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Dedication:

This book is dedicated to all military wives, for you have the hardest job in the military.

“...Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.”

John F. Kennedy
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CHAPTER 1
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★☆★☆★

The unseasonably hot May day caused my face to glow and my palms to become slick. I wasn’t used to this type of heat in Northern California—especially in late spring.

With a huff, I used my key to open my office door where I knew the air conditioning unit attached to the window would bring me some relief. The buildings where I worked were old converted military barracks built in the fifties, and therefore, had no central air. In reality, the climate here was mild enough that we didn’t need it most of the time, but there were occasions, like today, where central air would have been a nice commodity. 

Just twenty-six years old and already newly divorced, I had only been employed with the government for about a year. Working in corrections wasn’t my first choice, but after my ex left me with a bunch of bills and a two-year-old son to care for, my not-so-glamorous career as a hairstylist was all but over. I needed a job with benefits and regular hours, and thanks to my friend, Miranda, who was another secretary here, she suggested I apply, and I was hired.

The job wasn’t hard. Just doing casework and such for inmates releasing and transferring, and at least I didn’t have to pull all the crazy shifts the correctional officers and others did. In return, I made less money, but it was worth it. Shiftwork was for the birds, I say.

I twisted up my hair, pressed my back against the air unit, and let its cool air blast my body back to a comfortable temperature. I closed my eyes as I thought about what was waiting for me at home today, groaning because I definitely didn’t have any sort of air conditioning at home. It looked like I would have to rely on ceiling fans, standing fans, and the good ol’ trusty spray bottle of water.

I shut my computer down, grabbed my purse from the drawer, and turned off the light. I used the prison keys attached to my belt to lock the door behind me.

“Goodnight, Ms. Reid,” an inmate called to me as I walked to the control center to hand in my keys and radio. “Got big plans this weekend?”

I smiled tightly at her, then internally rolled my eyes. Inmates had to be the nosiest species on the planet—especially the females. 

Since it was Friday, I didn’t have to go pick up Aiden from daycare, as his father had him for the weekend, and I wouldn’t see my little guy until Sunday night. As I drove, I thought about the love-hate relationship I had with these weekends. I really did try to make the best of them. I was almost home when my phone chirped with an incoming text. I waited to look until I hit the red light that would take me down my street in this small Northern California town. 

Miranda: Cowboys tonight! Yee haw!

I laughed and rolled my eyes at her. OK were the two letters I managed to type out and send before the light turned green. I tossed the phone onto the passenger seat of my older model Acura as I pulled into the driveway of my tiny little house.

I walked inside and groaned. It was more like a duplex if I was honest. The house was only one level, but connected to another house, whose front door was on the complete opposite side as mine. I didn’t know much about the lady who lived there. I only knew she was a single mom, like me, but she was older, and her son was a teenager.

The house was sweltering, and I began opening windows and turning on fans to allow some air in. After flipping on the ceiling fan in my room, I peeled off my clothes and quickly changed into a pair of shorts and a tank top. I snatched my purse before leaving out the door again for my hair appointment.

I really couldn’t afford to have my hair done as often as it needed it but thank God for the ladies at the salon where I used to work. They usually did my hair for way less than they normally charged, and I tried to tip them nicely. They were with me through the ugly divorce and took pity on me. It was tough being a single mom in one of the country’s most expensive areas to live, but it was home, and the only place I had support. So what was a girl to do?

I lucked out and got the salon owner, Debbie, who hooked me up with some awesome blonde chunks with a few lowlights thrown in. She cut it shorter too, a super cute bob that was easy to manage, to which I was grateful. The girls gushed at my cute new ’do, and I left the salon in much better spirits than I had arrived in.

My cell rang as I was walking into the house. Miranda.

“Cara! Girl, where you been?”

I laughed at her. “Getting my hair done.”

“Oh, yeah. Well, I’m gonna pick you up at eight. You’ll be ready by then?”

“Of course. What are you wearing?”

She sighed. “A skirt, I guess. My ass is too fat for jeans right now. Plus, it’s too damn hot for them.”

I laughed again because her ass so wasn’t fat. “Sounds good. I’ll see you then.”

I threw my cell onto my bed and turned to my tiny closet. I pulled out a pair of tight jeans and a shiny pink tank top. After setting the outfit on the bed, I went into the bathroom to shower.

The water cooled me off, but it didn’t last long, as the house was still a sweltering hot mess, and I was glad I didn’t have to blow-dry my hair.

After all was said and done, I took a look in the mirror. Thankfully I had a decent sized chest to pull off the tank top with a little bit of cleavage and I always got compliments on my legs. I topped it off with a cute pair of hot pink cowboy boots. I sighed at my already-melting makeup and turned to grab my phone when I heard a honk. Peering out my bedroom window, I saw my bestie in her little red Honda. After grabbing my purse and keys from the coffee table, I threw my phone in it, locked my front door, and hopped into her car.

“What’s up, girl?” she sing-songed while applying a generous amount of lip-gloss to her already perfect, full pink lips. From her long thick blonde hair to her eyes the color of whiskey, she always turned heads. A good three-plus inches taller than my five-foot-five self, she definitely had the model thing going for her.

