had to head him off at the pass and let him know she was more than ready for another night of string-free sex. She didn’t want his pity—her past was her past and she wasn’t making any apologies for it. She just needed to ensure her future took a different path from here on in.

“Wanna help me change that?”

He opened his eyes and she was captured once more by their crystal-blue color.

“It’ll be better inside. Bigger. More room.”

She rubbed her hand along the thick ridge of his erection. “This feels big enough for me.” She slid her hand down across his fly before drawing it back up with teasing slowness.

“Lee-annne,” he pleaded, his eyes desperate, his body tense. “Come inside with me. Now.”

“For coffee?” she teased, stroking his cock with undeniable intent.

He groaned. “So I can fuck you again the way I’ve been dreaming of since the night we met.”

She smiled victoriously, elated by his precarious state, and ignored the voice asking her if she was really sure about all this. Hell yes, I’m sure! For once in her life, she wasn’t going to let the moment escape her because she overanalyzed it.

She nodded and he gave the latch a tremendous wrench. The door opened and she clambered out. He followed, his erection making his movements stiff and awkward. But she was touched again by his thoughtfulness when he reached back inside the car for her purse. His hand closed around hers and he dragged her up the stairs toward his place, his eagerness only fueling her own excitement.

He unlocked the door with unsteady hands, and Leanne staggered under the impact of her desire. She wanted this. Right now. She was going to take the passion on offer with both hands and hold on as long as she could.








Chapter Nine



Brandon was going to explode.

Here, in his pants, next to his ten-speed, in his narrow hallway. Next to his ten-speed and just down from his closet.

And it was all Leanne Galloway’s fault.

She was driving him out of his ever-loving mind. Her hands. Her mouth. Her ass. He’d been aware of her beside him in the restaurant, his need simmering and bubbling, burning hotter with every saucy glance, every burst of unabashed laughter, every brush of her long hair.

He was shaking, he was so damn aroused, his cock like granite, his balls quivering. She writhed, her pelvis grinding against him in a bawdy come-on. He couldn’t get enough of her. His mouth latched on to her pink lips and their tongues dueled, the wet exchange only serving to inflame him further. He had to slow down or it would be over too soon.

“Slowly,” he pleaded.

Leanne scoffed. “Slow is for people who don’t know what they want.” She licked his neck. “Tonight, I want it fast and hard.”

“I can—” he cleared his throat, “—I can do that.”

Understatement of the century. She touched and caressed him, ravaging his senses, exploring his body, his shoulders, his chest. He tried to resist, to moderate the pace, but she was implacable. She reached his waistband and her hands slipped underneath the blue fabric. Her hands were chilly and the shock of them against his burning skin only made him hotter.

“Off.”

There was no denying her. Her voice, low and sultry in day-to-day conversation, was even smokier now. It wrapped around his brain and his resistance vanished.

He attacked his buttons with a ferocity that made her giggle even as she gasped at the sight of his chest. The awe in her eyes as he tugged the shirt down elicited an unexpected quiver of pride. He was used to being ogled for his body. Used to thinking of it as a tool, a means to achieve his goals and nothing more. But Leanne’s gaze discomfited him. She wanted him. This funny, intelligent, classy woman was looking at him like she’d never seen anything so wonderful or enticing in her entire life. The sensation made him lightheaded.

He wasn’t unique.

He wasn’t special.

She’d learn the truth too, but for right now, he was powerless to do anything but bask in her regard.

“So beautiful.” She brushed against his flat nipple and her head dipped, white teeth closing around the sensitive tip. He jerked, need winnowing through him,

He had to have her.

Now.

He swept her into his arms, nearly running down the narrow hall in his eagerness. He shouldered open the bedroom door and they tumbled onto the futon in a tangle of arms and legs and laughter.

“Seems I’m not the only who thinks fast is a good idea.”

“It’s all your fault,” he responded. “You’re just so sexy that all I can think about when I’m with you is how soon I can get you naked.”

Her face lit with an emotion he couldn’t identify. “Seriously?”

He stopped for a moment, his shirt hanging off his torso. “Seriously.”


When she smiled, he felt as though he’d won a prize. He wrenched off his shirt. To hell with the buttons. The only thing he was interested in getting his hands on was Leanne, naked, warm and willing.

There were no more words as they tore off their clothes, hands clutching at belts and zippers, shoes and socks, flinging them away without regard for where they might land. He whipped her sweater over her head. The sight of her breasts straining against pink lace was almost too much for him. He had to taste them, suck them, lick them.

He bent his head, his hand working one lush mound from its fabric confine so that the dusky tip jutted forth, hard and aroused. He licked the bud and swirled it in his fingers, pressing it lightly, before taking it in his mouth and suckling gently. He was delighted by the sound of her breathy moans. Leanne thrashed on the bed, her arms braced against his faded duvet, her eyes squeezed shut.

Never releasing his hold on her breast, he reached behind her and fumbled for the clasp. She arched her back. The bra fell away, leaving her breasts free and begging for his touch, his mouth. He turned his attentions to the other tempting mound and gorged himself on her beautiful flesh.

Her hands worked at the band of his briefs, tugging them down over his ass. They caught on his cock, and he nearly came at the touch of her fingers as she freed him and drew the last remaining piece of clothing from his body. But he wanted to make sure that she came too.

And for that, he needed to gather what little control he still possessed.

But, God, it wasn’t easy. Because all that remained between his raging cock and her pulsing core was a pair of very sheer, very lacy panties. A mere triangle of fabric separating him from where he most wanted to be. Face-to-face, her breasts rubbing against the coarse hair on his chest, she writhed against him, and his mind shut down. He could smell her intimate musk, feel the wetness soaking through the lace as he rubbed his cock up and down her cleft, stimulating her clit, teasing her with the promise of his possession, even as he withheld what she so desperately wanted.

Fuck it.

Fuck her.

He reached for her hips and they surged from the bed, thrusting her pelvis against his. He tore the panties from her body and he heard something tear. He didn’t know what but he was beyond caring.

He wanted to taste her.

He wanted to finger her.

He wanted to do everything until she came and came and came.

Later. Now he needed to be inside.

It was that simple.

He lunged for the side table and scrabbled in the drawer for a condom. He tore the wrapper with his teeth and rolled it down over his cock.

“Please,” Leanne begged, her voice breathy, her hands straining against his shoulders. “Please, I need you.”

He needed her too.


He surged inside her, his cock filling her slick channel. Her eyes dilated until they looked almost black with her need. Then she began to move, thrusting her hips up to meet him, and there was nothing else to do but thrust into her. As deep and as full and as fast as he could. Her breathing was labored, her nails gouging sharp crescents into his back. The scarlet flush of her orgasm stained her throat as she gave way to its force; it gripped her and her pussy clenched around his cock like a vise.

He drove deeper and deeper and her cries of passion urged him on. He fucked her with everything he had, until it felt like he would split in two with the force of his desire. And still he pumped her, thrusting and straining, as her first orgasm ebbed and a second, even stronger, pulled her under once more. She screamed, the hoarse sound echoing in the room. As if it was the signal he’d been waiting for, he came, an endless, suspended moment, the indescribable feeling of release holding him in its thrall.

 

In the dark, Leanne could feel herself begin to cool as her mind slowly began to coalesce in the aftermath of driving need that had consumed her. Beside her, she could hear Brandon’s ragged breathing. His leg rested against hers, its rough hair brushing her. Her mouth was dry and chalky, and sweat began to cool on her skin. Stretching, she slid out of bed and looked down at his naked body reclining against the crumpled sheets.

Licking her parched lips, she said, “I need a glass of water. Do you want one too?”

She felt ridiculously self-conscious as she stood near the open doorway, suddenly aware of the way the hall light must be revealing her every figure flaw. One could overlook plump thighs and a softly curving tummy in the throes of passion. When his tongue swirled along her cleft or his fingers danced across her skin, he’d been too busy to notice her shortcomings. But now, she felt decidedly awkward.

He’d called her sexy.

Seriously sexy.

But what guy wouldn’t say something like that during foreplay? He’d wanted her but his compliments, while flattering, didn’t mean anything in the larger scheme of things. She’d do well to remember that, no matter how good he was in bed.

Brandon shifted, leaning up on his elbow, and looked at her steadily. “A glass of water would be great. The bathroom’s just down the hall, on your left.”

She ran the taps until the water streamed out icy cold. She drank in thick, greedy gulps then leaned against the sink, pressing the glass against her cheeks and forehead.

Saturday night at the club had been incredible. Urgent. Passionate. Illicit and compelling. Her body carried with it the overwhelming sense of sexual satisfaction for days afterward. She’d dismissed the chances of ever recreating such explosive sexual chemistry. Nothing, she’d told herself, could surpass it.

She had been wrong.

Tonight had been so far outside her realm of experience that even now, as she rested against the vanity, her knees still shook.

It terrified her.

What had she gotten herself involved in?

This could only be a fling. A casual hookup with no expectations on either side. Leanne’s whole life right now was focused on the Walters Prize. There was no room for anything else. She couldn’t let transitory needs derail her life. She’d worked too hard to let sexual prowess be the determining factor in whether or not she reached all of her goals.


She had to believe that Brandon felt the same way. He hadn’t come out and said it, of course, but it wasn’t too hard to figure out that he wasn’t interested in entanglements either. Her earlier impression of him as a loner had been reinforced during dinner. He’d been witty and charming yet he was unmistakably a solitary person whose reserve ran deep. He talked of colleagues, not close friends. He spoke of travel but not family. He’d asked questions of both Leanne and her father but deflected all but the most generic they’d asked in return. For all his good looks, he seemed to prefer keeping his real self well hidden.

His life was conducted backstage, she thought. When he moved into the glare of the footlights, he left something of himself behind, protected, the face he showed the world a carefully crafted performance. Brandon seemed to prefer that people would look no further than the surface. He almost seemed to expect it. What had happened to bring him to that point, she couldn’t guess, but the fact that he preferred his independence to a romantic relationship was all that was keeping her swirling anxieties in check.

Yet in bed he’d shown an almost uncanny ability to gauge her needs, to anticipate her deepest desires before she could even articulate them. He’d been tender and inventive and so unbelievably good that even now, just thinking about what they’d done made her sex contract and a warm trickle of need trail down her tender inner thighs.

He was the best damn lover she’d ever had.

Even knowing what they had was fleeting, her only regret was that he’d raised the bar for all future lovers. She’d never be satisfied with mediocre sex again, thanks to his touch, and she felt a shiver of sadness with the realization that—if her past lovers were any indication—most of the men she might sleep with in the future would fall far short of Brandon’s mark.

Filling the glass again, she turned off the light and made her way back to the bedroom, her way illuminated by the dim hall light.

He was awake. Even in the dark, she could sense his alertness. Making her way carefully around the bed, she held out the glass.

“Here.”

His fingers brushed against hers as he took the glass and need pierced her, despite the brief contact. She wanted to crawl under his duvet and fall asleep but if she did, he’d think she didn’t know the rules governing a hookup like theirs.

No cuddling.

No overnights.

No future plans.

Leanne might have embarked on her journey of sexual self-discovery a little later than some, but even she, well and truly buried in the eighteenth century, knew what was expected of her in this situation. She slid one foot out, across the floor, her toes brushing against a crumpled heap that felt, if the soft touch of velvet was anything to go by, like her skirt. She was so intent on her recovery mission that his low voice startled her and she jumped a little.

“Come to bed.”

“I—I beg your pardon?”

“Come to bed. It’s late.”

“Are you sure?” Leanne was bewildered by this turn of events. He smoothed back the duvet. On autopilot, she slid under the covers. Gingerly, she laid her head against the pillow and turned toward him.

He shifted and pulled her against him, his muscled chest pressing against her back, his now flaccid cock nestled firmly between the cheeks of her ass. She felt warm and sated and unbelievably safe.

She knew she shouldn’t feel anything of those things. She tried to skooch away, to begin the hunt for her clothes in earnest, but he only tightened his grip, squeezing her in his arms.

“I shouldn’t stay,” she said. “This is against the rules.”


“The rules?” She could feel, rather than hear, his laughter at her statement. She was tempted to simply leave the bedroom instead of succumbing to his teasing. She shifted, trying to push herself up from the mattress and his grip intensified. “What rules are those?”

“You know,” she insisted. “For what we’re doing.”

“Ah, you mean the rules for a one-night stand.” His voice deepened, the masculine rumble permeating her entire body and making rational thought a difficult proposition.

She was perilously close to the edge, hanging on to her sanity by the barest of threads. If she stayed, the risks were simply too great.

He knew that.

She knew that he knew that.

So why was he asking her to stay with him tonight?

Where was that damn lone wolf when she needed him? Didn’t he understand she was giving them both the out they needed?

As if she’d uttered the words aloud, he spoke. “Because you smell good.” He said it so matter-of-factly, as if his cryptic statement would answer all her questions. It didn’t. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled. “Like lemons. And vanilla.”

He thought she smelled good? She knew she ought to rebel against his invitation but she couldn’t resist. The warmth of his body, the softness of the bed, it all conspired against her.

“Just for tonight,” she murmured. “But this doesn’t change…It’s still a…”

Fling. She didn’t finish what she was saying; Brandon interrupted first.

“Still a lot of fun,” he whispered. A tiny thrill zipped through her at his admission.

He thought what they had was fun?

She was studious. Intellectual. Determined. But she couldn’t remember anyone who’d ever thought she was fun.

She grinned. Pretending to search for a more comfortable position, she wriggled against him, enjoying the way his breath caught as her ass brushed against his cock in a not so accidental way. No longer flaccid, it pressed insistently into her flesh. He wanted her again. Because, miracle of miracles, he thought she was fun.

“I’m sorry. Did I wake you?” She feigned innocence.

He laughed, his hand stroking across her hip before dipping down toward her damp curls. His finger brushed against her outer lips before dancing away to touch her inner thighs, spreading liquid heat across her core. He pressed against her clit and she jerked. After the orgasm she’d just experienced, she should be beyond arousal, spent, yet at the lightest of touches, she was ready to begin again. He moved closer now and she could feel his cock even more clearly now, not fully engorged but unmistakably stiffer than it had been.

“I don’t do fun very often,” he confessed. Leanne was surprised. He seemed so easygoing, so unencumbered by worry or self-doubt. She twisted around to face him. It was intimate here in the darkness, only his silhouette visible.

“Really?”

He sighed, his exhalation warm against her temple. Somehow the dark made it easier for her to ask such bold questions. Normally, she wouldn’t quiz someone like this but it had suddenly become important that she know what he really thought of her.

“Yeah.”


She waited, sensing there was more to it than a simple one-word answer, and after a long pause, he continued. “I’ve been on my own for…well, for a long time now. Since I was a kid. And between school and work and research and dancing, there just wasn’t a lot of time left over for anything else.”

In the silence that followed his explanation, Leanne wrestled with the questions crowding her mind. If she asked them, they’d cross a line in the sand, moving from casual to something else entirely. A friendship? A relationship?

Whatever it was, she knew it was too late to keep up the pretense. Here, in his arms, she the line had already been breached. They were no longer merely strangers embarking on a one-night stand.

“Where were your parents? Your family? Couldn’t they help?”

He laughed but the sound held no humor. “My parents were never much on success. They divorced when I was ten. My dad had been gone a lot of the time, so I didn’t really miss him. When he was sober, he was a long-haul trucker. When he wasn’t, he just made life miserable for the rest of us.”

What a barren childhood.

“I lived with my grandma after the divorce.”

“The one who hung your certificate?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. She was good to me and wanted me to do well, but it didn’t last and I had to move back in with my mom a few years later.”

“Why?” she asked, her fingers stroking the taut plains of his shoulders. She stopped, pressing against a knot of tension, and he groaned in appreciation.

“Nana died,” he said. “Heart attack. Mom didn’t really want me. She’d remarried and having me around was just a reminder of past mistakes. Brian wasn’t a bad guy or anything but he had his own kids, so he just let me do my own thing ’til I was old enough to get away and live on my own.”

And in those scant words, Leanne could make out the loneliness and fear that shaped him into the man he was today. He’d overcome physical and material deprivations but the emotional deprivations had marked him far more deeply. No wonder he claimed to have no time for fun. For all intents and purposes, he’d been on his own since he was a boy, shouldering burdens and expectations no child should have to carry.

She tried to keep her voice light, not wanting him to suspect how his history had affected her. “So why dance? You could have done a sports scholarship, gone into something more—” she tried to find a word that didn’t sound insulting, “—traditional.”

His lips twitched but he latched gratefully on to the new subject. “Wasn’t good enough. Lots of places offered. I played baseball in high school, football, some volleyball too. But it was just a few thousand dollars to play on the second or third string. I couldn’t pay my own way with that kind of money. I needed a full scholarship or I’d never see the inside of a lecture hall.” He shrugged and continued, “Then one of my guidance counselors suggested I try applying to dance. Turns out, they’re desperate for men. Wellington offered the best scholarship, four years tuition. Not my living expenses or books but it was better than any other offer I got and I was stupid grateful.”

He laughed again and this time there was real humor in his voice. “It took me most of my first year to get it through my head that guys like to dance too.”

“And did you?”


“Yeah, I kept thinking I was going to put in my four years, get a minor in something practical like accounting or business but somehow, I found myself spending more and more time in the studio. It just…it just felt like I fit there, you know? Then I started working for June, at the club, and everything seemed to click.” His voice was wistful.

“You should be proud. I can’t imagine overcoming those odds and succeeding like you have.”

“You know something?”

“What’s that?”

“I keep expecting someone to come and take it all away. That they’ll figure out I’m a fraud who doesn’t deserve the chances he’s been given. Straighten out the irregularities and send me back to where I belong.”

“No one thinks that.”

“I’m the odd one out, Leanne. Everyone else belongs here. I just lucked into it.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it.” He smiled at her firm statement but Leanne knew exactly what he meant.

She’d spent years being the odd one out too, though she’d never gone without as Brandon so clearly had. She’d always been too smart, too brainy, too lost in her books to fit in. In academia, her weaknesses had become her greatest assets and she’d come to love the sense of belonging she’d found almost as much as the intellectual challenges. But her parents loved her, provided for her, made sure she had all the opportunities she could ever want.

Brandon had none of that.

He’d been forced to do it all alone.

Now, as a man, he chose to be alone. It was where he was comfortable. Where he fit in. Leanne understood him better now and knew why he chose to live the way he did. She’d been the first to claim that their relationship had a time limit. He’d agreed. Now, after getting to know him better, she saw that her motives weren’t as clear-cut.

If things had been different, she knew she could have cared for Brandon. Cared for him deeply. But no matter how good the sex, there could be no future for either of them. Not together, at least.

He’d told her their first night together what she could expect.

He didn’t do relationships.

It wasn’t personal. It was just how he was wired.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She wasn’t sure if she was apologizing for the hurt of his past or for her sadness at the finality of her realization but she couldn’t stop the words escaping. “I’m so, so sorry, Brandon.”

His hand brushed away a strand of hair and he dropped a soft kiss on her lips. He rolled onto his back, pulling her across his body, his shaft probing her moistness insistently. He reached toward the bedside table once again and deftly sheathed himself.

“Don’t be sorry,” he said, sliding slowly inside. Inch by inch, she could feel herself expand, stretching to fit his rigid form, before she began to rock against him, her thighs clenching and releasing in a slow, measured rhythm. “My life is what it is. I can’t change the past. Neither can you.”

She wanted to exhort him not to give up on the idea of love but the words lodged in her mouth and she couldn’t get them past the lump in her throat. After all, who was she to lecture anyone about the right and wrong way to live life? It wasn’t as if she was a paragon of balance and happiness. Still, even if she couldn’t say the words, she could show him. Show him with her hands and her mouth and her body.


She didn’t know if he could discern her message or not, but they made love again, slowly this time, their movements soft and gentle, as they rocked and swayed together, building toward their mutual pleasure.








Chapter Ten



Professor Armstrong’s office was cluttered with nearly forty years of research. Books lined the shelves from floor to ceiling: textbooks, paperbacks and antique leather-bound tomes. A framed poster from an international conference held in Dusseldorf in 1975 hung on the wall. A computer sat on the battered desk while on the windowsill, a neglected spider plant struggled to live.

It was, give or take the placement of the desk and the state of the plant, identical to every university office Leanne had ever sat in and it represented everything to which she aspired. Now, sipping the coffee her advisor had produced from his ancient coffeemaker, they neared the end of their biweekly review of Leanne’s latest chapter.

She’d been working on her thesis for more than two years now. In that time she’d spent countless hours reading, writing draft after draft, revising the three hundred page paper until, at times, she felt like Jack Nicholson’s character in The Shining, manically typing nonsense words over and over, until they had no meaning at all. But now, as she leaned back in the office chair and took another sip of coffee, she felt a surprising sense of satisfaction. All work and no play did make Leanne a dull girl. She finally found time to play and she’d never felt better.

Everything in her life was on track.

Armstrong’s concerns weren’t as serious as he’d made out. He wanted her to rework one of her arguments in the second-to-last chapter, and marked up the draft with his usual grammatical fervor, hunting down every misplaced semicolon with religious fanaticism. But today, not even his liberal application of red ink could dampen her mood.

Her body was loose and relaxed, well and truly sated after an incredible night at Brandon’s. They’d talked into the wee hours, alternating their late-night confessions with more mind-blowing sex. On her hands and knees. Straddling him. Bent across the bed, licking and sucking until they’d both been so exhausted, they’d fallen into a deep, mindless sleep, waking only when Brandon’s alarm went off at eight o’clock. She’d been running late but that didn’t stop them from enjoying a shower-time quickie. Standing up, her legs wrapped around his pounding hips, a sudsy, slick romp that had sent her hurling through the stratosphere once more.

What that man can do with a shower wand, she thought with a silent giggle, should be illegal. Heck, it probably was in a couple of states, but given her explosive orgasm, she wouldn’t be turning him in to authorities anytime soon.

By all rights, she should be exhausted. But she wasn’t.

She felt…happy. Energized and enthusiastic, ready to take on the world.

She wanted to do a little dance where she sat. Happy was a strange sensation for her. Challenged or content, sure. But grins-and-cartwheels happy? Since dancing was out of the question, she settled for another sip of her fragrant dark roast instead.

“Everything all right, Leanne?” The startled expression on her advisor’s face brought her back to her surroundings with an abrupt jolt. He handed back her corrected chapter. “You seem a little…distracted this morning.”

She blushed. What was wrong with her? Sure, a blistering night of sex was great. She and Brandon complemented each other in many unexpected ways, but she needed to keep her feet firmly on the ground and not let their fling thrust her off course. Not when she was so close.

Armstrong pushed back his chair. “I’m sure it’s nerves, eh? Never fear, Tuesday will come and I have every confidence that you’ll acquit yourself admirably in front of the Walters committee.”

The committee. Her stomach rolled and the feeling of euphoria dissipated.


Unlike many other lucrative postgraduate prizes, the Walters conducted the final interviews publicly. The first rounds had been based solely on the applicants’ written responses and academic accomplishments: articles published, awards earned, letters of reference from distinguished faculty. But the finals were different. The selection committee visited each of the five short-listed candidates’ universities personally. They would quiz Leanne on her research plans, judging her breadth of knowledge and her skills as a speaker and a thinker. She would be required to answer questions from the gallery too. Unscripted questions about her work and her thesis, designed to draw out her position and articulate her ideas. It was going to be the most public of trials but Leanne felt confident in her abilities.

She knew the other candidates, by reputation if not in person—they would mount a formidable challenge. They wouldn’t have made the list otherwise. But she’d been preparing for this moment almost as long as she knew what a doctorate was. She was ready.

She couldn’t sing to save her life.

She couldn’t dance without causing bodily harm.

But when it came to her research, Leanne wouldn’t step aside for anyone. She was the best. All she had to do was prove it in five days’ time.

“I’m ready,” she said with confidence. “I’ve been practicing my responses. My thesis is strong and it breaks new ground in the field of eighteenth century literary studies. I’m ready.”

He nodded, his craggy face breaking into a lopsided smile. “Excellent. And given what I’ve learned about you, I also know there’s no risk of academic skeletons either. It’s one of the reasons I was so happy to support your application when you brought it to me last spring. You’re just the type of person the university wants to put forward for a prize like this.”

“Skeletons?” she joked. “I’m an English major, Dr. Armstrong, not a biology student.”

She felt a surge of nervousness when Armstrong didn’t laugh in response. “Plagiarism. Academic dishonesty, unfinished degrees or personality conflicts,” he hinted, his voice dropping seriously. “Personal challenges like drugs or alcohol. That’s what the committee is most afraid of. Scandals.”

“Well, there’s nothing like that in my past, I can assure you.”

Then a thought occurred to her. What about Brandon?

Surely, in this day and age, sleeping with someone wouldn’t be grounds for being looked over by the committee. But their unorthodox hookup…Would that count against her if it ever came to light? She doubted the Walters people would look kindly on someone who frequented a club like the Foxe’s Den, first-time visitor or not.

She shook herself. Oh, for heaven’s sake. Talk about borrowing trouble. There was nothing to be afraid of. There was no scandal, not in her past and definitely not in her present. She was single. Brandon was single. He wasn’t her student—they didn’t even work in the same department. There was nothing about their relationship that the committee could object to.

Right?

No. And besides, the interview committee would never know if she indulged in a fling. They were interested in her mind, not her sex life. She breathed a sigh of relief and concentrated once more on deciphering Armstrong’s revisions.

 

The gravel crunched beneath Leanne’s tires as she pulled to a stop in the parking lot. The club wasn’t due to open for several hours yet and the lot sat empty in the late afternoon sun. Without complaint, Brandon had shuffled his schedule so he could be free tonight but it meant they hadn’t seen each other since Wednesday night because he worked Thursday and Friday nights ’til close.


Yet the memory of being held in his arms, of his hands stroking her hair, as they’d talked late into the night refused to subside, and she’d found herself reliving their exchanges more often than she was willing to admit.

It had been difficult enough coming to terms with the idea of a wholly physical relationship. But Brandon’s understanding and penetration into her conflicted psyche hinted at the very real but unsettling possibility that he could offer more than just sexual satisfaction.

In the interim, with her bed feeling uncomfortably wide and lonely, she’d put in long hours, readying her thesis and preparing for her public interview next week. But while she was no closer to defining was happening…maybe…possibly…between them, she couldn’t deny she was eager to see him again.

She pushed open the heavy front doors. Inside the club, the overhead lights were on. It looked mundane, the stage a simple black dais, the infamous private booths quiet and unremarkable when viewed without the dazzle of bright lights and the throbbing accompaniment of the DJ’s music. A lone janitor vacuumed, rocking out to an invisible tune, no doubt courtesy of the small white ear buds visible through her hair.

“Excuse me?” Leanne shouted, trying to make herself heard above the whine of the machine. She waved her hand in a wide arc. “Excuse me? Do you know where the office is?”

The woman turned, attracted by the movement. Shutting off the vacuum, she looked at Leanne expectantly.

“The office?” Leanne mouthed broadly.

Jerking her thumb toward a narrow set of stairs set beside the bar, she returned to her work without another word, leaving Leanne to make her own way.

Reaching the top of the steep steps, she was struck anew by how nondescript it all seemed. It could be any office for any business, with its cluttered desktops, battered coffeemaker and outdated fax machine.

Of course, the three dozen or so signed eight-by-tens, each displaying a different scantily clad man, hinted that something might be a little different. Even then Leanne had to concede, for seminude glamour shots, they were displayed neatly and with a sense of flair.

Brandon sat at one of the desks, a pencil jammed haphazardly above his ear. His whole attention was absorbed in the spreadsheet on the monitor—a spreadsheet, which, if the tight clench of his shoulders were to be believed, was not cooperating.

Yet even stressed out, the stymied frustration evident in his body, Leanne couldn’t help but marvel once again at his overwhelming masculine beauty. Somehow, she’d expected that during the days they spent apart, she’d magnified his appeal, built him into something more alluring and attractive than reality warranted.

Seeing him now, in a worn t-shirt and jeans, his short hair spiked by frustrated hands, he was incredible. Two days away and she felt as though she’d forgotten details: his firm, sensual lips, full and tantalizing. The corded muscles of his neck. The strong, capable hands typing quickly against the keyboard. She remembered the feel of his fingers as they slid inside her, stroking, stretching, filling her. Even now, the mere memory had her clenching her thighs.

“No, no!” Brandon repeatedly jabbed the delete key, bringing a smile to Leanne’s face. Some of her physical longing dissipated beneath an unexpected wave of affection. “Tell me again why you won’t calculate the payroll taxes, you hunk of junk.”

His tone was so at odds with his usual unruffled calm that Leanne couldn’t contain a bubble of laughter from escaping.


At the sound, Brandon whirled round. His eyes lit with masculine appreciation as he took in Leanne’s outfit and he whistled softly.

“You look…” He shook his head in wordless admiration as he rose from his chair, closing the gap between them and taking her hands in his.

“You look fantastic.” He kissed her lightly, surveying her from the top of her elegant updo to the tips of her very high, very sexy shoes. He took a second look when he spied her delicate fishnet stockings and his smile widened.

“If my profs had looked like you, I never would have missed a class,” he said. This time, the kiss he pressed against her mouth was hotter and more lingering, its intent clearly seduction. “Although I definitely would have had trouble concentrating, I’m afraid.” He ran his hands down, over her hips, skirting her short hemline before clasping them against the small of her back.

She laughed and looked down at her scarlet cocktail dress. “This is a little more upscale than my usual look but Mom would skin me alive if I didn’t dress up.” She paused then added, with a twinge of unexpected bitterness, “Mom’s big on appearances.”

A small frown pulled at his lips and he squeezed her reassuringly. “Well, in my opinion, you look sexy as hell. All I’m going to be able to think about during this dinner is just how high those kick-ass stockings of yours really go.” His hands made the foray down again, and this time they didn’t stop at her hem. “Wanna give me a hint?”

He felt solid, his body pressed against hers. Being held in his arms, Leanne felt safe and cherished and beautiful. Brandon still wore a look of bright humor but his eyes were no longer lit solely by desire. They had softened with compassion and understanding. His worn cotton shirt smelled fresh, and she allowed herself the luxury of tucking her head against his shoulder and soaking in the sense of calm certainty he seemed to exude. It was hard not to succumb to the feeling of rightness that invaded her when he teased like this, laughed like this, held her like this.

Was a real relationship really so impossible?

He’d called her sexy.

Again.

Once, she could excuse as the heat of the moment but twice?

Twice was something else entirely.

She’d tried to resist his charm. She’d spent days and days reiterating her career goals and all the reasons they couldn’t be together, but here, in his arms, all her arguments seemed like paltry straw men. He squeezed her tightly, and their bodies meshed from knees to shoulders but there was nothing seductive about his embrace now. He seemed content to simply be close, dropping a tender kiss in her hair.

The reassuring gesture made her eyes sting. Leanne could finally admit that there was more to this relationship than just sex, however hard she’d fought against it. That maybe, if they both gave it a chance, this could grow into something permanent. But there was one unavoidable reality. If she won the Walters Prize, she’d be moving on, and Brandon was staying at Wellington to finish his degree. No matter how much she liked him, she couldn’t set her goals aside for the mere possibility of something more. Like a sexually explicit term paper, their relationship had a deadline. And that deadline made her heart ache.

She straightened and pulled out of his arms. He let her go readily enough but his face looked momentarily bemused. Eager to change the mood, she quickly redirected the conversation toward the upcoming dinner.


“I really appreciate you pinch-hitting for me like this. It’s definitely above and beyond the call of duty. Aunt Barbara and Uncle Paul are fine, but Gillian’s a real pill.”

Grinning at her sour expression, Brandon laughed. “Pinch-hitting doesn’t really do it for me, I’m afraid. Spanking, though. I’m definitely willing to experiment with that.” His eyes twinkled with a naughty light and Leanne bit down hard on her lower lip to restrain the heated acquiescence that wanted to hurtle out.

Two days apart might have been two hundred from the way her body thrummed and throbbed in lustful anticipation. Here she was, ready once again to forget all sense of modesty and jump his bones. She wanted to run her fingers over his fly, tear open the zipper and release his cock into her eager hands.

She wanted him. Period.

The sound of footsteps snapped her back to reality. And the appearance, moments later, of two dancers made her doubly grateful that she’d had the sense to pull back before things got out of hand.

The men stopped at the top of the stairs, the surprise on their faces evident. She recognized one of them from her first visit to the club. T’Shaun, maybe? But the other one was a stranger—until the moment he spoke, greeting Brandon in a friendly tone.

“Hey, man. Any chance our paychecks are ready to go?”

Leanne drew back, a wash of mortified color flooding her face. She knew that deep baritone voice. He was one of the performers who’d walked into the dressing room Saturday night.

Oh my god. The one who’d made the crack about Brandon getting in her? She couldn’t meet their eyes, the angry blush creeping up her neck blaring her discomfort like a siren.

She tried to increase the distance between them, to convey a sense of friendly casualness, but Brandon’s arm wrapped round her waist.

“They are. June’s just bringing them up now.” He paused and then turned toward her. “Leanne, I’d like you to meet T’Shaun and Lucas. They dance here at the club.”

She inclined her head, acknowledging Brandon’s introductions.

“Nice to meet you.” Again.

But technically, they’d never met. They certainly hadn’t been formally introduced last week, despite the fact that they knew as much about what she looked like naked, fleshy thighs and all, as her gynecologist did?

She turned her head and caught the unmistakable frown Brandon was directing toward the two men. She wasn’t sure what message he was trying to convey, but it was clear the pair understood.

T’Shaun stepped forward. “It’s a pleasure,” he said, a genuinely pleased grin on his face. He shook her hand with a firm grip. Lucas was a little more reticent but after a loaded pause, he chimed in too.

“And…uh…about the other night?” He shuffled awkwardly and Leanne was suddenly struck by how young he was. “Brandon explained. We know now you’re not a club bunny and are sorry if we embarrassed you.”

Brandon explained what?

“Uh…thank you.” I think.

Brandon leaned over and dropped an affectionate kiss on her hair. It was the first time he’d ever touched that way in public before and the reason for his gesture struck her with blinding force.


After her furious accusations outside the faculty club, he knew how she felt about having their unorthodox meeting made so humiliatingly public. So he’d concocted this fiction for his coworkers’ benefit, treating her like a girlfriend. T’Shaun and Lucas would think they interrupted a couple who couldn’t get enough of each other, not two strangers having a one-night stand. Being discovered in a compromising position was still embarrassing but not fatal to her reputation this way. Her heart warmed at this newest proof of Brandon’s thoughtfulness. He might claim to have time for a relationship but even now, he went out of his way to protect her.

Brandon glanced at his watch. “I’m guessing your folks won’t be pleased if we show up late. Give me a few minutes and I’ll be ready to head out.”

“S-sure, sweetie. You go right ahead.”