She twisted the cap on the gloss and chucked it into her purse. Putting the stick shift into reverse, she backed out of my complex’s long drive with a zip.
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CHAPTER 2
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★☆★☆★

Cowboys was our favorite country bar. It was always hopping on Friday and Saturday nights and had plenty of muscled eye-candy to keep us coming back. We’d been hanging out here about a year and always had fun, no matter the night of the week or how crowded or dead it was. 

As we pulled into the parking lot, Miranda yanked a water bottle from her purse and twisted off the lid, taking a large swig. She winced as it went down.

I looked at her curiously. “What’s wrong?”

The smile quickly returned to her pretty face, and she held the bottle out to me. “Want some?”

I continued to stare at her amused face and then slowly looked down at the bottle. I sniffed it and started coughing. “Holy shit, what the hell is that?”

“Everclear.”

My eyes widened. “Are you serious? You shouldn’t drink this shit! On my senior beach trip in high school, a girl drank this and got so sick we had to take her to the hospital.”

Miranda rolled her amber-colored eyes and laughed. “I’m not gonna get shitfaced! Just want a little buzz.”

She was damn near laughing at me at this point, so of course I had to woman-up. I took a swig and coughed again. “Holy hell, that’s gross.”

Miranda laughed and snatched the bottle, screwing the lid back on and chucking it into the backseat. She shoved her driver’s license and some cash into her bra and said, “Let’s go.”

I did the same with my ID and money and exited the car, walking to the club’s front door. 

Cowboys was a huge honkytonk club, almost resembling a one-story warehouse. A glowing red cowboy boot decorated its roof. We walked in, showed our IDs, and paid our cover charge. Since it was barely nine p.m., the place wasn’t very busy yet. A glance at the large wooden dance floor showed one older couple swing dancing to a fast-paced song, and everyone else seemed to be watching them. We made our way to the bar, and I ordered a beer. I wasn’t a big beer drinker, but I felt like having one.

That was my first mistake of the night.

Miranda also ordered a beer, and we ended up finishing them fairly quickly. We then decided to order two shots of whiskey each. I hated whiskey, but she insisted we had to do “whiskey chasers” after our beers.

Second mistake of the night.

With the shot paused at my lips, Miranda laid a restraining hand on my arm. “Wait!”

I looked at her with raised eyebrows, impatiently waiting.

She lifted her shot glass and I mimicked her as she said, “Here’s to the men that we love. Here’s to the men that love us. But the men that we love, aren’t the men that love us. So fuck the men, here’s to us!”

Except she didn’t exactly say it quietly, which had all nearby heads turning. I had heard this toast before and just laughed as I tried to keep up with it. I downed my shot and made a face. It was nasty but I was already feeling very warm and buzzy.

As the night wore on, I danced a few times with nobody special, and then we saw a group of guys come in, all tall with short hair. A couple of them had cowboy hats on, and they were all wearing jeans and T-shirts.

I was on my second beer after the shots, sipping it slowly while watching the cute boys. They kept looking over at us.

“That one in the black hat is smokin’ hot,” Miranda said, elbowing me and jutting her chin toward the guys.

I nodded. “They all are. I like the tallest one. He’s definitely been looking over here.”

She grinned wickedly. “Let’s play hard to get.”

I looked at her with mock confusion. “What do you suggest?”

“Let’s go dance, c’mon!” She grabbed my arm and led me to the dance floor, which was now quite crowded, as it was nearing 10:30 p.m. A popular country line dance was playing, which we happened to know the moves to. We linked arms and proceeded to join the dancing crowd.

After that song ended, they went right into another one, so we stayed and danced some more. I was praying the song would end quickly, as I was getting sweaty and needed a breather and a break from this music. It was good this club always had hot guys, because I really didn’t care for country music.

As we exited the dance floor, I threw my empty beer bottle into a nearby trash can, and we went toward the back door for some cool air. 

I glanced at the group of cute guys to see they were talking to some other girls, and elbowed Miranda. “Your plan to play hard to get backfired, girlfriend.”

She laughed. “Oh, please. You haven’t seen me play anything yet.”

I shook my head as we headed out the back door, where a large patio was set up with random picnic tables and a huge barbeque pit. It was kind of odd for a nightclub, but I figured they must host other things during the day. There were people smoking and making out, so we didn’t stay out there long.

As we went back inside, the lights had been dimmed, and a slow song was playing. I saw two of the hot guys on the dance floor dancing with girls much cuter and probably younger than we were, and I decided to ignore those boys for the rest of the night. I was having fun with Miranda and didn’t need any male attention. What I needed was another drink.

“Margaritas!” a voice called out.

Miranda and I turned around and saw a girl with short black hair and lots of piercings and tattoos wearing a very skimpy French maid’s outfit standing next to a barber’s chair. I laughed at the absurdity of a barber’s chair in the middle of a nightclub until I saw what it was used for.

A tall guy in a George Strait T-shirt handed the girl a five-dollar bill and sat down in the barber’s chair. I watched curiously as the girl reclined the chair back. She then picked up two large bottles with special spouts on them—one margarita mix and one straight tequila—and began pouring them into his mouth. She continued to pour as a crowd gathered. He chugged pretty good, took it like a man in my opinion, but when he finally couldn’t take it any more, he put his hand up and the girl pulled the bottles upright, followed by his chair. She reached over and rang a loud cowbell affixed to the post next to the chair. The crowd let out a whooping cheer. The now very drunk man wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, smiled big, then let out a huge burp.

Miranda and I were very intrigued by this and continued to watch as the crowd grew thicker. After about five people had gone, nobody stepped up, so the girl in the French maid’s outfit shouted, “Who’s next?”

Miranda looked at me and grinned. “C’mon.”

I dutifully followed as she pulled a five-dollar bill out of her shirt and handed it to the girl, who indicated for me to sit in the chair. I shrugged and sat, half excited, half nervous I would choke or puke, but I was pretty tipsy, so I rolled with it.

Miranda leaned forward and said something in the girl’s ear. She smiled, then lifted a pale shoulder in a shrug, handing Miranda both bottles, which were now only a quarter full, and stepped back with her arms folded, smiling. I could see a larger crowd had gathered now. I watched curiously as Miranda, seemingly in a last-minute decision, handed the bottles back to the girl. She then climbed up on the chair I was in, straddling both knees on the armrests, and looked down at me with a shit-eating grin on her face.

Oh, shit.

She craned her neck around and held both hands out, motioning for the bottles. The girl happily handed them over, and Miranda bent over slightly and began pouring the bottles into my mouth in unison, still straddling the armrests. I could see nothing but cleavage and bottles now.

I chugged as best I could but didn’t last more than ten seconds before I began slapping Miranda’s bare thigh to stop. Luckily, she did, and as she hopped off the chair and sat me up, I was greeted by a crowd of cheering guys waving five-dollar bills in the air. Miranda went over and rang the cowbell, and more cheers ensued.

I don’t even remember how we got home, but blurred memories of a jacked-up Chevy truck with a gun rack and the faint smell of spicy cologne were flitting through my mind as I passed out in my bed.
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MY HEAD POUNDED IN unison with the screaming alarm clock on my nightstand. I hated summer because even at 5:30 a.m., the gray light of dawn invaded my room, badgering me to get up. It was Monday morning and the weekend’s partying still lingered. I shut the alarm off and staggered to the kitchen for some aspirin. 

Yeah, we’d gone out Saturday night, too, this time to a local bar to shoot pool and got tanked again. This time on vodka. I admit I was going a little crazy being single again, but thankfully only on the weekends, Aiden was at his dad’s.

Damn, I have got to stop drinking, my head screamed at me as it continued to pound.

Thankfully, I had lain low on Sunday, but the headache was still there. Lots of water and a few protein shakes had made me feel a bit better, but not one-hundred percent. Aiden had come home from his dad’s late Sunday afternoon, and I was glad to see him. 

After a quick shower, I dropped my sweet little boy off at daycare and slogged into work. 

By lunchtime, Miranda was already blowing up my phone, talking about the weekend.

“Oh, my God! Girl, I didn’t even call you yesterday. My head was freakin’ killing me, and the only reason I got out of bed was to answer the door, so my mom could take Ashlynn for the day. I couldn’t even deal.”

Miranda also had a two-year-old, a daughter named Ashlynn, and we had bonded through our horrid divorces, and were now inseparable BFFs.

“You’re so bad! I’m glad my ex had Aiden. The poor kid would have had to eat Spaghetti-O’s and watch DVDs all day if he was with me!”

“The last time I drank that much was during Fleet Week in the city. Remember?” she asked.

Oh, hell, did I ever.

We had gone to San Francisco during Fleet Week. Even though I had grown up in the Bay Area, I had never heard of it, but was recently enlightened by Miranda. The U.S. Navy and Marines came here once a year on a couple of large Navy ships. They docked them and gave tours of the ships while the servicemen and women got off for a few days of R&R and fun in the big cities.

Miranda and I had a blast there. We drove around Pier 30 until we found a parking spot and walked to where the U.S.S. Lincoln was docked and “toured” the ship, but we both knew we weren’t interested in anything on the ship except the men. 

After tossing a blanket over the child seat in the back of my car and laughing about it, we drove around and met some cute sailors at a small dive bar near Pier 39. We had so much fun that night, we went back the next day and strolled around the city some more. We had met so many very nice and very cute servicemen visiting from out of town. 

“Oh, and check this out,” she continued over the phone, bolting me out of my reverie. 

God, did she ever stop talking? 

“I had to fill out this tax form the other day, and it made me laugh. It asked if I had any military service, and if so, to checkmark which branch. Girl, I could have check-marked Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines—even the Coast Guard. I’ve done my patriotic duty. I’ve been of service, all right!”

The water I’d just sipped to swallow more aspirin came flying out of my mouth, all over my computer screen and keyboard, half of it coming out of my nose. “Oh, no you didn’t!” I choked into the phone. “Shit, girl! I’m dyin’ over here!”

She laughed too, then groaned. “Ohhh, my head. Crap. I have a damn inmate at my door. I’ll call you back later!” She hung up.