His eyes met hers, and the corner of his mouth tilted up at her unexpected endearment. He released her waist and walked across the room. A garment bag in hand, he disappeared down a narrow hallway, leaving Leanne alone with the two men still lingering the office space.

But before any of them could speak, the awkward trio was interrupted by a woman coming up the stairs. She was in her late sixties, Leanne guessed, but her hair was dyed an age-defying shade of blonde and her bright clothes ensured she’d never blend into a crowd.

“Hey, Miss Foxe,” the dancers greeted her. She nodded, never taking her eyes off Leanne as she moved around the office and sank into a leather chair.

Leanne smiled, hoping her nerves were well concealed

With a flick of her acrylic nails, the club’s owner sifted through a stack of pay envelopes next to the printer and held them out to her employees. They took them and quickly disappeared back downstairs.

“So, you’re the new girl in Brandon’s life?” she asked, her voice smoky with the evidence of cigarettes past and present.

“Umm…yes.” June Foxe’s narrowed eyes revealed the uncertain answer had done little to allay her suspicions. Squaring her shoulders, Leanne expanded her statement, “Yes. Brandon and I are dating.”

Sort of.

“Are you at Wellington too?”

“Yes, I’m a doctoral candidate. In the English Department.”

“A doctoral candidate. In the English Department,” June mimicked. “That sounds like an important job.” She pursed her lips and began to hunt around the paperwork surrounding her computer. Finding a half-opened pack of cigarettes, she slid one free and set it between her lips.

“So tell me, as a doctoral candidate, what do you think about Brandon working for me?”

“I’m sorry?”

“It’s a simple question. What do you think about his dancing at the club?”

“I—I think he is a very good dancer.”

“He’s one of the best dancers that’s ever walked across my stage. And when he’s backstage, he does a damn fine job there too. Has since the first day I hired him.” She paused thoughtfully before continuing, “But what I want to know is what a girl like you is doing with someone like Brandon. Are you proud of what he does when he’s not at the university?”

Leanne’s head spun. For once, she’d been content to live in the here and now. Yet this stranger’s unflinching questions drew forth all her secret worries.

“I hardly see how that is your business.” She evaded her adversary’s forceful gaze.


June rose from her chair, coming to a stop in front of her. Her pale eyes narrowed, the heavy eyeliner making them appear dark and menacing. Leanne put a few paces between them while she could.

“It’s my business when the man in question has had more hurt in his life than anyone should have to bear. I don’t know what game you’re playing but I’d hate to see him get hurt by someone who’s more concerned with appearances than substance. So ask yourself just what you want from this ‘relationship’ before Brandon falls for you any further,” she barked. “And while you’re at it, ask yourself what you plan on giving him too.”

Leanne gasped, her mind whirling at the woman’s charges. Brandon, falling for her? She had to be mistaken.

Before she could formulate a response to the club owner’s unexpected attack, Brandon emerged from the bathroom. The questions burning through her brain remained unspoken.

In a sweater and faded jeans, he was gorgeous. In a dark suit, his hair carefully styled and his tan set off by a striking maroon shirt and tie, he was truly the most stunning man Leanne had ever laid eyes on. The tailored jacket hung from his broad shoulders beautifully, emphasizing his lean, graceful body.

He grinned at the two waiting women and gestured at the suit. “Now you know what I look like at conferences and weddings.”

“You look good,” Leanne said with careful understatement, acutely conscious of the club owner’s attention as she walked over to Brandon and took his hand. His eyebrows raised at the gesture but he didn’t say anything, looking between the two women as if trying to unravel the cause of the tension between them.

“Everything set for tonight, June?” he asked. “I’ve been working on the tax remittances for this month. Something’s still not right with the numbers, though, so you might want to have a look.”

She nodded. “I’ll do that.” The silence that fell was thick and awkward “Well, if you don’t need me for anything else, Leanne and I should head out now.”

June drew on her cigarette and shook her head, blowing out the smoke in a long, thin stream. “You do that. And try to have fun at this country club,” she offered. “Sounds like a pretty swanky place.” It wasn’t a compliment.

The older woman shot her another sour look but didn’t say anything further. Leanne was ridiculously grateful when she reached the bottom of the steep flight of stairs and could no longer feel June’s eyes boring into her back.








Chapter Eleven



They rode to the country club in near silence. Brandon tried to get her to talk a few times but other than offering perfunctory yes or no answers, Leanne hadn’t been in the mood to chat.

Her mind still reeled from her confrontation with June. She could hardly wrap her head around the woman’s accusations. She made it sound as if Leanne was some sort of unmitigated snob. She was well aware of her shortcomings, thank you very much, but never in her entire life had anyone dared accuse her of being wrapped up in appearances. That was Gillian’s bag, not hers. And she had never, in the remotest possible way, had anything in common with Gillian.

After all, what could be more public than Brandon accompanying her to this dinner? And she’d even invited him to meet her friends. Hardly the actions of a woman ashamed.

She had reasons—valid reasons!—for keeping her relationship with Brandon quiet, but they had nothing to do with embarrassment or his profession. It was just easier for both of them. Wanting to avoid disturbing their carefully balanced lives wasn’t cowardice.

Right?

Errr…

As she made the turn into the country club’s oak-flanked drive, she felt a shiver of apprehension. Leanne handed her keys to the valet and stepped into the cold night air. She cleared her throat and Brandon turned.

“About tonight…” she began, wondering how she could ever hope to explain the minefield into which Brandon was about to step. Her uneasy relationship with her mother? The bride-to-be?

She lowered her head to her hands and stifled a groan. What the heck had she been thinking, inviting Brandon here? As her date. She must be a glutton for punishment.

“Leanne,” he said, his low voice deep and reassuring. “I understood when you asked me.”

“You did?” He understood how difficult this was for her, coming face-to-face with the proof that she never measured up against her mother’s impossible standards?

“Sure I do. You asked me to come tonight because we’re friends and you needed someone to act as your date.” He took her cold hands in his, rubbing them gently. “It may seem hard to believe, but I do know how to behave in polite society.”

“I know that.”

“So I want you to take a deep breath and let yourself relax. We’ll get through the evening together. I promise it’ll be okay.” He leaned his head close to her ear and whispered, “And no matter how nicely anyone asks, I’ll only take my clothes off for you if there’s dancing.”

She laughed, the sound a little wheezy. The reassurance in his voice melted away the knot of panic twisting in the pit of her stomach. He’d see for himself she wasn’t the sexually adventurous and flirty woman he’d known this past week. Despite her academic achievements, her mother and her friends always made her feel as though she was doing something wrong with her life. Tonight, she’d enjoy showing them something she’d gotten right.

She plastered a bright smile on her face. He squeezed her hand and a warm flood of longing washed over Leanne’s body. Not sharp, driving lust but tenderness miles removed from their usual reckless passion. Even in the bright lights of the lobby, his fingers wrapped around hers felt dangerously intimate.

More worryingly, it felt surprisingly natural to be walking with him hand in hand.

“Well, that’s a relief. Because I kept waiting for you fling yourself out of the car when you realized just what you’d gotten yourself into.”


“You’re not getting rid of me that easily,” he said. For a moment, Leanne wished that it might be true.

Following the signs to the Fields-Saunders Rehearsal Dinner, they made their way across the club’s plush carpet. Brandon’s hand still held hers captive. She cast a questioning glance at him and looked down pointedly at their entwined fingers. Brandon simply smiled, revealing one of his dimples.

“I believe in doing things thoroughly.”

Before she could process his startling words, he pulled the door open and led them into the private dining room. The room was dotted with well-dressed groups of dinner guests, and waitstaff circulated with trays filled with champagne flutes. Her father hurried forward with a hearty greeting. “Leanne, Brandon. I’m so glad you could both make it.”

Drawing them forward, he began to conduct them around the room, stopping to introduce Brandon to Gillian’s parents.

“Barb, Paul, I’d like you to meet Leanne’s new boyfriend, Brandon Myles.”

Leanne opened her mouth to correct her father’s mistake, but before she could speak, Brandon extending his free hand and shook their hands, offering his congratulations on their daughter’s approaching nuptials.

Aunt Barb smiled coyly, her meticulously preserved face agog at the sight of her bookish goddaughter flanked by such a gorgeous man. She wagged a disapproving finger.

“Leanne, you’ve been holding out on us.”

Leanne smiled and settled for a noncommittal shrug. “It’s good to see you, Aunt Barb. How’s everything going with the wedding plans?”

Barbara launched into a saga of incompetent florists, misdirected calla lilies and a venue snafu that had seen the kitchens planning for a dairy-free meal when she’d specifically requested gluten-free.

Through the endless litany, Brandon kept Leanne’s fingers firmly entwined between his, his face never displaying a moment’s impatience.

“But Gillian’s been an angel through the whole process,” Barb finally concluded. “We’re all just so excited to welcome Jeremy into the family.”

“I’m sure.”

“But here I’ve been, monopolizing the conversation. So tell me, any big days in your future? I know your mom would love to help plan a big wedding herself, you know.”

Oh God. Kill me now.

This was why Leanne avoided weddings. It was bad enough having to attend on your own but when you brought a date, everyone asked intrusive questions about your future together as a couple.

But before she could work up a convincing lie, her father interjected. “I probably should make sure I introduce Brandon to Sandra.”

His eyes danced with merriment. Her father knew exactly how eager she was to escape Barb’s inquisition.

“Yes, that sounds good,” she said, ignoring the conspiratorial glance that passed between her dad and her date. But she feigned nonchalance and soon found herself trailing along as her father repeated the introductions to Jeremy’s parents, the entire wedding party and finally her mother.

“Sandy,” her dad called. “Come and I’ll introduce you to Brandon.”


Mom turned from her tête-à-tête with the bride and groom to gaze upon the newest arrivals. Her expression clearly reflected displeasure at being upstaged by her husband’s previous knowledge of this new romance.

“Hello, darling,” her mother said, giving her a restrained hug and taking the opportunity to correct an errant curl. “I was wondering when I’d finally get to meet this new mystery man of yours. Your father has been raving about his dinner out with the three of you all week. I guess you were too busy with school to keep me up to date on your life.” She sighed dramatically and Leanne fought an urge to bolt.

“And you must Leanne’s new boyfriend.”

“Brandon Myles. Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Galloway,” Brandon said politely. Leanne noted he carefully avoided confirming the title with his noncommittal greeting.

“Brandon.” Her father interrupted the uncomfortable silence. “You don’t have a drink. What can I get you? Leanne?”

“Rye and Coke.”

“White wine for me, Dad.”

“Lovely. I’ll be right back.”

“Hurry,” Leanne said as she watched her father make his way to the open bar. It sounded more like a fervent prayer than a polite request.

 

Brandon hadn’t missed the resemblance between Leanne and her father when they’d met at the theater. His eyes, his kind smile, his intelligent gaze all evident in his daughter’s face. But now, seeing Leanne next to her mother, he could see from whom she’d inherited her grace and dark beauty.

He studied the middle-aged woman standing across from him. Instead of Leanne’s riotous curls, her hair was cut short and carefully styled. She moved with the agility of the dancer her husband claimed she’d been in her younger days, and her figure was still trim and attractive.

But it was in her eyes and hands that he saw the greatest resemblance between mother and daughter. They shared the same deep brown eyes, wide and almond shaped, and her hands displayed the same the same slim-fingered elegance.

She’d shaken his hand politely enough, he supposed, but there’d been no mistaking her top-to-bottom appraisal. She taken in everything, from his shined shoes to his pressed dress shirt, and though her eyes had narrowed, she contained their conversation to wedding chitchat.

“Have you met the happy couple yet?”

“No, although Larry introduced us to Paul and Barbara earlier.”

“I’ve known Barb for more than forty years. Gillian’s like a second daughter to Larry and me.”

Beside him, Leanne stiffened, her fingers tightening around his palm, but she didn’t dispute her mother’s claim.

“It certainly sounds like it’s going to be a very nice wedding,” he replied diplomatically.

“Barb never does anything by half measures, and Paul’s real estate success means she never has to.

“Let me introduce you. It looks like Larry’s going to be a while getting your drinks.” She turned, and Brandon and Leanne followed dutifully until she was standing beside a tall man and a glamorous woman in dizzying heels with a perfect, model-like figure.

The couple turned and the man smiled widely. “Sandra. Great to see you again.”

Planting a kiss on the groom-to-be’s cheek, she embraced Gillian with familiarity.

“Aunt Sandy,” Gillian enthused. “And Leanne. How nice.”


That it was anything but nice for either Leanne or Gillian was clear to Brandon but Sandra Galloway seemed immured to the tension simmering between the two young women.

“Jeremy, I know you’ve met my daughter, Leanne, before.”

“Many times. How are you?”

“Very well, thanks, Jeremy.”

“And this is my daughter’s friend, Brandon Myles.”

“Jeremy Fields.”

Brandon shook the other man’s hand, keeping his expression neutral when a Rolex peeped out from his immaculate French cuff. He’d bet a night of tips that Jeremy hadn’t picked the timepiece up for forty bucks at the nearest flea market. Not bad for someone who couldn’t be more than thirty-one or thirty-two.

“And our lovely goddaughter, Gillian.”

Brandon recognized her from the photo on the card she’d slipped him at the club. In person, she was even prettier than the tiny image had suggested. Her blond hair was styled into long, tousled curls. Her makeup played up her wide blue eyes. Her turquoise dress looked expensive and displayed an enticing amount of cleavage. Overall, the entire package had been meticulously crafted to convey an undeniable aura of sex appeal.

But her effort was wasted on Brandon. She’d shown her true colors when she tried to hire his services. Her readiness to betray the man she was about to marry didn’t sit well with him. Of course, he doubted she’d ever connect him with the dancer who stripped at her bachelorette party.

If Jeremy’s besotted look was any indication, she’d gone to great pains to hide her true nature from her fiancé and succeeded. But the eyeliner and mascara couldn’t mask the predatory light in her eyes. He’d seen her type too many times.

Gillian quickly went on the offensive, smiling in a too-bright manner. “Leanne, what a dark horse you are. You didn’t mention you were bringing anyone to tonight’s dinner.” She turned to Sandra and smiled at her godmother. “Lee was so down Saturday night, Aunt Sandy, whenever she talked about the wedding. But I’m glad you found someone who didn’t mind coming out with you tonight. That’s so nice of your friend.”

Brandon’s hackles rose at Gillian’s sarcasm, her pointed emphasis making it clear she’d judged him nothing more than a pity date. He waited to see just how Leanne’s mother would react to the slight against her daughter. To his surprise, she seemed oblivious to the insult, launching in to one of her own.

“Well, it was good of you to invite Leanne, sweetie. She doesn’t get out much.” Sandra frowned as she weighed her daughter’s classically styled dress against Gillian’s over-the-top ensemble.

Brandon was startled. He’d always assumed that his dysfunctional family was fundamentally different from the loving, unbroken ones he’d looked at so wistfully as a child. The obvious love and affection he’d seen between father and daughter beguiled him into thinking Leanne’s family life had been idyllic and without turmoil.

It wasn’t his place to jump in and defend Leanne. It would be presumptuous of him and, knowing her fierce sense of independence, unwelcome. But he could barely believe his ears, listening to the two women speak about Leanne as if she wasn’t even there. Anger on her behalf choked him; he glanced to see how she was handling this provocation.


He grew angrier still. She seemed to have shrunk into herself. Her shoulders were tight and clenched, the humor usually so evident in her face absent. She looked less insulted than resigned, and that fired his indignation more than anything else.

Could her own mother be so oblivious that she couldn’t discern what an amazing woman Leanne was? How vibrant and how effortlessly classy? Was she blind or just jealous? He wanted to growl “Open your goddamn eyes, take another look,” but even as the impulse flashed across his mind, he knew he didn’t have the right. Whatever there was between Leanne and himself—a friendship, a transient sexual charge or…something else entirely—it was only a temporary arrangement. He strongly suspected that she would take a very dim view of his chivalry.

Screw it.

He didn’t care if he stepped over the line. Leanne deserved better than to listen to these two lambast her style, her personality and her inability to attract a boyfriend.

“It’s kind of you to be concerned, Gillian,” he interjected, lifting Leanne’s hand, her fingers still entwined with his, into view. “But actually, Leanne and I have been seeing each other for a while. She didn’t bring it up Saturday night because she wanted the focus to be on you. After all, you’re only a bride once,” he said, pausing before adding, “usually.” He grinned to show he was joking and Jeremy, reaching out to squeeze his intended affectionately, laughed loudly.

His barb may have escaped the groom’s notice but Gillian’s eyes burned with anger at his clever slur. He saw Leanne’s lips twitch, and he felt a surprising sense of satisfaction.

Jeremy leaned forward, his manner open and friendly. “Well, that’s super. Leanne’s a great girl. How’d you meet?” He placed a loving kiss against his fiancée’s temple. She inclined her head, acknowledging the gesture, but her cold eyes never left Brandon’s face.

“Grad school, actually. We’re both students at Wellington.”

Sandra looked surprised and Leanne laughed, the husky sound sending a shiver of attraction down his spine that he did his best to ignore. Now was not the time to get sidetracked by his overactive libido. But just standing next to Leanne, her distinctive floral scent teasing his senses, made focusing on the chitchat difficult.

“I did my undergraduate work at Wellington but I got my MBA at Yale.”

“I guess we’re all Wellies, then. What a coincidence,” Gillian said, using the nickname for Wellington alumni. “Of course, I graduated a number of years after Jeremy but I still I keep in touch with so many friends from those days. After all, in my field, personal connections are so important. I’m determined to crack the top twenty-five in regional sales next year.”