I shook my head, glad we had been interrupted by a convict before she said too much and incriminated herself with her tales of debauchery.
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CHAPTER 3
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★☆★☆★

The week passed by very slowly and we decided to take a breather the following weekend. The weekends I had Aiden were usually low-key anyway. We’d hang out at each other’s houses at night, whip up junk food, watch movies, and spend time with our sweet kiddos. During the day, we’d take them to the park or some kind of play place to expend their energy.

By Friday of the second week, I was happy the weekend was here, but Miranda and I hadn’t discussed what we would do on our kid-free weekend. Her parents wanted to see Ashlynn and had offered to take her overnight, so we had the night to ourselves. Ashlynn’s dad rarely saw her. He was a deadbeat loser, so she had Ashlynn most of the time, relying on family for help with her.

She texted me as I pulled up at home: Gonna hit the base tonight. Military hotness – yum!

I laughed and typed with my thumbs as I walked into my house: Sounds good.

The weather had cooled off over the past few weeks, but now another heatwave had hit, and I once again groaned as I opened my front door, as it felt like I’d walked into a brick oven.

After opening all the windows, I went into my room and slid open my closet doors, trying to decide what to wear tonight. I plucked out my jean skirt and a tight red tank top. I found my thin, gauzy white button-up shirt and set them on my desk chair.

After some dinner and some social media surfing on my phone, I took a shower and got ready. I stared at my small shoe collection and decided on white sandals with a small heel because I was so not wearing stilettos into a military bar. I briefly contemplated the cowboy boots with the skirt, but decided that was almost sluttier than the stilettos. I’d heard guys at Cowboys refer to them as FMBs—fuck-me boots—and I wasn’t going to go there. The skirt itself was already short enough. I slipped on the white gauzy button-up shirt and tied it in a knot at my waist over the red tank.

Miranda pulled up in her red Civic thirty minutes later and I rushed out the door.
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THE BASE WASN’T VERY far, as it was adjacent to the prison camp where we worked. I just prayed no inmates would be around the place cleaning—even though I knew better. They never worked at night—but I didn’t put it past them to sneak out where they weren’t supposed to be, and I surely didn’t need them seeing me like this. Trust me, you didn’t want to be the subject of the inmate rumor mill unless you had been rumored to have kicked some ass.

She pulled the Honda into the parking lot of the small bar. The base was a Reserve base, so it wasn’t exactly a bevy of activity. The bar had wooden beams stretched across its exterior, and several brightly colored alcohol brand signs decorated its windows.

We got out of the car and made our way up the four rickety wooden steps, and they moaned in protest under the clacking of our heels. As Miranda opened the door, we could see the place was not very busy. A few scattered pool tables with low-hanging lamps swung above them, and an average-sized bar stretched the length of the far right wall. A short, older man with a friendly smile was working behind the bar, fiddling with the cash register. Miranda and I made our way up to the bar. A popular country song blasted from a jukebox in the corner.

“What can I get you ladies?” the bartender asked with a grin.

Miranda slapped a bill down. “Two margaritas, please.”

He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Coming right up.”

I turned around from the bar, propping myself up with my elbows, and looked around. There were random groups of men, boys, really, around the pool tables, talking, drinking beer, and shooting pool. They all looked alike for the most part, short, sharp haircuts, young, no facial hair. They would look over at us occasionally, but nobody approached us.

The bartender set our drinks down, and Miranda tipped the man.

She then asked in her usual chipper way, “So, where’s the beef?” before taking a long drag from the straw.

I snorted. “You’re so bad.”

She swallowed the pungent, sour tequila mixture with a grimace and licked the salt from the rim. “No, for real. This place better pick up.”

I took a sip of my drink and winced at the exorbitant amount of tequila in it. “I don’t know why we came here, anyway. We should have gone to Cowboys. More beef there, especially with the mechanical bull.”

She laughed so hard she almost choked. “Touché, girlfriend.” After she recovered, she elbowed me and jutted her chin toward a pool table near the back. “Check them out. They’re hot.”

I followed her line of sight to two lone guys shooting pool at a back table. They were both tallish, one with almost black hair, the other looking more blond. They didn’t look so young, unlike the rest of the boys in here, and Miranda smiled. They seemed to have sensed we were talking about them, because they both turned their heads and looked at us. I felt my cheeks heat, grateful for how dark it was in this place.

I looked away and back to Miranda, who was fidgeting with her bracelet. 

“Okay, so I say if this place doesn’t pick up in like an hour, we head out,” she said, sucking down the last of her drink.

I lifted a shoulder. “Okay.”

As I looked back out at the bar, my eyes drifted back to the pool table with the two guys. The dark-haired one seemed to feel the weight of my stare, as he turned his head again and looked over, locking gazes with me for a few long, uncomfortable seconds that made me hold my breath. After he looked away, he and his friend set their pool sticks down and disappeared to a back room with more pool tables.

I ordered another margarita and was feeling quite brave and happy at this point, so I went over to another table of boys and asked if I could play with them. Miranda found another guy to talk to, so I just shot pool for a while. 

One guy, who’d introduced himself as Shane, said, “So, what kind of job do you have?”

I smiled at him. “I bet you will never guess.”

He looked at his friends, and another one said, “I bet you’re a nurse. Do you work at the VA hospital?”

I laughed. Why did everyone think I was a nurse? I couldn’t tell you how many times I’d heard that. I could and would never be a nurse. Not only can I not deal with sick people, but I also didn’t have the stomach for it. Like, at all. I guessed I was an asshole like that.

Shane grinned around the mouth of his beer bottle. “Not a nurse, huh?”

I took a long pull from the little black straw poking up out of the top of my glass. “Nope. I’m not in the Army, guys. My friend and I work at the prison over there.” I jutted my thumb behind my shoulder in the general direction of the prison camp, as if they would even get what I was talking about.

Shane put his hands up in surrender. “Oh, crap. I didn’t do it, I swear!”

I rolled my eyes and smirked. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you.” I winked at him.

So then I got the typical handcuff jokes and prison questions, and after answering a few of those, I thanked the nice young soldiers for their time, and their service as well, and went to find Miranda.

At that point, I was starting to see double. Yeah, after two margaritas—ones that were made right, anyway—I was feeling quite good. Call me a lightweight, but it had always been that way.

I made my way into a back room and wandered around, ignoring all the eyes on me. I couldn’t find Miranda, so I turned to leave, and someone tall stepped into my path. 

“Are you lost?”

I slowly looked up to a short buzz of black hair and cobalt eyes that reminded me of the deep blue ocean. Flirtation and mischief danced in them, and I could tell he was biting back a smile. The same look he’d had when he stared at me earlier from across the bar.

Okay, I’ll play, I thought. I raised an eyebrow. “Do I look lost?”

He held a beer down by the leg of his jeans and his dark blue T-shirt looked black in the bar’s dim lighting. “No. What’s your name?”

He held my gaze without waver, and I liked his confidence, so I returned it. “Cara. You?”

“Riley.”

I half-smiled at him. “Riley. Have you seen my tall, pretty friend? Long blonde hair? I seemed to have lost her.”

“I did see your friend, but I would say you’re definitely the prettier of the two.”

Well, at least this one’s got game. “Okay. Where did you see her?”

He jerked a thumb behind his shoulder and said, “She’s talking to my buddy, Dan.”

I stood on tiptoe and peered over his shoulder. Sure enough, Miranda’s smiling face was inches from Dan’s, and I could tell she wouldn’t be talking to anyone else tonight. Dan had a mop of blond hair and an easygoing smile. He was clean-shaven and reminded me of a surfer type. He was much taller than her, and I know she liked that.

“So, what are you drinking, Cara?”

I looked down at my empty glass and then back up to Riley. “Well... it was a margarita.”

Riley took it out of my hand, letting his fingers linger on mine a little too long. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave, okay?”

I gave him another grin and nodded. I watched him walk away, and wow, he was one sexy specimen. Even his walk oozed confidence, a swagger I loved watching. I leaned my back against the cheap wood paneling of the wall, my hands pressed behind me, one foot propped up against the wall. A popular country song was now blaring throughout the place, and I watched other guys playing pool. I took a peek into the main area of the bar to see it was getting pretty busy. Not as busy as Cowboys would be by now, but I was having a good enough time. Cowboys was another thirty-minute drive, and I had no desire to go out anywhere else at this point.

Riley returned with the plastic cup almost overflowing and handed it to me. His beer looked very cold as its liquid dripped down his hand. I had the sudden desire to lick it off.

“Thank you,” I said, toasting the air to him. I took a sip and almost choked. “Boy, you must have tipped the bartender well,” I said through my coughs. “There’s enough tequila in here to tranquilize a horse.”

Riley’s eyes twinkled with amusement as he laughed at my dumb joke. But damn, what a great laugh he had.

He watched me sip my drink, and my head was starting to get even fuzzier than before. I set the glass down on a nearby table, and Riley watched my movements very carefully. Keeping my back against the wall, I also watched him. As he came in very close to me, he set his beer down before placing both hands on either side of my head against the wall. 

My breath caught in my throat as he leaned down and whispered in my ear. “So, what do you do for a living, Cara?”

I giggled at the unexpected question. “My friend and I”—I pointed in Miranda’s general direction, although there seemed to be two of her now—“work at the women’s prison next door.”

He lifted a dark eyebrow. “Really? You two sure don’t look like prison guards.”

I shook my head, which made me dizzier. “We’re not. We’re paper pushers.”

I started to ramble about my stupid job again, but he didn’t seem like he was really listening. He was watching my mouth with a grin on his ridiculously beautiful lips. If he was retaining any of the information I was spewing, I’d be surprised. He still had his hands on either side of my head, and the close proximity both excited me and made me nervous. I watched as he licked his lips.

“...But yes, I am around inmates all day, because that seems to be the first question—”

I didn’t get to finish my sentence because his mouth was suddenly crushing against mine. I tensed at first, but then began to relax at the softness of his kiss. His mouth was delicate on my lips, treating it as a well-earned prize, and I returned his kiss with just as much respect. When his tongue lightly snaked into my mouth, I involuntarily groaned. He laced his hands around my waist, pulling my body flush against his.