“I’m sure you’ll make the top ten, sweetie,” said Sandra supportively. Leanne rolled her eyes discreetly, her mother’s preference clearly coming as no great shock.

Leanne spoke suddenly. “And your sorority sisters? Do you keep in touch with them too?”

The comment seemed innocuous enough but Gillian froze for a moment, as though startled by the question, but recovered quickly, although her eyes were glacial as she looked across the circle to where Brandon and Leanne stood.

“Of course I do,” she said sharply. “What kind of silly question is that? Delta Delta Phi forever.” She laughed and took a sip of champagne, but she seemed a little less sure of herself now and kept throwing speculative glances toward Leanne, as if trying to discern her intent.

Jeremy nodded. “Gill’s not the only one with her eye on the prize, though, Sandra. Didn’t I see something about you in the latest alumni magazine?”


“There was a profile in the October issue. I guess they ran it because I was short-listed for the Walters Prize.”

“Impressive.” Jeremy congratulated her and Brandon felt a spurt of jealousy at the honest goodwill in his voice. Gillian scowled too, as though unhappy with the friendly praise her fiancé offered. “When do you hear the results?”

“Not until after the public interview next week. I present to the committee on Tuesday.”

“Yes, Leanne’s always been a good student,” her mother offered and Brandon felt heartened by her support until she added, “Just make sure you wear something nice, with strong colors. And don’t forget to smile. A good smile is very important in these kinds of situations.”

Leanne’s lips quirked at the unsolicited advice. Brandon wasn’t sure if a good smile was important in all situations, but right now it was damn distracting, making him think of all the ways he could apply himself to teasing that elusive tilt from her succulent lips.

A lull made Brandon realize he’d missed a good chunk of the conversation. Jeremy was looking at him expectantly.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “You were saying?”

“Just asking if you’re in the MBA program. Because they’ve got an excellent program for a midsized university, don’t you agree?” Jeremy rummaged in his breast pocket. Withdrawing a business card, he handed it to Brandon.

Investment banker. No big surprise there. Jeremy’s entire demeanor proclaimed his wealth. Brandon felt a momentary spurt of inadequacy but he quickly smothered it. Everything he’d achieved in his life, he’d earned, and while he didn’t begrudge Jeremy his success, he knew he had nothing to apologize for.

“I wouldn’t really know. I’m not in that field, actually.”

“Brandon’s in the faculty of fine arts.” Leanne spoke up then and Brandon felt an unfamiliar lurch of happiness at her proud defense. “He’s a very talented choreographer, working on his PhD.”

Sandra’s demeanor thawed a few degrees. “I studied ballet before I met Leanne’s father,” she confided. “The choreographer was always the lifeblood of any successful performance. What styles do you work in?”

“I’ve dabbled in all of them at some time or another. Jazz, ballet, even some street styles,” he admitted. “But I really prefer a more modern, free-form style for my own pieces.”

Mrs. Galloway actually smiled at that and her resemblance to her daughter intensified. She was a very handsome woman and Brandon had a sudden premonition of what Leanne would look like in twenty-five years.

Jeremy and Gillian’s faces reflected surprise at his unconventional career path, but Brandon couldn’t care less what they thought. All that mattered was that Leanne was proud of him. As for the rest, they could take a flying leap from the nearest cliff. He wasn’t there to impress them. He was there to support Leanne as a friend.

And more?

He was so startled by the idea that he froze, the hand still holding Leanne’s tightening involuntarily. He saw her wince from the corner of his eye, and with an effort, forced his fingers to loosen. But the question still echoed in his mind and he couldn’t dismiss it.

There wasn’t time to formulate a response to that notion, even for himself, because Gillian, peeved that the focus of the conversation had shifted away from her and clearly still smarting from his not so subtle insult earlier, wasn’t quite yet ready to forgive. She smirked. “Aren’t most of the men doing that sort of thing, well, gay?”


Leanne’s less than ladylike guffaw carried across the room, drowning out the muted conversations and the clink of crystal glassware. Heads swiveled. Brandon saw Larry, carrying their drinks, crossing the room, circumventing the groups of chattering guests.

“Thank you for your concern over my sex life, Gillian, but that’s not something I have to worry about with Brandon.” She turned to him, smiling as though she were enjoying their listeners’ discomfort. “Is it, sweetie?”

Even if he’d been made of stone, he couldn’t have ignored her flirtatious appeal. “No, I don’t think either of us have any complaints in that department, do we, Lee?” An image of her lush breast in his mouth flashed across his mind and he had to work hard to suppress it or risk embarrassing himself. “No problems at all.”

Her mother’s glimmer of approval disappeared, and Jeremy chuckled. Only Gillian failed to react in any fashion. But when he looked at her, he knew she was the type with a very long memory and he felt a spurt of unease at the cold, calculating manner with which she sized him up.

 

Brandon didn’t know how Leanne could stand twenty-six minutes with most of the people he’d met during cocktail hour, let alone twenty-six years. He’d been forced to listen as guest after guest directed sly digs toward Leanne and her chosen career path. Of course, no one was rude to her face, but in a myriad of subtle ways, they communicated their condescension, and worse, their pity. When a tinkling bell had announced the meal’s readiness, he’d been all too happy escape the inquisition for the fixed arrangement of the dining room.

“Leanne, you sit here,” Barb Saunders directed, pointing to a seat at the far end of the elegant table, so distant from the bride and groom as to be relegated to insignificance. “And your friend can sit beside you.”

“Yes, Aunt Barb,” Leanne agreed, refusing to rise to the bait. Brandon held out her chair and she looked back at him, startled. He winked, waiting for her to accept his gesture. She smiled, her gaze lingering on his face for a moment, and then slipped gracefully into the chair.

Waitstaff descended, bearing salads. Brandon hadn’t even finished pouring the dressing across the elaborate plate of leafy greens before the woman seated across from them smiled.

“So, Leanne. Are you working yet?” she asked, stabbing her fork into a leaf of radicchio.

“No, I’m still in school, finishing my degree.”

“How many years is it now? Six? Seven?”

“Nine. But I expect to defend my thesis this spring.”

“Maybe you should talk to Paul.” She gestured toward the head of the table where the father of the bride sat. “He might be able to find you something in his office. Do you speak Spanish?”

“French and German, actually.”

“Pity,” the woman said dismissively, the thick platinum ropes around her neck and wrists glinting in the low light of the room’s chandeliers.

The elderly matron sitting on Leanne’s left wasn’t any better. Leaning over her, she’d subjected Brandon to a thorough visual examination, appraising his five-year-old off-the-rack suit with shrewd eyes.

In a piercing whisper, she said, “You’re looking surprisingly well tonight, Leanne. I do hope this relationship is more successful than your other ones. But only time will tell, I suppose.” And then she’d sighed, signaling how little faith she had in her own prediction.


Never lifting her eyes from the scallops in roasted red pepper sauce, Leanne nodded politely. “That’s very nice of you, Dora. Did I hear you had surgery lately? How are you feeling?”

The woman quickly launched into a detailed description of her hip replacement surgery, providing enough details to ensure that when the main course of sirloin, roasted fingerling potatoes and vegetable compote was set in front of him, he’d lost what little appetite he still possessed.

By the time the waitstaff carried out the elaborate dessert trays, Brandon’s jaw ached with the effort of holding his tongue. The final insult had been defending himself against the drunken groping of one of the bridesmaids who’d been seated next to him. He jumped as a hand insinuated itself beneath the linen napkin spread across his lap and squeezed his thigh, perilously close to his groin.

“So, are you seeing Leanne exclusively? Or do you have a more open arrangement?” she whispered, favoring him with a blast of the wine she’d been knocking back throughout the meal. The complimentary bottle had already been replaced several times.

Fighting down the urge to flee, Brandon returned the wandering digits to their rightful owner without comment and shifting his chair as far away from the blitzed bridesmaid as possible. She pouted, making a point of refilling her wineglass, but he was in no mood to jolly her along.

He didn’t know when he’d had a more unpleasant time. Only Leanne’s company made the three-ring circus bearable. But worst of all was Gillian. She scrutinized him from the head of the table, where she sat beside Jeremy and her parents, the implacable set of her mouth telegraphing her displeasure at his immunity to her charms. Throughout the meal, she peered at him repeatedly with a puzzled consideration, as if she knew she had seen him before but couldn’t quite place him.

By the time Paul Saunders delivered his toast, he’d had enough. Throwing his napkin down on his chair, he stood. “I’ll be back in a moment,” he said into Leanne’s ear.

She looked up at him, concern in her eyes.

“Everything okay?”

He kissed her then, hot and possessive and reckless. Her lips parted in surprise at his unexpected gesture, and he was conscious of the avid onlookers up and down the table watching their display. Brandon didn’t give a damn what they thought.

“I’m all right. I’m just going to excuse myself for a second,” he murmured, looking down at her and admiring her bright color. “You good if I go?”

She smiled, the corners of her wide, tempting mouth turning up wryly. She understood his unspoken question perfectly.

“No problem,” she said, her voice pitched to reach the ears of their audience. Her shoulders straightened and she sat with confidence, a world away from the miserable creature he’d seen only a few hours before. Picking up her fork, she gestured him away. “But I make no promises as to the safety of your chocolate cake.”

He paused and she shooed him away again with her free hand.

“I’ll be here. Go.”

Still conscious of the eyes watching him, he forced himself to walk slowly as he crossed the room and exited into the wide hallway beyond.

He needed a moment to collect himself.


Because if he didn’t get away from that stifling room, he was going to do something to embarrass himself.

Or worse, embarrass Leanne.

And that wasn’t what boyfriends—real, pretend, temporary or otherwise—did at a country club dinner. He just wasn’t sure which of those he was anymore.

“So,” the bride’s voice crooned into his ear, “what I want to know is how much she paid you for tonight.”

Brandon whirled around.

Gillian leaned in the doorway of the lounge he’d retreated to. The menacing expression on her face sent a bolt of fear racing along his spine. “It had to be a lot to get someone like you to pretend to sleep with someone like her.”

“Excuse me?” He tried to slip past her but she blocked his escape. She pressed against him, far too close for his liking, but unless he was willing to manhandle her, he was momentarily trapped in the small room.

Gillian advanced as he retreated, her hips swaying with each step of her sexy heels. A walk clearly perfected with years of practice, designed to make a man think about sex. But for all her allure, all Brandon was reminded of was the mesmerizing sway of a deadly but beautiful cobra.

“You heard me,” she said, her mouth curving in a victorious smile. “I know who you are.”

“You should. We were introduced before dinner.”

She laughed again and wagged an admonishing finger. “Cute but that’s not what I meant. Let me rephrase it for you, shall I? I meant I know what you do, Brandon.”

His body chilled at the threat in her voice but he carefully schooled his face into a neutral expression. He tried to move past her once more. “Aren’t your guests expecting you?”

“I’m powdering my nose. No one will miss me for a few minutes.” Her smile widened, the menace clear despite its dazzling whiteness. “Took me most of the evening to put the pieces together but I finally figured out where I recognized you from. You know,” she added flirtatiously, “you have a very distinctive way of moving. Onstage. Offstage. I just didn’t recognize you with all those clothes on.”

“Is that a fact?”

“It is. And now that I know you’re really a stripper and not Leanne’s boyfriend like she’s trying to claim, I want to know how much she’s paying you.”

“She’s not paying me anything.”

“You expect me to believe that? So what, then? You saw her last weekend at my hen party and were so overcome with lust you jumped her then and there?” She laughed. “And of course, since then, you’ve been inseparable, enjoying the wildest sex of your life?”

“That’s about the size of it.” Gillian would never believe that she’d stumbled upon the real sequence of events. The best he could do was string her along and wait for her to reveal her true purpose.


Gillian guffawed and shook her head. “Good-looking, a good dancer and funny? Well, I have to give her credit. She may be a total loser but at least she has good taste in store-bought manflesh. I never thought that goody two-shoes would ever have the nerve to try passing off some himbo dancer as her ‘boyfriend.’” She giggled maliciously. “Of course, she should have thought things through a little better. I mean, anyone taking one look at you would know someone as beautiful as you wouldn’t sleep with a never-run like her. Not in this universe, anyway.”

Brandon’s face hardened into an implacable mask. Behind the pretty veneer, Gillian Saunders was an evil, manipulative bitch. Leanne was down-to-earth and authentic. He felt a surge of pity for Jeremy Fields but ruthlessly tamped it down. If the guy was so stupid as to be deceived by Gillian’s act, he deserved what he got.

But Leanne.

Leanne didn’t deserve to be slagged by this one-dimensional schemer for another minute. He opened his mouth to defend her when a small movement caught his eye. Only with tremendous effort did he contain a start of surprise at the sight of Larry Galloway standing in the doorway. The older man caught his eye and shook his head imperceptibly, signaling that he wanted Gillian’s tirade to continue unabated.

“You don’t know how wrong you are about Leanne,” Brandon said instead.

Her face distorted in a mewl of disbelief. “Leanne? That bitch is a useless waste of space and I’m sick and tired of everyone going on and on about how she’s all that. Even Jeremy couldn’t shut up about her tonight. She’s got it coming to her, believe you me.”

“What did she do to you that was so terrible anyway?”

“She stuck her nose in where it didn’t belong. ‘Oh, Gillian, it’s dishonest,’” She mimicked Leanne’s voice in a shrill tone that would cut glass. “Fuck her. She nearly got me expelled. Me! And all I did was get a few wanna-be pledges to write a couple of stupid papers for me. Big deal. It’s not like it was stuff I actually needed to know.”

Suddenly Gillian’s animosity made perfect sense to Brandon.

“She turned you in? At Wellington?”

“She tried to.”

“What happened? You weren’t expelled, obviously.”

“What the hell do you think happened? I cried, told mommy and daddy and the dean it was the stress that made me do it and they sent me to Italy for the summer to ‘recuperate.’ But it cost me the presidency of Delta Delta Phi. It was mine and Leanne made sure I didn’t get it. Hell, she probably planned the whole thing.”

“That doesn’t sound like Leanne.”

“She’s always trying to ruin things for me. Because she’s jealous of everything I have.”

Brandon wanted to laugh. All this woman had were her looks and the morals of an alley cat. But her jealousy and need for revenge made her dangerous and he knew he had to handle her carefully or risk watching her blow up in his face.

Gillian recovered some of her composure. Her face was calm again and she smiled, although it never reached her eyes. “So what I want to know, Brandon, sweetie, are you a full-service male escort, fucking pathetic women for money, or just an enterprising stripper, doing one sad little job on the side?”

“And what if I am?” he bluffed, pretending to go along with her and keeping a handle on his own explosive anger only by the thinnest of threads. He wanted to throttle her, to show the world the sick, twisted individual she was. But until he knew what she planned for, he needed to play along. He couldn’t bring himself to look toward the doorway, knowing the disgust he would see on Larry’s face now that he’d been revealed. But even if the man would never be able to respect him again, at least he would know that Brandon hadn’t betrayed his daughter.

A cold comfort, but there was little else to be gained as he watched all the goodwill he’d earned with the elder Galloway escape through his fingers like sand.


“Then here’s the deal. Whatever she’s paying you to pretend you’re her boyfriend, I’ll double. No, I’ll triple it!” she promised rashly. “You and I can hook up if you want. But what I really want is for you to dump Leanne Galloway. Tonight. I want you to walk that tight tush of yours back into my party and drop that pathetic excuse of a bookworm right on her fat—”

“Ass?” Larry finally spoke and stepped into the room. Gillian turned on one stiletto heel, her face a comic mask of shock and horror, her blush two scarlet slashes against her colorless cheeks.

“Uncle Larry!” she croaked. “How—how long…I mean, Brandon and I were just…”

“Talking?”

“Yes, about Leanne,” she lied brazenly. “She’s doing so well at university now, isn’t she? I’m sure she’s got you thank for it.”

Leanne’s father brushed aside the flattery without regard. “You’re a nasty piece of work, Gillian. I’ve always known you to be vain, self-centered and shallow. But until tonight, I never knew what a disgusting excuse for a human being your mother and father raised. I’m glad my daughter is nothing like you.”

Gillian’s face twisted at his damning litany. “You think so, do you? Well, do you know your daughter hired a stripper to come with her tonight? That her ‘boyfriend’ is just some man-whore who fucks women for money?” she said, sailing to the door. At the threshold, she paused. “But don’t worry, Uncle Larry. I won’t tell everyone what a loser you or your daughter are—I’ll let them discover it for themselves.”

And with that, she stalked from the room, leaving the two men standing in silence. Larry stepped to one of the windows, his hands deep in his pockets, and looked out at the clear night sky. Still not looking at Brandon, he spoke.

“Are you?”

Brandon didn’t even try to pretend he didn’t understand the question. “No,” he said, “I’m not. And I never was. But before I hurt my knee, I used to strip for a living. Five nights a week, onstage at the Foxe’s Den.”

“The place on Hunter?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“Probably pretty good money.”

Brandon was surprised by how calm Larry was. He’d just heard his daughter called every name in the book and learned their relationship was built on nothing but lies but he’d yet to raise his voice or even swear. Something else had to be going on. No one could be this calm, this accepting. What the hell was this guy playing at anyway?

“I took off my clothes for money. I sold myself so I could pay for my degrees,” he goaded, his voice full of self-hatred. “I’m a stripper sleeping with your daughter. What do you think about that, Larry?”

He turned and looked at him thoughtfully, waving aside the challenge and answering with a simple question of his own. “Did you really sell yourself?” His voice was so steady some of Brandon’s rage began to ebb.

“No. I really did love it. It wasn’t something I boasted about but I’m not ashamed of what I did.”

“Good,” Leanne’s dad agreed quietly. “Because I don’t think you should be either.”

“You don’t?” Brandon was staggered. He couldn’t actually be having this conversation, could he? He must be dreaming or suffering a brain seizure. Anything but reality.

“Does Leanne know? About your career?”


“Yeah,” he admitted. Oh hell, the guy knew everything else. Why not tell him everything and be done with it. Larry couldn’t make him feel any lower about himself than he did now. “That’s how we met. I was dancing, filling in by doing a last-minute shift when Leanne saw me at the club. We—we hooked up and found out later we both went to Wellington.”

Brandon wheeled around and forced Larry to meet his eyes. What he saw there nearly brought him to tears. And he hadn’t cried since the day his grandmother died and he’d been forced to wait on the porch, hoping against hope the EMTs could rescue the only family he’d ever truly loved.

Larry smiled. A thin smile, the fatigue and strain of the past half hour clear. But his eyes were still kind as they gazed at Brandon steadily. “It’s simple, really. I trust my daughter and I trust her judgment in people. I don’t care what you used to do—or even what you do now—as long as you’re honest with my daughter. If she says you’re someone worth knowing, that you’re someone I should consider a friend, then I will.”

The unadorned statement took Brandon’s breath away. There was so much love, trust and acceptance in that straightforward explanation that his throat tightened with envy. He wanted to cringe at his reaction. How could he possibly be jealous of Leanne, of the wonderful relationship she had with her father? She deserved nothing less. But it didn’t change the fact that the sucking void in his chest throbbed with long dead sensation.

How different would his own life have been if he’d had someone who’d offered him the same unconditional love?

“Come on,” Larry said, seeming to understand the struggle Brandon waged within himself. He glanced at his watch and grimaced. “They’re probably done with the speeches. I don’t think I’m in the mood to hear them toast the happy couple and I doubt you are either. Sandra won’t want to leave but I’m sure you and Leanne can sneak out early. At least one of us will be able to salvage the evening.”








Chapter Twelve



The ride back to Leanne’s had been difficult. The combination of frustration and emotional upheaval formed a potent cocktail that left him drained and uncertain. Raw and vulnerable.

Gillian had ignored him when he’d finally reappeared in the dining room but Leanne had accepted his excuse of fatigue without argument and made their escape.

He’d caught her glancing at him from time to time during the drive home, her face a picture of concern, but he’d pretended not to see it, preferring to look out the window at the passing scenery.

The photographs that hung on her living room walls caught Brandon’s attention. Typical tourist landscapes and landmarks, snapshots of holidays and friends. And in them all, Leanne, her face open and smiling, eyes alight with the enthusiasm he had come to realize was as natural to her state of being as breathing.

His attention was snared by one photograph taken, by the looks of the setting, in London’s Piccadilly Square. Standing with a large group of traveling companions, she’d been captured on film, laughing, as she tried to reclaim a flyaway strand of hair. It had been taken several years ago. Her hair was longer and she looked younger. But her eyes were unchanged, gazing out from the frame with a frank interest that simultaneously called to and unsettled him.

An unfamiliar sensation flooded through him. He couldn’t account for the sense of rightness he felt waiting for a woman who’d already made it abundantly that she was only interested in a temporary affair.

Her position should have set his mind at ease. After all, he’d never sought out a long-term relationship and he certainly didn’t want one now. But the newly felt and as-of-yet-unidentified feelings churning inside him didn’t elicit that familiar feeling of distance and cynicism that he usually experienced whenever he entertained the notion of letting someone get close.

He didn’t know how to classify exactly how he felt—even to himself—but he knew he didn’t want something temporary.

He wanted permanence.

He wanted tomorrows.

He wanted…

Brandon didn’t know what he wanted and he certainly was in no mood to figure it out. The panic rising ever higher in his throat, he nearly jumped out of skin at Leanne’s gentle touch. Her hand rested on the small of his back and he could barely contain the jittery awareness her proximity evoked in him.

“Did you want a cup of coffee?” she asked, stepping out of her heels to stand beside him in her stocking feet. He stared at her blankly, his mind still furiously processing what he wanted.

“Coffee?”

“Yes. Hot, caffeinated beverage,” she elaborated. “Generally brewed?”

He chuckled at her quip but still couldn’t shake off his dark mood.

“I’m good, thanks.”

Her soft brow creased once more. “Are you sure you’re all right? Did anything happen tonight to, I don’t know, upset you? You seem—distant.”

Distant? His inner cynic laughed. Between what happened with Gillian and Leanne’s father and his own lust, which had been threatening his sanity all night, the last thing he was interested in right now was distance.


Right now, his cock wanted nothing more than to be as close as possible. Buried up to the hilt, thrusting and pumping inside her, until they both shattered into an oblivion that would sweep away his doubts, his fears, his seething emotional insecurities. That was what he wanted. All he could think about right now.

“Brandon?” Leanne’s voice broke into his jumbled and chaotic thoughts. “Are you really okay? You seemed on edge when you and Dad came back to the table for the toasts.”

His eyes met hers and he saw the insecurity lurking there, behind the intelligence and the kindness and the dry, clever wit. That someone like her felt insecure around a plastic piranha like Gillian filled him an overwhelming fury. And sadness.

“Nothing happened,” he growled, stalking toward the French doors that, in warmer weather, would open onto her small balcony.

“Oh.” Her voice was small, and he couldn’t see her expression. “I just thought you might want to talk about it, but if you don’t…”

Outside, the streetlights cast pools of yellowish light, marching in a regular pattern along one side of the street. A few small flakes drifted down, momentarily illuminated, before they swirled away, lost to the night once again. He touched the smooth glass, the cold seeping into his palm.

He didn’t want to talk. He wouldn’t know where to begin. So the words, when he spoke them, came from deep within, from a place he’d long forgotten about.

“Dance for me.” Brandon turned away from the vista and caught sight of Leanne’s surprised face, mystified by the abrupt change in the conversation. There was enough darkness in his life already. Enough cold. For now, in this suspended instant, he wanted to bask in Leanne’s heat, if only for tonight.

He wanted to ensure that even when they went their separate ways, she would always remember him.

“Dance for me,” he said again.

She laughed nervously. Pointing at herself in her best Jane of the Jungle imitation, she tried to dissuade him. “Me, English. You, dance.”

But he wasn’t deterred. He’d wanted to distract her, to avoid a talk that he knew would be painful. But as spontaneously as the idea had come to him, the rightness of his suggestion only grew. He stepped closer and rested his hands on the tempting curves of her hips. Bending to touch his lips to her neck, relishing the sensation of her soft skin, he traced a whisper-soft path along the quivering tendons of her neck. Her pulse quickened as his mouth followed the ivory column and his senses cheered when he felt her body soften under his loving assault, her hands sliding up to tangle themselves around his shoulders, her pelvis pressing against his erection.

Moving his hips to increase the persuasive pressure against her mound, he whispered, “Dance for me, Leanne. Please.”

Her eyes fluttered open and met his. She licked her lips, wetting them and ratcheting his need even tighter. “Why do you want me to?” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and averted her eyes. “Because I can’t dance. At all. You know that, right? I am the dictionary definition of uncoordinated.”

Putting his hand beneath her chin, he forced her to look at him. In her face, he could read every slight, every sneer, every cruel name, every broken date and lonely Friday night she’d ever suffered. His heart clenched and the emotion he could not name roared.

He hurried into speech before the words he could not control, could not even acknowledge, escaped him.


“I want to see you. All of you. That’s why I want you to dance. I—I want you to show me what you like. How you touch yourself. How you please yourself. I want to watch you move to the music and have you show me…”

Your soul.

He gulped. Where had that come from? A place he didn’t know existed. A place he’d thought too scarred to ever be rejuvenated. Another tremor of fear shot through him. This, whatever this was, wasn’t supposed to be possible for someone like him. He’d been through too much, suffered too much, to ever believe in something as tenuous, as false, as love ever again.

Leanne was looking at him now, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “Show you?”

“Everything,” he said, choosing the safer word. Everything could mean sex, right? It didn’t have to mean more than that. He didn’t really want to see her soul, or her fears, or her dreams, or her heart.

Except that he did. Desperately.

But he knew he couldn’t. No matter how much his heart pleaded with him to give it one more chance. It was too risky.

But the reality was, no matter the arguments and facts against it, he couldn’t help wishing that he could draw out his time with Leanne even longer. To find out if what had blossomed between them so unexpectedly might actually be a harbinger of something more permanent. Even entertaining the idea of permanence was a rare experience for him, and for that he was overwhelmed with gratitude.

Leanne had done that for him. She’d never realize, of course, just what she’d given him, by letting her share a small corner of her life for a few days. He couldn’t tell her. But he wanted to express his gratitude. As a dancer, he knew that he could do that best without words. He watched her as uncertainty, doubt and reluctant interest flitted across her transparent face in rapid succession. He waited with barely contained anticipation.

Would she dance for him?

God, he hoped so.

 

It seemed such an unlikely proposition. He was the graceful one, the musical one, the one with the almost impossibly gorgeous face and body. The one people wanted to watch perform. He drew everyone’s eyes to him like some magnetic force with an effortless ability that left her breathless and wanting.

Her? Not so much so.

“Why don’t you dance with me?” she hedged. After all, if he was dancing, he wouldn’t be able to look too closely at her body. And she could distract him with kissing and touching until he forgot the crazy suggestion entirely.

But he shook his head. “No, I want to be the spectator tonight. I want to watch you come apart. I want to learn what pleases you.” His face was resolved as he settled onto the sofa and leaned back, his arms stretching across the seat back.

His steady gaze unnerved her. She was the one who always knew the answer, the one who could be relied on to go above and beyond for the readings, the assignments, the essays. But when it came to the question of her own sexual satisfaction, she never put her hand up. She sat in the back of the class, so to speak, watching everyone else take the lessons to heart.

And she’d had enough.

She’d tried to tell herself what happened between them last Saturday night at the club had been an aberration. That despite her unprecedented behavior, she was still the same person, working inexorably toward her final destination.


But what if it wasn’t true?

What if…?

What if the old Leanne was the aberration? Maybe she’d repressed her true self because it didn’t fit in with the image she’d constructed for her future so many years ago. A future that, on first glance, looked concrete and sensible but which was as fictional as any novel she’d ever studied. Because in writing it, she left out the most important chapter, the one where she came to accept and relish her own desires.

What if she could write a new future? One that included her own sexuality, not at war with her life of the mind but as an integral component?

And Brandon.

Ruthlessly, she quashed the tiny voice that whispered pointlessly in her mind.

Because even as she saw the chance of rewriting her own self-image and reclaiming her own sense of sexual well-being, she knew it wouldn’t be with Brandon.

Because he wasn’t that man. He’d told her so himself.

She wished with all her heart it could be different but their lives weren’t meant to intersect forever.

But until then, he was here.

Only a few feet away, watching her, his warmth and vitality a drug, making sensible thoughts an impossibility. Here, where she could touch him and savor him and begin, if only for tonight, the process of reclaiming the pieces of herself. And that would be enough.

It has to be.

Her lips curved and she swayed toward him, running her hand up his strong, tanned arm before wrapping it seductively around his neck.

“So, you want me to dance for you?” she purred, swinging her sexy heels from her fingertips. She saw his eyes take in their rhythmic movement and felt the quick inhalation of his breath at the sight. He had a thing for her footwear and she was more than willing to exploit that fact if it heightened the already fevered pitch of their mutual arousal.

He nodded wordlessly. She bent, sliding the shoes back on her feet, making sure she faced away from him so he could get a good look at her ass. As she straightened, she saw him push up from the sofa and take a step toward her.

“Stop,” she commanded.

He froze.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized, confusion at her mixed signals clearly uppermost in his mind. “I just want to touch you so much right now. You turn me on until I can’t think straight. If you don’t want to dance, you don’t have to. We’ll go to the bedroom and…”

Leanne laughed. She felt powerful, sexy and definitely in charge of their swiftly escalating encounter. “I’ve changed my mind. Woman’s prerogative. But if you want me to strip for you, you need to remember two simple rules.” His eyes widened at her use of the word strip. He’d asked her to dance; she wanted to give him more. Realizing this was all part of their role-playing, his eyes flared at her tone but he obediently backed away—but not too far.

“First,” she said, guiding him back toward the sofa, “no touching the performer. You can look but touching isn’t allowed in this establishment. If you disobey, I’ll have to ask the bouncers to escort you from the premises.”

“Well, how will you know what I want, then?” he teased, his voice a husky murmur that sent another spasm of wet anticipation rushing to Leanne’s sex. “After all, aren’t I the customer? What if I’m not satisfied?”


She pushed him down firmly and he sank back into the wide cushions, his legs spread wide, his erection visible through his wool trousers. She ran a taunting fingertip around the rigid shape before sashaying across the tiny room toward her stereo. When she reached it, she looked back over her shoulder and winked saucily.

“As a valued client, you can make suggestions while I dance,” she said. “But I make no promises. When I’m performing, I’m afraid my pleasure comes first. Occupational hazard.”

He laughed out loud but waited obediently as Leanne flicked through her playlist, looking for just the right song. Too fast. Too sappy. Too slow. But then she found the perfect one and her lips curled in anticipation. Clicking the icon, she set the tiny player in the docking port and turned the volume up as the opening notes of Edith’s Piaf’s “La Vie En Rose” filled the small space.

She began to sway tentatively to the music. She raised her hands to the thin straps lying across her shoulders. Trying her best to move in time to the music, she worked the straps down, inch by slow inch.

And then, as she clutched the edge of her dress to the tops of her breasts, reality set in.

She felt a little silly.

Actually, make that a lot silly as she turned and nearly took out a potted plant resting near the edge of the small table. She didn’t need to make a spectacle of herself. Hell, all she wanted right now was to take him to bed and have him fuck her, fast and hard. This…this was just a joke. No one could ever be turned on by the sight of two-left-footed Leanne Galloway struggling out of her clothes.

“Look,” she said, “this is…”

“The sexiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Brandon growled. “Don’t stop. You look fantastic.”

She was stunned at the raw arousal on his face. His desire, his excitement and was that awe?

Awe? Seriously? Of her?

She wanted to turn and double-check that there wasn’t another semi-naked woman in the room responsible for the look of amazement and sexual heat on his stunning features.

Even in the dim light, she could see the dull flush across his high cheekbones and the glittering light of awareness in his eyes. He’d loosened his tie and it hung haphazardly from his neck. His crisp shirt was rucked from his waistband. He looked tousled and edgy and totally turned on.

He was gazing up at her like he’d never seen anything so desirable in his life, and suddenly Leanne wanted to see herself through his eyes. Eyes that saw her as sultry and adventurous and sexy as hell. It felt good.

No, it felt better than good. It felt fantastic.

She remembered how wild, how uninhibited she’d felt when they’d made love in the green room. It had been messy, unexpected and without a doubt, the best sex of her life. She wanted to feel like that again.

Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, she listened to the lyrics pouring through the speakers and tried to let go of herself and her fears.


Quand il me prend dans ses bras

Il me parle tout bas,

Je vois la vie en rose.



Edith’s knowing voice crooned the timeless love song and Leanne moved seductively to the beat. In her mind, she saw herself as Brandon did. Through his eyes, she could see herself tinted by rose-colored shades. When he took her in her arms, she felt beautiful and desirable. She wasn’t just a bookworm or an academic in an ivory tower. She was a woman in touch with her most intimate desires. A woman who knew how to ask for what she needed and give pleasure in return.

And now, she wanted to show him just how much she’d learned in their brief time together.

Threading her hands into her hair, she let it cascade in waves over her hands. She imagined his fingers running through the tousled strands, grasping them as he plundered her mouth. She rolled her hips and began to slowly strip away her dress, letting it fall past her breasts, her stomach and over her generous, curving hips. Inch by inch, the dress trailed lower, revealing more and more of her skin. It dropped to a puddle on the living room floor and she kicked it away. On fire with need, she strolled across the living room. She stroked her skin, letting her fingertips linger on her underarms’ delicate skin, in the hollows of her neck, the abundant flesh of her breasts, relishing the touch of her own hands across her sensitized skin.

Brandon watched unblinking, his eyes indigo with arousal.

She rubbed her hands against her nipples, hot, taunting pebbles, and rolled them in her fingers, reveling in the sharp sensation that shot through her. The look on Brandon’s face told her that he was fantasizing about touching her too. Imagining the pleasure they would both receive if it were his hands on her body, caressing, exploring, arousing.

She danced in front of him, leaning forward to brush her near-naked breasts across his face. His lips opened and his tongue darted out, trying to capture a rosy bead, but Leanne wouldn’t give him what he wanted.

“Uh-uh,” she warned as she twirled away, shooting a teasing glace back over her shoulder and savoring the desire written in his tense body language. “I told you the customer doesn’t get to touch the dancer while she’s performing. I’ll take suggestions, though.”

He grinned wolfishly at her compromise, his teeth flashing in the dim light.

“I’ve got a suggestion,” he growled. “Come here and put me out of my misery.”

She laughed. “No.”

“Please.”

“The song isn’t over yet. I want you to get your money’s worth,” she taunted. “But maybe I can give you something else to think about while I’m on stage.”

She stroked her hands across her quivering stomach, tracing the indent of her belly button. Then, their eyes clashing in passionate promise, her hands roamed lower, brushing against the lace boundaries of her thong. She slipped her hand beneath the elastic, letting her head loll back as the sensations rushed through her body, her fingers brushing against her clit, wet with her own need. She’d never pleasured herself with someone watching. She always imagined that it would feel furtive or desperate but it didn’t. It simply increased her own desire even more, as she touched herself and fantasized that Brandon was touching her too.