I slid my hands up into his dark hair and grabbed as much of the short locks as I could. It felt silky between my fingers, and I could tell he hadn’t put any product in it.

As he pressed me firmly up against the wood paneling of the bar’s wall, I could feel how much he wanted me. He broke the kiss when we heard laughing close by.

He pierced me with those intense eyes of his, almost a questioning gaze in them. I gasped for breath, and was pretty sure I saw stars, too. I slowly broke his stare and turned my head to the right to see Miranda smirking at me. Dan, the cute blond guy, had his fingers laced through hers with his other arm around her waist.

“Having fun?” she asked, a playful smile on her annoyingly perfect lips.

I cocked my head to the side and smirked. “I was until you interrupted.”

She threw back her head and laughed. “C’mon, we’re gonna get outta here. Can we go to your house? My sitter is at mine.”

I looked at Riley with a flirtatious smirk. “Want to follow us back to my house? It’s only a few miles from here.”

He looked at Dan, and Dan nodded.

Looking back at me, Riley said, “Sure. Dan’s driving.”

As if I care.

Miranda was in way better shape to drive than I was, and she got us back to my place in no time. 

Dan parked next to my car under the carport, and as I slid the key in the lock, I could feel Riley’s hands snake softly around my waist. I smiled and opened the door, tossing the keys and my purse onto the coffee table.

Dan grabbed Miranda’s hand and led her to the sofa where, they apparently would continue the make-out session they’d started at the bar.

Riley was already a step ahead of me, obviously figuring out which room was mine. I guessed the red race car bed in Aiden’s room was a dead giveaway.

Once inside, I suddenly felt nervous and excused myself to the bathroom while he sat on my bed, curiously taking in the simple décor of my room. A queen-sized bed, a hand-me-down dresser, and a small desk with my laptop perched on it were pretty much all I had.

I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror and began to talk to my reflection. “What are you doing?” I whispered.

Unfortunately, she didn’t answer me, she just stared blankly back at me, as if she would keep the secret to herself. 

I made my way back to the room and kicked off my sandals. I walked to the window and opened it up, letting the cool night air blow in through the screen. Thankfully, even though the days were hot, the nights cooled off enough to have to open the windows. The room was stifling, but I wasn’t sure if that was from the warm day, or the electricity crackling between us.

I made my way back to where he was now standing, watching me. Riley reached over and unbuttoned my white top, and I shrugged it off, letting it flutter to the floor. He pushed me on the bed, and, exuding confidence, he began to kiss me again in his delicious way. Tingles climbed up my spine and then peppered my body.

Now, I got married young, but before that, I had gone out to clubs with my fake ID and had kissed quite a few guys. I thought I was a pretty good kisser and was a pretty harsh judge of kissers. However, I would say Riley was at least in the number two, if not number one spot in my book. There was nothing better than a man who could kiss, especially one like his who could disarm me and melt me into a puddle.

He ran his hands through my short blonde hair, and then he trailed a finger down the length of my body, brushing my breast, over my ribcage, along my waist, down my hip, until he hit my bare thigh. I shivered. 

My hands were exploring his back, and I tugged at his T-shirt. He stopped his kisses and pulled his shirt over his head, tossing it to the floor. I let out a moan of satisfaction at seeing his beautiful chest and ribbed stomach. The shades on the lone window from my room were open slats, and there was enough moonlight seeping through them to allow me to see how wonderful he looked. The very small amount of hair on his chest was sexy as hell, and those defined pecs and abs made my breath stop. I was now putty in his hands.

He unzipped my skirt and slid it down my legs, running a calloused but gentle hand over my thighs. “You have beautiful legs.”

I smiled up at him. “Thank you.”

He leaned down to kiss me once more, making my head spin. Surprisingly, we lay like that for what seemed like hours, kissing and touching but not removing any more clothes. He threaded a finger through the small band of my thong near my hipbone, and I waited with bated breath to see if he was going to tug them off or not. He didn’t; he just continued to play with the material, running light fingers over the flat of my stomach between my hipbones, driving me crazy.

I could feel the strain of his erection through his jeans and part of me liked just lying here touching and kissing, but another part of me—the lustful part—was begging for more, to feel him over me, on me, inside of me—and I could obviously feel he was, too.

I broke the kiss and propped myself up on my elbows. When he looked at me questioningly, I used my fingertips to push him onto his back on the bed. He lay there in expectation, and without breaking eye contact, I unsnapped and unzipped his jeans. Yanking them off slowly, I let them slide off the bed to join the pile on the floor. I then ran a finger inside the waistband of his boxer briefs, and his skin was hot and sticky there, no doubt from the heat between us steaming up the room.

I slowly pulled his boxers off and let him spring free. His size was impressive, and I tried not to let my eyes go wide, but surely failed. He was so ready for me, and I suddenly had the desire to do nothing but pleasure him. I looked up at him, and he now had a wanting, lusty look on his face. He gazed at me with adoration and something else I couldn’t describe. 

Then he whispered, “Touch me.”

I obeyed, running my hands over his silky, yet rock-hard soldier, and my mouth began to water. I held his gaze once more as I lowered my mouth and licked him slowly, starting at the base and making my way slowly up. Riley let out a groan I will never forget, which only encouraged me to continue.