“How’s this?” she asked, never letting up on the circling pressure.

His growl of lust was all the answer she needed for her to continue her daring exploration. Brandon’s eyes were riveted to her body, his breathing sharp and shallow, audible even above the music’s swell. His hands were clenched against the sofa, his face flushed and his mouth open, as if he were running a race and couldn’t catch his breath.

“Jesus! Leanne, you are the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen,” he whispered, his voice so hoarse that she could barely distinguish the words. But she didn’t need to hear them to understand what he was saying.


“Do you like it?” She moaned as she drove her fingers deeper inside her slick channel, her thumb pressing against her button. “Do you like it when I touch myself, Brandon? Do you wish you were touching me right now? Kissing me? Fingering me?”

“Yes,” he hissed, his eyes hooded with passion. “I want to be inside you. Touching you.” His hands worked frantically at his fly, fighting to release the zipper. His cock, rock hard and glistening, sprang free, curving up to rest against his stomach. With a furious hand, he began to stroke his shaft, matching her rhythm with his hand, never looking away from her moist pink core, where her fingers dipped and played.

She attempted a twirl. She stumbled again but it didn’t matter. This was the sexiest thing she had ever done. It didn’t have to be perfect. It just had to feel right. And it did. With her free hand, she worked her thong down her legs and kicked it away. Her pussy began to clench and tremble, an orgasm close at hand. Turning to grasp the doorframe, she flexed her legs and bent wide, letting him see every private and concealed sight. Her back arched and she thrust her ass high, undulating to the music. She slid another finger inside, and she could feel the pulse flutter and contract round her hand.

“Please,” he begged, the sound of his hand working his flesh a counterpoint to Leanne’s own wild moans. “Please let me watch you come.”


Il me dit des mots d’amour,

Des mots de tous les jours,

Et ca me fait quelque chose.



Edith reached the climax of the song. There were no words of love in their relationship—they both knew the score and nothing could change that now—but when Brandon spoke, it did do something undeniable to her. At a level so deep, so personal, it made her want to weep. At Brandon’s erotic pleas, she splintered and cried out her climax, the fingers on her free hand digging deep into the wall to keep her upright. The waves of pleasure crashed over her, breaking again and again, but she wasn’t satisfied. She needed more. She needed him.

Wordlessly, she spun around. A few quick steps and she was at the sofa. His shirt was unbuttoned, his pants open, his boxers rucked aside to free his cock. Two bright spots of passion highlighted his masculine cheeks. Leanne had never seen anything so sexy in her life and she knew that she had to have him inside her right now.

Nothing else would do.

Opening her legs wide, she sank onto his thighs, her knees brushing against the velvet cushions. She could smell her own arousal, wet and glistening on her hands as she ran them over his muscled chest. Tugging at his trousers, she slipped them down over his lean, narrow hips as he scrabbled for his suit jacket, abandoned over the arm of the sofa, searching for protection. He found it and she rolled the condom over his straining penis, taking a devilish moment to stroke his straining flesh, loving his gasp of pleasure.

This, she thought as she sank down his thick flesh, the engorged walls of her slick channel stretching to accommodate his girth. This is what I needed. Brandon…inside…

She couldn’t complete the thought. The needs of her body were too insistent. Leanne began to rise and fall on his lap, pushing up with her thighs before plunging down again, fucking him furiously, her hands clawing at his shoulders, her head thrown back as the first rapturous tremors began to overtake her again. He thrust up beneath her and every stroke only accelerated her wild passion.

This. She slid down, taking him deeper.


This. She rolled her hips and the pressure against her clit was blinding, overwhelming, spectacular.

This! She screamed at the final thrust and when she came, it was as if everything—her name, her identity, her very sense of self—was obliterated by the tidal wave of need. Nothing remained but the sense of rightness that engulfed her. In the aftermath of their lovemaking, her worries and her insecurities were annihilated, unable to breech the circle of Brandon’s strong arms, drowned out by the sound of his riotous breathing.

She laid her head against his shoulder, nuzzling aside his sweat-soaked shirt, and waited for the world to right itself again.

 

Leanne’s curls tickled the underside of Brandon’s jaw. He wanted to reach up and brush the teasing strands away but knew that he would have to loosen his arms and he couldn’t bear the thought of letting her go.

Not yet. Not after the unbelievable experience they’d just shared.

He’d been with plenty of women. Kissed them, pleased them, had sex with them. But until tonight, he’d never understood the difference between having sex and making love.

He’d never seen anything as beautiful as Leanne when she’d stripped for him. She’d been apprehensive and uncertain at the beginning but she’d persevered, and her performance had been magnificent. Not technically, perhaps—his lips twitched as he remembered her abortive attempt at a twirling climax—but there had been something in her unveiling that he’d never experience before.

Emotion.

Caring.

A deep connection and trust that made what they shared different than anything he’d ever shared with any other woman. When Leanne had danced, she’d been dancing for him. Sharing an intimate, hidden, sensual part of herself. She gave of herself without thought, without expectations. She only wanted him to be happy. She didn’t need anything else from him yet she still valued him. For who he really was. That was why their couplings were so incredibly intense. The selflessness of her gift moved him, and a tear pooled in the corner of his eye.

A tear? What the hell?

He’d made it through his childhood hell, his parents’ divorce, his grandmother’s death, and in all that time, he could count on one hand the number of times he’d succumbed to the weakness of tears. Yet here, in the quiet aftermath of their lovemaking, he found himself on the brink of crying, but not with sadness. It was with gratitude at Leanne’s priceless gift, at her generosity, at…at the love he felt for the incredible, sensual woman he held in her arms.

I love her.

He said the words to himself, over and over, waiting for the usual sense of scorn or panic to overtake him. But the only sensation he felt was warmth pervading his entire body, dispelling any fear or doubt.

He loved Leanne.

Brandon brushed his fingers along her delicate spine, tracing the vulnerable column with his fingertips as the tear ran down his face and disappeared into her hair. He sniffed, hoping she wouldn’t notice his emotional state, but he should have known his mood couldn’t escape her perceptive nature.

“Brandon? Are you okay?” she asked, leaning back, her features creased with concern. She brushed a hand across his face, and he tensed when her probing fingertips found the single, salty trail bisecting his cheek.


He smiled and hugged her tight, relishing the feel of his softening cock still buried deep inside her, of her full breasts crushed against his chest, of the scent of her hair filling his senses.

“I’m fine,” he promised and he meant every word. The worry in her eyes eased a little and he took the opportunity to kiss her again. His tongue slid between her lips and he tasted her. Thrusting a little deeper, he angled his head and intensified the kiss. She moaned softly, the sound curling inside his brain and inflaming him further.

He loved her.

Acknowledging his emotions was a new and unfamiliar sensation but with Leanne, it felt too right for him to doubt. Hell, he’d been falling for her from the moment he’d seen her from the stage. And because he loved her, he knew it had to end. Because he wasn’t someone who could give her forever. He’d only hold her back. Professionally and personally. And she deserved better than that. Her goals, her ambitions, her dreams. They mattered to her, so they mattered to him.

He loved Leanne, but all too soon he would have to end it so she could follow her own path. The dull ache at that frank acknowledgement tempered his happiness and his joy and he wished, somehow, it could be different. That he could go on loving her for more than one night or one week or one month.

Forever.

He knew it couldn’t. They’d only ever agreed to a fling and he couldn’t renege on his promise now. He couldn’t say the words in his heart, because they would tie her down and ruin everything she’d worked so hard and so long for. But for right now, he could show her and maybe then, when she left him to make her mark, she would look back and remember him as someone special too.

He deepened the kiss and his cock hardened, his desire a resurgent wave tempered with the immense debt of feeling he couldn’t express. Even without words, he wanted to show her just a little of how he felt through his touch. That was all right, wasn’t it? She’d consider it just another round of their casual affair and he could express his feelings through movement, in the only way open to him. A dance. A pas de deux.

The irony twisted his lips into a grudging smile.

He stood, wrapping his arms around her waist, and Leanne’s legs locked around his hips, grinding against his rapidly expanding erection. He tipped her back, feasting on her succulent breasts.

“I want you again.”

She whimpered as his teeth closed over her nipple. “God, I want you again too.”

The words were a balm to his aching soul.

As he carried Leanne down the hall toward her bedroom, the words of the plaintive French song floated back to him.


C’est toi pour moi. Moi pour toi

Dans la vie.

It’s you for me. Me for you.

Our whole life long.



As they sank into a torrid tangle on Leanne’s bed, he knew the chanteuse sang the truth. There was no one else for him and there never would be.

And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it, either.








Chapter Thirteen



A little before one o’clock on Tuesday afternoon, Leanne hurried down the crowded corridor toward the Office of Graduate Studies, the staccato rap of her heels marking her rapid progress through the halls. A burst water main two blocks from her apartment had delayed her commute to campus by nearly twenty minutes and today of all days was not the time for running late. Today was the first day of the rest of her life, as the guidance office posters used to tout, and she felt ready and eager to forge ahead.

Easing a newly manicured hand over the front of her chic suit, she grinned and pulled open the heavy door. In less than half an hour, she would be sitting before the Walters committee, answering their questions about her research and her academic goals and she was stoked.

In between bouts of sensual gluttony, she’d spent every remaining hour boning up on her presentation. She’d rehearsed her answers with Julia and Cassandra Sunday night. She’d met with her department chair again on Monday between classes, so they could nail down her closing statement, making it as note perfect as humanly possible. She’d even found a few minutes to steal away and shop for her new suit—its sharp tailoring hopefully conveying her serious professional qualifications even as its stylish cut and rich color reflected her newly discovered inner energies too.

And it was all thanks to Brandon, she thought smugly. Due to his talents and his faith and his amazing lovemaking she’d discovered the woman who’d lain dormant inside her for far too many years. With a confident flip of her hair, she walked into the reception area.

“Hello, Judy. Are Deans Kessler and Rose ready for me?” she asked the receptionist.

Looking up from her computer, the other woman shook her head. “Not yet. But they haven’t forgotten your big interview this afternoon, don’t you worry. They’re in with a student on a disciplinary matter but they should be done any minute. Why don’t you have a seat and I’ll let you know as soon as they’re free.”

Tucking her satchel beneath the waiting room chair, Leanne sat down and crossed her legs. Resisting the urge to take out her closing statement and rehearse it one last time, she had just picked up an information packet on travel opportunities overseas when the frosted glass door swung open to reveal Milton Kessler, Dean of Graduate Studies, her longtime mentor, Dean Rose and…

“Brandon?”

Leanne was stunned. What was he doing here? Judy said the dean was dealing with a disciplinary matter but what did that have to do with him? A swarm of apprehensive butterflies took flight and her confidence began to seep away.

Ignoring Leanne’s outburst, the dean spoke to Brandon. “Mr. Myles, you’ll need to speak with my secretary to schedule a date to appear before the Senate’s academic review committee. I’d like the matter resolved before the end of term.”

“Academic review committee?” Leanne gasped. Only the most serious cases were referred to that committee—plagiarism, criminal misconduct, fraud. There had to be a mistake. Somehow, somewhere, something had gone terribly wrong. She expected Brandon to protest or argue but he simply nodded as if the instructions were to be expected.

“I’ll do that today,” he agreed grimly.

“What are you talking about?” Leanne insisted. “I don’t understand what Brandon could be accused of that would merit this level of response.”


Dean Kessler turned and said, “Don’t worry, Leanne. This matter doesn’t concern you. We’ll be on our way to your interview shortly.”

She dropped her briefcase on the floor. It thudded and fell on its side.

The dean expected her to just walk away after dropping the bombshell that Brandon’s academic career hung in the balance? She looked at Brandon, hoping his expression would give her some clue, but his eyes were fixed on the carpeting at his feet.

“Surely there’s been some sort of a misunderstanding,” she said. “What about mediation? Or the university ombudsperson?”

The dean looked grim. “There’s no mistake, I’m afraid. We only learned of the infraction yesterday, when a concerned alumna contacted the department to share her suspicions. We met with Mr. Myles today and he’s admitted that the charges were true. He has violated two separate clauses of his fellowship funding agreement with the university.”

Funding agreement? This was about money? None of it made any sense.

“Are you saying this is about Brandon’s fellowship?” she pressed.

Every graduate student at Wellington received some degree of monetary support during their studies. It wasn’t much, but topped up by teaching assistantships, research grants and student loans, it made life as a student possible. The dean’s charges were serious but she couldn’t imagine Brandon doing anything underhanded with the money he received. And he lived so modestly—a shoebox apartment, no car, no fancy clothes or electronics.

“Brandon, what are they talking about?”

He stepped forward and touched her arm, the heat from his fingers traveling along her icy-cold body like a molten torch. From the corner of her eye, she saw Dean Kessler stiffen, his disapproving gaze taking in the intimate gesture.

“Leanne, don’t worry about this right now. About me. Focus on what you need to do today to win that prize,” Brandon said. But his words only confused her further and provided no reassurance at all.

Focus on what she needs to do?

How could Brandon imagine she could focus on herself at a time like this? His academic and professional life hung in the balance and he was just standing there, acting as if it didn’t matter, as if he didn’t matter. Well, he was wrong. He mattered to her.

“No,” she said resolutely, “I’m not going anywhere until someone explains these ridiculous charges to me. If you won’t defend yourself, then I will.”

His mouth tipped up in a ghostly shadow of its usual brilliance, one lone dimple making a fleeting appearance. “Trust you for that.”

“Leanne—” Dean Kessler spoke now, his narrow face creased with concern and displeasure, “—are you and this student involved?” He asked it as though the very thought was distasteful.

“Yes.”

“No.”

The administrators looked perplexed by the discrepancy but Brandon’s mouth was set in a tight, implacable line that said he was in no mood to expand on the inconsistencies in their positions.

Turning to Dean Rose, Leanne pleaded, “Please tell me what’s going on.”


She sighed. “Brandon admitted that he has been working a second job in direct contravention of his signed fellowship agreement. Someone—a former Wellington student—informed the university yesterday that in addition to working as a teaching assistant here and taking a tuition scholarship, he was also working as an exotic dancer.”

Leanne’s jaw dropped. Somehow, someone had connected Brandon’s work at the Foxe’s Den to his studies here at the university. But who would be so cruel as to expose him and set in motion such serious repercussions? Her mind boggled even as her anger flared at the university’s unsympathetic response. They had no interest in the extenuating circumstances of Brandon’s case or working toward a solution that would allow him to continue on at the university. Instead, they were going to throw him under the bus without so much as a how do you do. It was ridiculous.

“But it has nothing to do with his work here,” she insisted. “You’re threatening to put a permanent mark on his transcript and derail his entire academic career because he exceeded his allocated work hours?”

Dean Kessler scoffed. “It has everything to do with his work here. We are an institution whose continued success rests largely on its august and longstanding reputation for scholarly excellence. In addition to explicitly contravening the funding agreement he signed by working at an additional, undeclared job, this student’s actions—the job he’s been working!—seriously threaten to bring that excellence into disrepute.”

Contravening the funding agreement was a technicality. It was less about the rules and all about the university’s reputation. They were worried about the possible embarrassment that would ensue if Brandon’s out-of-hours job became widely known.

“It does nothing of the sort,” Leanne argued. “You’re blowing this issue out of proportion. He could promise to quit. To leave the club behind him. Why would anyone else ever make the connection? Or care?”

The dean looked at her in disbelief. “One Wellington alumna making the connection is one too many in my opinion.

“I know half a dozen students who do work under the table. They need the money too, and I don’t see you throwing the book at them. Just Brandon. It’s unfair and I won’t let you do that to him.”

“I’m afraid you don’t have any standing in the matter, Leanne.”

“Dean Rose, surely you don’t agree with this,” she pleaded.

The Dean of Humanities sighed. “I was overruled.”

“Brandon, you’ve got to fight this.”

“Leanne,” he said stiffly, “I appreciate your concern but I can handle this on my own.”

On his own.

The phrase echoed through Leanne’s mind like a death knell. He’d been on his own his entire life and with a blinding burst of insight, she realized that to someone like Brandon, this moment would seem like the inevitable final move in a game he’d been playing since he was young. One step forward, two steps back. He’d fought and clawed his way from the chaos of his childhood to this point. He’d wanted to succeed but in the back of his mind, there would always be voices telling him not to bother, to give up now, that his efforts were futile.

But she knew him so much better now and knew how much he could accomplish. He wasn’t a failure. He was a survivor. One who thought he had to fight every battle alone. But he didn’t. She would fight beside him. He’d given her the chance to find her own strength; the least she could do was lend him some of it when he needed it most.

“No,” she promised, “we’ll fight this together.”


For a brief moment, a flash of happiness raced across his face, but then it was as if a shutter dropped and his smile disappeared beneath a fierce wave of despair.

He stepped close and she could smell his unique scent when he wrapped his strong arms around her. “Please don’t make this harder than it has to be,” he whispered into her ear.

She tipped her head back. “Why? Why won’t you let me help you?”

“Because helping me would only hurt you. And I won’t let you lose your dreams too.”

He looked down at her and she could see herself reflected in his troubled eyes. His arms dropped away and he stepped back. “I don’t want your help. I don’t need your help. And you’re a fool to try helping someone like me at your own expense.”

A wrenching jolt of pain struck Leanne’s heart. “Is that what you think I am?”

He looked away, refusing to meet her eyes. “What we had was never going to last, Leanne. So why are you standing here, trying to rescue me? You’re trying to hide behind me and my failures as a way of justifying your own,” he said harshly. “And I won’t let you use me as your excuse. Ever.”

As she listened to his words, Leanne realized she’d never truly appreciated how much the simple act of breathing could hurt. Every short, shallow gasp sent a lancing pain through her chest. He was wrong. She wasn’t hiding behind his failures. She was done hiding from her life. But nothing she could say would ever convince him of that, would it? It would never be enough—there’d always be something that would act as proof of his shortcomings.

And hers.

The connection she’d felt had all been in her mind. Because if he felt anything for her, he’d never speak to her this way. The fling was over. Their time was done. And it was time for her to get on with her life. Because no one else would do it for her.

 

Dean Kessler’s deep voice carried into the hallway outside the auditorium, the volume rising and falling as latecomers hurried past Leanne. As the heavy doors swung open and closed, disjointed snatches of his introductory remarks came through like a badly played game of Telephone: “exemplary,” “noted journals,” “future star.”

Yet Kessler’s speech, as predictable as it was, still felt surreal, as though the person he spoke of was merely a compendium of parts and skills.

Of course, given her emotional state, it was entirely possible she was projecting.

At this point in the day, anything seemed possible.

The door to the auditorium opened once more but this time, instead of admitting another audience member, someone exited the room instead. Leanne turned, expecting to see the dean telling her it was time to take her place at the podium.

But it wasn’t Kessler at all.

It was Gillian, a tailored winter coat slung gracefully over her arm. Letting the door close, she stood in front of Leanne.

“What are you doing here?”

Gillian smiled. “How long have we known each other? Did you think I’d miss the biggest day in your academic career?”

It sounded less like a compliment and more like a threat.

“Yes, actually I did. After all, we’ve never liked each other. Why start now?”

“I couldn’t miss it,” Gillian explained gleefully. “I had to be here in person to see it happen. It just gives it so much more poignancy.”

Leanne straightened and looked her foe in the eye.


“Is there something you wanted to tell me? Because if there is, I suggest you spit it out. I’ve got more important things to do right now,” she snapped, her patience for Gillian’s cloak-and-dagger tactics wearing perilously thin.

She braced herself for Gillian’s next volley but instead of flying off the handle, she simply smiled and admired her flawless princess-cut engagement ring. “So, how’s Brandon these days?”

“B-Brandon?” Even saying his name was difficult, but she’d withdraw from the Walters Prize, drop out of university and flip burgers for the rest of her natural life before she’d ever let Gillian see the pain her question inflicted.

“I enjoyed meeting him Saturday night at our dinner. And he certainly seemed attentive to you. Very affectionate.”

Leanne couldn’t summon an answer. Her chest ached too much, keeping her short of breath so she contented herself with a dark and hopefully quelling glare.

“Surprising I didn’t see him inside then,” Gillian said, gesturing at the auditorium’s closed doors. “I wonder that someone so seemingly devoted would miss such an important day for you. But who knows? Maybe he wasn’t as in to you as he appeared to be at the dinner. Or maybe he just couldn’t get time off from his other job.”

“His other job?” The odd phrasing caught Leanne’s attention and her eyes narrowed.

“Come on, you know all about his other job. That’s how you met him, after all, at the Foxe’s Den.” She shook a finger in Leanne’s direction, admonishing her in a playful tone. “I should be angry at you for stealing my thunder. And let me tell you, it took me most of Saturday night to figure out where I’d seen that beautiful body of his before.”

The implications of Gillian’s revelation burst through Leanne’s brain like a mortar shell.

“You were the one.”

“Who revealed his moonlighting to the university? You betcha. The dean was very receptive to my concerns about the threat to the university’s reputation, should news of Brandon’s less than salubrious career choice leak out.”

“You bitch.”

“Sticks and stones, Lee, sticks and stones.” But suddenly the saccharine smile disappeared from her face and the true ugliness revealed itself, no less dark for all it was delivered from someone with perfectly white teeth and flawless skin. “You were so sure you could get away with ruining my chances with the sorority, weren’t you? Bet you thought I’d let it slide, especially after all this time?”

“This is about your sorority? But that was years ago.”

“I don’t care how long ago it was. You ruined all of my plans when you ratted me out. I was blackballed. Marginalized. And it was all your fault.”

“Let me spell this out for you. You cheated. You plagiarized. You terrorized those poor pledges into writing those essays for you and it was wrong. The consequences were always on your shoulders,” Leanne said unflinchingly. “All I did was try to stop you.”

If she’d hoped her speech would have any effect on Gillian, she was sadly mistaken.

“Spare me another lecture,” Gillian spat. “You turned me in because you were jealous. You wanted to ruin my chances because you never had a chance yourself.”

Gillian’s words were a perverse echo of Brandon’s charge and they rocked Leanne to the core. Adrenaline coursed through her. Her knuckles were white against the smooth leather handle of her attaché. She had never wanted to hit another human being as intensely as she wanted to right now.


Consciously slowing her breathing, she exhaled. “I try to live my life with integrity and self-respect. Concepts you know nothing about.”

Gillian laughed long and hard at Leanne’s self-defense. “Where did the dignity and self-respect come in when you were screwing the stripper?”

“Brandon has more worth in one finger than you’ve got in your entire body. He’s decent and kind and hardworking and—” She struggled to keep her voice from echoing through the hall.

“And he’s completely screwed,” Gillian crowed. “Well, you keep thinking all those nice things about him and about yourself if it gives you comfort.”

The auditorium doors opened and Dean Kessler gestured for Leanne to come in. Gillian stood aside and Leanne could feel her pale eyes marking her back as she walked, step by step, toward the waiting podium. At the dais, she stopped and looked back into the hall. Gillian was still there, but she’d put on her elegant wool coat and was buttoning it.

“Good luck,” she mouthed, hers eyes alight with a vicious glee, leaving Leanne standing in front of a room full of spectators, wondering just what havoc her rival had planned. Because if Lee had learned anything in more than twenty years of their forced acquaintance, Gillian never did anything nice. There was always an ulterior motive.

But there was no time to consider their altercation further, because the judges were preparing to give their opening remarks.

“We want to thank everyone here today for coming out and showing their interest for higher learning. The Walters Prize has been awarded annually since 1926 and counts among its recipients two Supreme Court justices, five Nobel Prize winners and more. Ms. Galloway represents the finest that this university and our academic system can offer and we recognize her accomplishments in becoming one the final five graduate candidates in the running for this year’s award.”

A polite smattering of applause followed this platitude and Leanne took a moment to peer round the lecture hall. It was surprisingly crowded. Near the front, a group of graduate students from the English department, Julia and Cassandra among them, were there to cheer her on. Dean Rose, Professor Armstrong and many chairs from across the humanities department were there, as well as other professors she’d worked under and studied with. Even, she was touched to note, a few of her undergraduate students, looking ill-at-ease and out of place in the company of such university heavyweights. And in the third row, next to the dramatic bank of floor-to-ceiling windows, sat her parents.

Her mother gestured with the tips of her fingers, mouthing broadly “Smile.” Leanne wasn’t sure just what her mother expected her to do—burst into a warbling rendition of “Tomorrow” or sashay past the judges in heels and a bathing suit?—but it touched her that Mom and Dad had made the effort to come out and support her today, on the biggest day of her academic career yet.

“We will begin,” the judge continued, “with the judges’ questions, which will be based in large part on the written responses on her academic field of interest that Ms. Galloway provided. After that, we will open the floor to the audience and individuals will be able to submit their questions for the candidate to the proctor, who will collect and read them randomly. And then finally, the candidate will be asked to provide her prepared closing remarks. Ms. Galloway, are you ready to proceed?”

The proceedings were being called to order. Gillian was gone. There was nothing she could do to disrupt the interview process now. She’d obviously thought her mere presence would throw Leanne off her game. But that wasn’t going to happen. Not today. Not ever.


“Yes, I’m at the panel’s disposal.”

It was showtime and she was ready to give the performance of her life.

 

By three o’clock, Leanne was feeling confident. She’d sailed through the first half of the interview, certain she’d answered the judges’ questions to the best of her considerable abilities.

It seemed as if her painful confrontations, first with Brandon and then with Gillian, had actually served an unexpected purpose. Far from unsettling her or leaving her emotionally vulnerable, they had served instead as a crucible of sorts, reducing her focus to the purest instinctual elements and removing the extraneous matter—emotions, doubt and regret—from the mix. She’d answered each question thoughtfully, her certainty and determination building as each response saw the judges jotting down their comments and nodding in agreement to the points she made. She was in her element and she knew her answers were winning over the Walters selection committee, impressing them with her academic prowess and intellectual commitment.

Smothering a premature smile, Leanne took another small sip of water and prepared for the second half of the evaluation—the public question-and-answer period. Audience members submitted their questions about her presentation and her research on slips of paper, handing them to the front, where they were read aloud by the committee members.

The first question was an easy one, word for word a topic she’d rehearsed with Cassandra during their intensive practice sessions. With a quick flash of gratitude to her best friend, she responded. Other questions followed, and Leanne found herself sketching out details of her research in clear, comprehensible English for the listening audience.

Thirty-five minutes later, there were only two slips left on the judges’ table. Unrolling the second to last slip, the lead committee member read it. A look of consternation passed over his face.

A murmur rose in the gallery as the delay stretched on. The selection committee conferred behind their hands. Uncertain what the problem might be, Leanne felt tension curdle her stomach. Reminding herself to breathe deeply, she could do nothing but wait until the panel read the next question. Finally, after an agonizing wait, they settled back in their seats, their faces studiously blank in the face of Leanne’s concerned scrutiny.

The judge cleared his throat and held the white slip aloft. “Ms. Galloway, the committee has just now received a very serious accusation against you about a matter that did not come to light during the application process. I would like to give you a chance to respond to the charges leveled by this audience member. However, given the nature of the charges, we would be willing to offer you the opportunity to respond in a private session. Is that how you wish to proceed?”

Privately? Leanne’s mind whirled. What on earth could they be talking about? There was nothing in her academic life that would warrant this level of concern. She certainly wasn’t going to slink away and give the impression that she’d done anything wrong. She hadn’t.

“Dr. Bernier,” she said, pitching her voice to carry to the farthest corners of the room, “there is no avenue of my professional life that I feel will not stand up to the most active scrutiny. I have no qualms about any question you might ask.”

He cleared his throat. “While I’m sure that’s the case, this issue actually pertains to your personal life,” he said. Glancing at the remaining panelists, he reluctantly elaborated. “Ms. Galloway, please tell the committee if you have ever engaged in the solicitation or hiring of a male escort during the course of your enrollment at Wellington University.”

Leanne froze.

“I beg your pardon?” she croaked.


Gillian. She’d naively thought Gillian had been satisfied ruining Brandon’s chances and ensuring that any connection between them was decimated, that torpedoing their burgeoning relationship was her goal. Now Leanne saw that her revenge was much more far-reaching than that. She hadn’t come today only to see Leanne’s reaction to Brandon’s destruction; she’d come to lay the seeds for Leanne’s downfall too.

If she didn’t give the answer of her life, it would derail everything she’d worked for. She had to stall, give herself time to work out a solution.

“I’m afraid,” she said carefully, “I don’t understand the relevance of the question in this context. Any relationship I may or may not have with the individual in question is wholly unconnected to my abilities as regard the Walters Prize, is it not?”

The second judge spoke up. “Of course they are. We value diversity of experience and pride ourselves on the inclusiveness of the selection process…”

Her voice droned on, dancing around the heart of the matter, trying to dress up their revulsion as a matter of academic integrity. Platitudes, Leanne thought ruthlessly, nothing but platitudes. Armstrong had been right. The committee cared less about academics than they did about the absence of scandal. In their minds, few things were more scandalous that being involved with a stripper.

The dean’s reaction should have made that clear but she hadn’t thought through the ramifications of Gillian’s attack. If she had, Leanne would have realized the charges would impact every facet of her life that mattered. The mere accusation, true or not, had effectively poisoned her professional future.

The irony of course was that she was no longer involved with the “individual in question.”

Because he knew this would happen.

Not that Gillian would exact her revenge like this, but Brandon understood as that his continuing presence would put her academic advancement in jeopardy. That was why he’d been so adamant about distancing himself from her when they’d clashed in the Graduate Office.

He’d done it for her.

He’d capitulated without argument. He’d sacrificed his chance at a defense in order to give her the best possible shot at the prize she wanted more than anything.

Her heart bled.

The interview process was a sham. They weren’t looking for the next great mind. They were looking for the next great mind that was just like theirs. Dry. Contained. Uncontroversial. If she wanted this prize, she would be trapped by the chains of expectation forever.

She tried to focus. In the audience, the faces of her colleagues and peers swam before her. Kessler was apoplectic. She could see her mother’s face, pale and wide-eyed, but she looked away. This had to be her decision to make. No one else could make it for her.

The Walters Prize was everything she’d ever worked for.

Except…

She’d been working toward the wrong prize.

Brandon was the prize she needed. Because she loved him.

Because with him, she could embrace all the pieces of her life.

It was too late, though. She’d thrown it all away in pursuit of a prize that didn’t really matter.


With her back against the wall, she couldn’t deny the overwhelming impact he’d had on her life. He’d freed her and—despite the personal heartbreak she knew was waiting for her and the professional chaos she would certainly unleash—she couldn’t turn her back what she felt for him.

The buzzing in her mind intensified. On the table in front of her lay her meticulously crafted closing statement. It was a masterpiece of public speaking. It had taken her days to perfect.

It wasn’t worth the paper it was written on.

Licking dry lips, she finally spoke. “My personal life has…It has…” She slowly found her stride. “My personal life should have no bearing on my reception before this committee. Clearly, it does. Yes, I have been seeing a man who works as an exotic dancer. I have not, now or ever, paid for his sexual services. I will not apologize for how I spend my life outside of this university or who…I love. Life is too short for dishonesty. If my achievements can be so easily overshadowed, I’m not interested in defending them.”

She stood, her voice carrying clearly over the chaos in the room. “Therefore, I respectfully withdraw my candidacy in this competition. I no longer wish to be considered for the Walters Prize.”

Picking up her satchel with deliberate care, she walked across the lecture hall. She stepped carefully, keeping her head high and her shoulders back, gliding across the tiled floor. She ignored everything—the tumult, the shouts, Dean Kessler’s angry tirade, her mother’s tears—and walked through the door, into the bustling hall beyond.

As she was swept away by the crowded flow of students, the irony was unmistakable. It had taken more than twenty-five years but she had finally mastered the elusive pageant walk.








Chapter Fourteen



Leanne Galloway no longer doubted the existence of hell.

As she sat in the country club’s ballroom and toyed with her melting dessert, she willed the polished parquet floor to open up and swallow her. Or for a single well-placed thunderbolt to crash through the expansive skylight and put her out of her misery. Anything really to distract her from the unrelenting reality of her situation.

And the unrelenting ache in her chest whenever she chanced to think of Brandon and everything they’d lost four days ago.

She didn’t think of him as often now. Just every few minutes or whenever an ill-timed reminder happened to interrupt her thoughts and bring him to mind again. So, for anyone who was counting, no more than a few thousand times a day. Maximum.

Like when she looked to her left and saw an empty chair where he should have been and wasn’t.

The bride and groom were still ensconced at the head table, kissing whenever the guests clinked their glassware, as they had been for much of the past three hours. The church had been adorned in bowers of costly orchids and other lush tropical blooms. The bride’s dress dripped with Swarovski crystals, her silk train trailing behind her as she made her steady progress up the petal-strewn aisle, her bridesmaids a wonder of tanned, blond symmetry. The mother of the bride had wept. The father of the bride had sniffed his tears away manfully. The sumptuous feast, held in the country club’s largest ballroom, had been a miracle of culinary arts, each course richer and more decadent than the last.

In other words, a picture-perfect wedding.

Except that the bride was a manipulative bitch who considered her groom a clueless patsy whose real charms were his money and his gold-plated family tree.

Leanne hadn’t wanted to come tonight.

She’d pleaded illness.

Exhaustion.

Heck, if she’d thought it would have worked, she’d have claimed a case of fast-acting Ebola virus.

But her mother had been implacable.

“You’ve already embarrassed us enough, Leanne Cynthia Galloway,” she’d said. “You owe it to your father and me to make an appearance at this wedding. Gillian is our goddaughter and no matter how unfair it is to her, having you there to distract from her big day, I won’t have it be said we’re not standing by our daughter.”

Standing by her?

Yes, if only to make sure the final dagger thrust was accurately delivered.

So here she was, making morose trails through her melting ice cream and pretending she didn’t see the countless smirks, sneers and double takes the wedding’s seven hundred guests cast her way.

Now as the waitstaff began to wend their way around the room, clearing away the dishware from this, the final course, she heaved a sigh of relief that the end of her torture was in sight. A few more minutes, a few boring dances and she could make her escape. She licked the back of her spoon, relishing the last chocolaty drop, and made a mental note to stop by the twenty-four-hour market to restock her freezer’s diminished ice-cream supply as soon as she was free of the three-ring circus.


Her heart clenched with longing at the sight of a couple at a nearby table sharing a tender kiss. She busied herself by spooning the last of her rich dessert into her mouth to avoid the risk of having a whimper of pain escape. She was in enough trouble as it was without giving rise to rumors of a complete emotional breakdown too. Although it would dovetail nicely with the complete professional meltdown she’d experienced this week, which—if the gentle reports from Cassandra were to be believed—was still making furious and salacious rounds through the university grapevine.