Taking him into my mouth, with my hand wrapped around the base, my green eyes locked on the ocean depths of his, I slowly began to do what felt good to both of us. His eyes rolled back and then fluttered closed as I watched his hands bunch handfuls of sheets and blankets while moaning softly.

I continued to move up and down, and for the first time, I actually enjoyed doing this. It wasn’t a chore, and it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was just erotic and pleasurable to both of us. I resisted the urge to smile around his beautiful cock.

It didn’t take long until I heard, “Oh, my God...” and a sigh mixed with a groan escape from his beautiful lips as he let it all go.

This time I smiled around him, waiting for him to be done. I licked what was left, and then slowly inched off the bed. I made my way to the bathroom to get rid of the evidence. 

After brushing my teeth, I came back into the room, and he was still lying on his back. Riley had slipped on his boxer briefs and looked sexy as hell. When he saw me, he gave me a sexy grin, opening his arms and inviting me in.

I was still very turned on, but at the same time, I felt like I was going to pass out as the alcohol made its way out of my system, leaving me spent. My eyes felt heavy when I heard a knock at my bedroom door. I blinked a few times and got up, opening the door to see Miranda standing there, looking part satisfied and part pissed off. 

“Hi,” I said, smoothing my hair down, which I was sure was sticking up. I partially hid behind the door.

She was scowling, a hand on her hip, and her red purse slung over her shoulder. “He’s married. Stupid asshole.”

My eyes got big. “Seriously?”

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I only gave him a BJ though, thank God! He already left, and I’m gonna take off, too. Call me tomorrow, okay?” She peered around me to see Riley lying on his side. She winked at me and kissed me on the cheek.

I mouthed, “I’m sorry,” and smiled at her as she walked away. I heard the front door close, and I went back to bed, passing out in Riley’s arms.
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CHAPTER 4
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★☆★☆★

The bright morning sun shone something fierce into my room, and there were very annoying birds chirping in the tree outside my window. My head felt very heavy, and I had the worst case of cottonmouth ever. I reached for the water bottle on my nightstand and took a big swig when I felt a hand brush my hipbone. My whole body tensed momentarily, and then I smiled, relaxing.

I quickly swiped at the black makeup smudges under my eyes I knew were there and ran a hand through my short hair before turning over. 

God, Riley was even more beautiful in the morning. A small bit of stubble shadowed his jaw, but I couldn’t take my eyes off his lips. He flipped me back over on my side so he could spoon me once again and then moved my hair to the side so he could kiss my neck. His fingers grazed over that sensitive spot between my hipbone and stomach, and it was causing goosebumps to pebble my entire body.

I groaned when he reached up and cupped my bare breast under my thin tank top. I don’t remember removing my bra last night but clearly, it came off somehow. He ran gentle fingers over my nipple, causing goosebumps to break out over my body. That, combined with how he was sucking at that spot under my ear, was about to make me combust. He was making it hard to breathe.

Realizing I was more than ready for him, I was about to retake control when he whispered in my ear. “Can I...?”

I answered him by rolling over and kissing his perfect lips. His gentle fingers slid my thong off, and his boxer briefs came off faster than I’d ever seen. I opened wide to him and arched my head back when he slid inside me. We moaned in unison, and when he slipped his right arm under my neck, he used the other elbow to prop himself up. We moved together, kissing, breathing, and just getting entangled in each other. His breath was hot against my neck, and every nerve ending in my body was on fire. I couldn’t ever remember a time I’d ever gotten so lost in someone like this.

With the air in the room ready to combust into flames, a tidal wave of pleasure exploded inside me, his body stiffening as we reached our climaxes together. He groaned into my ear, and I probably whimpered into his as my legs shook around his thick, beautiful body. It was hands-down the best morning sex I’d had ever had.

With flushed cheeks and swollen lips, I whispered, “You sure know how to treat a lady.”

I could feel him grin into my neck where his face was, and when he rolled off of me, I missed him.

Once he returned from the bathroom, we fell asleep instantly, and when I woke again, my bedside clock read 10:08 a.m. Wow, I hadn’t slept in this late since I was a teen.

I got up and sat on the edge of the bed, turning my head around to glance at Riley. He was looking at me with those beautiful blue eyes, and he smiled.

“What?” I asked, suddenly feeling awkward.

“Well, I don’t have a car. You okay to drive me back to the base?”

I smiled. “Of course. I am gonna need to shower first, though. Help yourself to some coffee and whatever you want to eat in the kitchen. You’ll have to make the coffee, though.”

He grinned. “I think I can manage.”

After I brushed my teeth and showered, I had just finished blow-drying my hair when I wandered out into the living room wearing white denim shorts and a loose halter top. I chose the same sandals from last night. I saw him in the kitchen, drinking coffee and reading my paper. Wow, he sure made himself at home, I thought with a grin. He lifted his gaze from the paper, and I could see him give me elevator eyes, evaluating every inch. 

I bit back a smile. “Anything interesting?”

He folded the paper and set it on the counter and then grinned at me over the edge of his coffee cup. “Who gets the Saturday paper anyway?”