A week ago, she would have been mortified by the intrusion into her personal life and the utter and total derailment of her professional dreams. Now she could barely muster any real indignation over the circulating gossip and the only facet of the entire sordid affair that caused her any real pain was Brandon’s continuing silence.

He hadn’t returned any of her phone calls. Her texts and emails went unanswered. She’d even gone round to his place, but despite knocking on his door for the best part of fifteen minutes, there’d been no response. She had to accept that their relationship was well and truly over.

He’d never be able to forgive her for Gillian’s scheming or for her own unwitting role in his downfall. His life, the life he’d worked so hard to construct for himself despite everything that had conspired against him, was in ruins, and there was no one to blame but her.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the DJ announced over the expensive sound system, “if you will turn your attention to the head table, Mr. and Mrs. Jeremy Fields would like to say a few words to all of their friends and family.”

And, Leanne thought gratefully, I’m that much closer to getting the hell out of Dodge.

Gillian and Jeremy rose hand and hand as the guests applauded.

“There are so many people we have to thank for today’s wonderful event.” Gillian’s voice, magnified by the expert sound system, filled the room. “I can’t tell you how much it means to us both to have all of you here, sharing the most important day of our lives.”

Gillian and Jeremy’s speech prosed on and on and Leanne tuned it out.

Around her, she could hear the sentimental murmurs of the guests and see the sporadic flashes of cameras recording the moment for posterity, all the people in the room save her thoroughly duped by the fairytale aura that Gillian had so expertly cast.

Her dessert was gone and the wine bottle in the centre of the table was empty. She craned her head, looking for a waiter. A flash of movement at the wide double doors caught Leanne’s eye. She turned, interested to see who else might be escaping, but a cold wave of shock swept over her when she realized no one was trying to sneak out.

Someone was trying to sneak in.

And that someone was Brandon.

“Oh my God.” The exclamation slipped before she could help herself. She bit down on her lip, the sharp pain helping her focus her wayward emotions.

“Sweetheart?” She swiveled toward her father’s voice. He’d been a rock these last few days, standing by her through all of the chaos and fallout. The departmental rebuke. Her mother’s accusations and recriminations. He’d never said one unkind thing about Brandon either. “Are you all right?”

Leanne couldn’t find the words to answer his question. Her mind reeled in disbelief, disjointed thoughts skittering through her brain like so many scattered rose petals.

Brandon was here. Now. At Gillian’s wedding reception.

And she had no idea why.


But that didn’t stop her heart from beating double time, the hope she’d thought dead springing to life resurgent.

“He’s here,” she whispered from the corner of her mouth, gesturing toward the door.

Her dad’s reaction was not what she expected. He smiled. “I was wondering when he’d get here.”

Leanne whirled around, her jaw agape. “You knew he was coming. And you didn’t tell me?”

“I hoped he was coming,” her father corrected. “There’s a difference, you know.”

Because she’d hoped he was coming too. And she’d hoped he might care for her. Maybe even love her. But whether or not he did, she knew she loved him, and whatever else happened, she wasn’t going to let the opportunity to tell him slip through her fingers again. She was done with living life to other people’s expectations. She wanted a full life—love, laughter, purpose and joy. She still wanted to teach at the university and eventually achieve tenure. But her professional goals were only one part now. Because she wanted more than just a job she loved. She wanted a life she loved too.

Most importantly, she wanted to share it with someone she loved. Someone like Brandon.

“I-I have to go.”

“You can’t leave,” her mother said. “Jeremy and Gillian are still speaking.”

“I have to go,” she repeated, snatching her purse from the back of the chair. “Dad, I’ll call you, okay?”

Ignoring the disapproving whispers that accompanied her hurried dash toward the entrance of the banquet hall, she pushed through the heavy doors, into the hallway outside. She looked around, terrified she’d missed him completely. Where was he?

“Leanne.”

The quiet voice in her ear made her jump and she turned, shocked, to find the man she hadn’t been able to forget standing behind her.

The elaborate chandelier in the foyer highlighted his tired face. Dark circles smudged his eyes; his jaw was covered by days-old stubble. He looked harried and strained and utterly, absolutely spectacular.

He enveloped her in his arms, squeezing her tight. In a voice barely above a whisper, he said, “God, I’ve missed you.”

She felt her throat thicken with tears and she leaned forward until their foreheads touched and they were peering into each other’s eyes. “Really?”

“You have no idea how much.” His looked at her steadily, a quiet promise in his eyes, and she felt her insides begin to coalesce in a slow, heated puddle. There was so much they needed to say, starting with the truth about her feelings for him, but this travesty of a wedding was the worst place imaginable. Nothing could be said here, in this stifling atmosphere of deceit and self-interest. It was impossible.

“Let’s get out of here,” she murmured, feeling more confident than she had in days. They could talk later. Once they were free of this tulle nightmare.

“What the hell is he doing here?” Even though she spoke in a low tone, the bride’s voice carried through the hallway. Leanne and Brandon whirled around to find Gillian striding toward them. Behind her, a look of bemusement on his face, Jeremy followed.

The mother of the bride hurried out of the reception hall, an elaborate schedule in her hands.


“Darling? What’s wrong? Everyone’s waiting for you inside,” Barb said, looking vexed at the unaccountable disruption. “It’s time for the first dance.”

Gillian ignored her mother. “What is he doing here?” she asked again. Leanne was rooted in place, and Brandon’s arm never left her, its comforting force wrapped around her waist like a protective talisman.

“I’m not sure this is something you want to discuss in front of an audience,” he warned Gillian in a rational tone, but she was too angry to care.

She flung an accusing finger at him, “Don’t you tell me what to do. You’re a stripper, for Christ’s sake,” she said, emphasizing the word for effect. “Do you think I want my wedding polluted by someone like that?” A growing crowd had started to file into the foyer, alerted to the possibility of something untoward happening by the out-of-character disappearance of the bride and groom from the reception.

Leanne didn’t flinch. She was done hiding how she felt. She wouldn’t pander or pretend or avoid confrontation any longer. Tuesday’s debacle had set her free. Her hand in Brandon’s, she turned and faced her tormenter. “You and I have very different ideas of what’s noxious, Gillian. But you don’t need to worry. He’s leaving. And so am I.” Brandon brushed a soft kiss against her hair and Leanne touched his cheek with a gentle hand before turning back to Gillian, Jeremy and the riveted guests. “You don’t need to worry about your big day being ‘polluted,’ because Brandon and I are going right now.” She tried to walk away, but Gillian, vexed at being so easily upstaged and set aside, quickly boxed her in.

“You’re just jealous,” she crowed, flashing her gaudy wedding ring so it twinkled and flashed in the light. “You can’t handle it. I’ve got everything and you’ve got nothing.”

Gillian’s accusation should have made her cringe, but instead Leanne laughed. As her confidence surged, Gillian’s barbs bounced away harmlessly. Brandon stood beside her, a warm, solid presence. He was tense with anger. She squeezed his fingers, telling him wordlessly not to worry. She wasn’t afraid anymore. Not of Gillian. And not of getting her hands dirty either. Life was dirty. The learning curve had been steep, but she was ready to apply her painful lessons in real life.

“You’re the one with nothing, Gillian,” Leanne enumerated, checking off the points on her fingertips. “No morals. No class. We both know you sabotaged my interview with the Walters committee. But here’s the thing—I don’t care anymore. In a sad, perverse sort of way, you actually helped me.”

Gillian snickered but a flash of uncertainty shadowed her eyes. “Oh, give it up. You can’t tell me you don’t care about what I—about what happened this week.”

Leanne smiled, her own face bright with tightly controlled menace. “About what you did to Brandon, threatening him and his career at the university? I won’t ever forgive you for that.”

Jeremy spoke up then, his eyes flickering between his bride and Leanne and Brandon, hand in hand. “You must be wrong, Leanne. Gillian would never do what you’re suggesting. She’s not that kind of person.” But a small furrow between his brows suggested that the groom had his doubts, as much as he would like to deny it.

The four of them were so engrossed in the cut and thrust of argument, Leanne was startled when her father pushed through the watching throng. “Bullshit.”

Jeremy’s face darkened at the slur. Around them gasps and titters nearly drowned out Gillian’s indignant response.


“Larry,” Barb protested volubly, visibly distressed by the fracas the wedding had descended into. “I appreciate that Leanne is your daughter, but you can’t mean to suggest Gillian would ever…”

“Larry, come back to the table,” her mother begged, tugging on her husband’s tuxedo sleeve and trying to draw him back into the dining room. “You’re creating a scene.”

But her husband wasn’t to be dissuaded. Turning a hard face toward his wife, he shook his head resolutely. “No, Sandy. I’ve been quiet all week and I’ve let you have your say. For years, I’ve watched as you’ve tried to mold our daughter into something she isn’t,” he charged, shooting a scornful look at Gillian. “And why? Leanne’s a brave, accomplished woman who knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to make sacrifices to achieve it. She’s our daughter and I’m proud of her every minute of every day. The question is, why aren’t you?”

Leanne was in shock. She’d never heard her gentle, considerate father speak to her mother with such anger before. From the look on Mom’s face, neither had she.

He turned toward her. “Brandon told me about his job at the rehearsal dinner.”

“You knew?” her mother asked in hurt disbelief. “And you didn’t say anything? You didn’t warn Leanne what the consequences to her career might be? Or think to tell me beforehand?”

Dad ignored the outburst, continuing as if his wife had never spoken. “He told me in confidence.”

“I don’t want you to think badly of him—”

Her father waved away her explanation. “I know that, sweetie. It doesn’t matter to me what he does for a living, as long as he makes you happy.”

Leanne let go of Brandon’s hand and hugged her father, hard. Around them, the murmurs had grown into a loud hubbub, many seemingly unconvinced by the bride’s over-the-top reaction. As though sensing the shift in opinion against her, Gillian tried to recoup the lost ground.

Tears welled up in her eyes and she dabbed at them with a tissue commandeered from one of the hovering bridesmaids. “Jeremy, I just want our day to be perfect! But they’re ruining it with lies,” she wailed.

His jaw tight, Jeremy jerked his head toward his groomsmen in an unmistakable signal. They began to step forward, their intentions of removing the disruptive presence from the celebrations clear.

“We’ll go,” Brandon promised, squeezing Leanne’s hand, “but before we do, Jeremy, you should know Larry is telling the truth. Gillian made the mistake of thinking that just because I dance for a living, she could hire me for sex too.” He stretched out his hand toward Jeremy, a card held between his index and pointer fingers. The groom took it and turned it over to read the words printed on the reverse.

“‘I like what I see,’” Jeremy read slowly, his face growing more indignant with every word, “‘and I’d be happy to make it worth your while if you’re willing to show me more.’”

There was a pause as he digested the suggestive words, and then, in one swift motion, he crumpled Gillian’s business card and tossed it to the floor. “Did you think you could cheat on me again and I wouldn’t find out?”

The collective gasp of amazement at this charge was loud enough to nearly drown out the bride’s response. Barb began to sob; as one, the bridesmaids began to back away.

“No,” Gillian lied, her face distorted with anger and disbelief. “Of course not—”


“Don’t, Gillian,” Jeremy said implacably, brushing aside her hands angrily. “Don’t. I forgave you once. But I’ve been blind, haven’t I?” He shrugged, tugging to loosen his meticulous bowtie. It hung limply round his neck as he wrenched at his shirt collar button. “I loved you. But you don’t love anyone but yourself. We’re through. You’ll be hearing from my lawyers.” He turned to Brandon, but instead of socking him, Jeremy simply shook his hand.

“I’m sorry you were caught up in all this,” he said stiffly. “If I can help straighten out any damage she’s caused, you let me know. I have some pull with the Alumni Board, if it helps. And I hope—I hope everything works out for you two.” Nodding, he wheeled around and stalked back down the hallway. As the heavy door swung shut behind him, the mother of the bride sank into a chair and began to sob in earnest while the fathers of the bride and groom shouted and stormed at each other. The bride swore, her ugly accusations turning the air blue as she railed at her mother, her bridesmaids and her publicly absent husband.

Gillian and Jeremy were likely headed for a far less celebratory occasion in the near future—one that involved solicitors, divorce decrees and an ironclad separation agreement. Not that Gillian didn’t deserve it, but Leanne felt a pang of sympathy when she thought of the blindsided groom. He looked as though he’d been socked in the gut by the news of his wife’s repeated infidelities. She could sympathize with his dismay. His life had turned disastrously wrong through no fault of his own and the aftermath would be anything but pretty.

She couldn’t change the outcome but wished Jeremy well all the same. He was better off without Gillian, although it would doubtlessly take him some time to accept it. Leanne didn’t want to watch any more of the ugly scene. “My car’s outside.”

“Okay.” Hand in hand, they walked toward the parking lot.

Her concern for the groom was eclipsed by a more imperative question occurred, and she stopped short. “Gillian’s card…Why on earth would you keep it?”

Brandon reached up and brushed a strand of hair from her face. Gazing into her eyes, he smiled. “Don’t you know?”

“No,” she whispered, a wild sense of hope surging through her. “Tell me.”

He laughed then, his beautiful blue eyes glowing with emotion. “Because it was my only link to you. I concocted an elaborate, Machiavellian plan to call her and invent a lost wallet or something that I needed to return to you. And then I could call you and maybe ask you out and well…”

He shrugged, clearly embarrassed at his simplistic plan, and her heart warmed at his admission. Then a giggle escaped her as a glaring hole in his plan occurred to her. “Except that if you’d had my wallet, wouldn’t you have had my name and address too?”

A dull red flush rose across his cheekbones at her teasing observation and Leanne’s emotions leaped at this sign of vulnerability. He was so self-contained, so in control, yet he let her see behind the mask of his confidence.

“I wasn’t really thinking about that,” he admitted. “All I knew was I had to see you again. After the example my parents set, I thought I was impervious to love. But then I met you and all bets were off.” He gazed deep into Leanne’s eyes. “I love you. I think I loved you from the first moment I saw you, actually, when I saw you sitting in the dark, watching me dance.”

“I don’t know why,” she said softly. “I’m not anything extraordinary.”

His face darkened at her demurral. “Don’t ever let me hear you say that about yourself ever again,” he ordered. “You are the most extraordinary woman I’ve ever known. You’re clever and loyal and sexy as hell. And if I have my way—”


His words were lost as her lips captured his. Their tongues meshed and his strong arms wrapped around her in an embrace that heated her skin and made her heart sing.

Drawing back for a moment, Leanne laughed. “I love you, Brandon. I kept telling myself it was just a fling, but it never was, was it?”

He shook his head and crushed her against him, claiming her lips again. “Never.”

“I’m so sorry Gillian dragged you into this mess. If it hadn’t been for me—”

“I wouldn’t have learned to trust my heart again,” he interjected. “I’m not out of the woods yet, but Dean Rose has gone to bat for me. She’s proposed a solution so I can keep my position at the university without appearing before the Senate. It would mean being on academic probation until at least next term and I have to give up my hours at the club, but if Kessler and the department sign off on it, I won’t have to forfeit my fellowship. It’s not a done deal, of course, but I’m not going to slink away and let the charges stand.”

Leanne gasped in relief. “Brandon, that’s…that’s fantastic!”

He grinned and kissed her fiercely. “You’re fantastic. I’m just the guy who was lucky enough to love you.”

A gentle hand on her shoulder captured her attention and she turned to find her mother and father had followed them outside.

“I wanted to apologize,” her mother said. “I was wrong about Gillian. I was wrong about Brandon. I think I was wrong about just about everything and I don’t think you’ll ever forgive me. But you have to believe, I only wanted you to be happy.”

The long pause was excruciating and finally her mom’s shoulders sagged in defeat. “Well, I’ll let you two get going. If you feel like stopping by sometime, you’re…you’re always welcome,” she finished, her voice cracking a little. Leanne couldn’t let her continue. It was too painful to both of them.

Taking her mother’s hands in her own, she said, “I want you to know that I’m happy, Mom.” She took a deep breath and then continued. “I know we haven’t always agreed. We have different ways of looking at things but I will always love you. Even if you drive me crazy sometimes.”

Mom laughed shakily. “I may not understand all of the things you do, Lee-Lee,” she said, reverting to her childhood nickname, “but I do understand what it means to be in love with someone. After all, I’ve loved your father since the moment I first clapped eyes on him.” She turned a fierce gaze on Brandon, skewering him with her best mother look. “As for you,” she chided, “make my daughter happy or you’ll have me to answer to, you understand?”

Brandon nodded, but when she followed up her threat by standing and embracing him, he was clearly startled. Hesitantly, he returned the gesture. She released him. Drying her tears discreetly, she said, “At least I’ll finally have someone in the family who appreciates the arts like I do. What are you doing next Thursday? I’ve got tickets to a Russian ballet.”

Leanne and Brandon both laughed.

“I’ll have to get back to you, Mrs. Galloway.” He flung a strong arm around Leanne’s shoulders, pulling her into him for a loving hug. “But I’ll definitely let you know.”

“You ready to go?”

She smiled, loving the passionate light in his eyes. She’d never tire of looking at him. Even when his body grew older and his hair was gray he’d still be the man she loved. That was something that time would never dim.

“Always.”

He bent his head, brushing his lips against hers in a soft caress that promised so much.


“Always,” he agreed, leading her toward her car. “But only if you promise me one thing.”

“What’s that?” she challenged.

“That you’ll dance for me often.”

Leanne laughed suggestively. “My technique needs a lot of work, I’m afraid.

“Are you willing to put in the rehearsal time?”

“As long as it takes,” she promised. “As long as it takes.”
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