I shook my head. “I only wanted the Sunday one, but they said it was a weekend thing.” I shrugged. “Um, are you ready to go, or would you like to use the shower?”

He looked at me seriously, then took a deep breath. He surprised me when he asked, “What are your plans for today?”

I thought most guys wanted to just hit-it-and-quit-it so I was shocked he wanted to spend the day with me. “Um, I don’t have any plans. Just boring chores.” 

God, that sounded lame!

He shrugged. “Want to go to San Francisco? I’ve never been.”

I smiled and it dawned on me that I knew absolutely nothing about this guy, aside from his first name and the fact that he was in the military. “Where are you from?” I poured myself a cup of coffee and headed toward the fridge for some cream.

“Colorado. Well, that’s where I’m stationed. I’m originally from Arizona.”

I frowned. “Stationed? I guess I just assumed you lived here.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m just TDY here for twelve weeks.”

I furrowed my brows together. “What is TDY?”

“It’s like a temporary duty station. I’m doing some training on base here.”

“Ah,” I said, feeling stupid. “But sure, we can go to San Francisco. It’s a gorgeous city if you stay in the touristy areas.”

His beautiful face lit up and I grinned. “I’ll be ten minutes.” He set his coffee mug in the sink and rinsed it out, and then disappeared behind the bathroom door.

I was still reeling that he didn’t just want to go back to the base. Admittedly, I’d had a couple of one-night stands and they barely lasted past the morning of the next day, or on one occasion, not even until morning.

I was checking my e-mail on the laptop when he came in freshly showered wearing nothing but a towel, his hair damp and shiny. I had to tell myself to close my mouth because he looked so hot. I was ready to strip off my clothes and push him back on the bed. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d been so utterly and completely attracted to someone.

“I used some of your toothpaste to give myself a finger brush, I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.” I smiled.

Then he looked a bit chagrinned when he pointed to the floor. “I left my clothes in here.”

“Ah,” I said, feeling awkward again.

“Good thing I had just changed into these before I went out last night, since I have to wear them again today.”

I laughed. “I’m sure they’re fine.”

After he was ready, we got into my car with me driving. I had this weird thing about letting people drive my car. I wasn’t a control freak or anything like that, it was just a responsibility thing my parents had instilled in me.

As I made the turn on the interstate, Riley reached for the buttons on the radio and searched until he found a country station. 

I wrinkled my nose. “Ugh, turn that off.”

He looked at me, confused. “What?”

“I don’t like country.”

He snorted. “They were playing it all night in the bar last night. You didn’t seem to mind.”

“Did I have a choice? Besides, I like country bars and clubs, I just don’t voluntarily listen to country.”

He tilted his head to the side and studied me. “Then why do you go to country bars?”

I lifted a shoulder and popped a piece of gum in my mouth. I offered him a piece, and he took it. “Because it’s the only place to meet decent guys. The other clubs are full of... unsavory characters.” I smiled sheepishly.

I couldn’t believe I’d just admitted that to him. I must have had a mortified look on my face because amusement danced in his eyes, as if he had just caught me stealing.

He chuckled. “I see.”

“Seriously, Riley, turn the station.”

He shook his head. “Nope.” He leaned back in the seat with his arms behind his head.

I wished I had one of those steering wheels with the radio controls on it so I could change it myself.

We reached the Bay Bridge and he sat forward to look out at the beautiful view. The water was glistening over the peaks of the white foamy ripples, and tugboats and barges floated on the edges of the shore. In the distance, the picturesque San Francisco skyline jutted into a blue sky scattered with white clouds. The TransAmerica building stood tall and proud.

I pointed to my right. “See that island out there?”

He looked out his window and back at me. “Yeah?”

“That’s Alcatraz.”

“Oh, wow,” he breathed. He looked like a kid in a candy store, and I laughed to myself.

After we crossed the bridge into the city, I luckily found parking near Fisherman’s Wharf, and as soon as I locked the car and began to walk toward the Wharf, Riley grabbed my hand gently and smiled at me.

I again was shocked. I guessed I was so used to jerks, that I couldn’t believe this guy I had just met—and had scandalously slept with without even knowing his last name—wanted to not only spend the day with me, but hold my hand in public. I knew my self-esteem needed a serious boost, and he fit the bill.

As we walked around the Wharf, I pointed out different areas and he bought souvenirs like the tourist that he was. I just laughed to myself, happy to see he was having a good time. We were on the deck of Pier 39, waiting for a ferry to take us to Alcatraz for a tour, when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw a text from Miranda: Can you believe that ass was married? I’m still fuming.

I quickly replied: Yeah, that sucked. Jerk.

She responded right away: Was your guy married too? He was cute.

I smiled and typed: I don’t think so, but I’ll ask him as soon as we board the ferry to Alcatraz.

Her reply came immediately: OMG WHAT! You’re with him? And in the city? Call me later, girl!

I flicked the screen off and shoved the phone back in my pocket to see Riley watching me curiously. “Important texts?”

I chuckled. “Hardly. Miranda’s still pissed at that friend of yours. I mean, really, married? Why did he even bother telling her?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. He told me he was getting divorced. I don’t know him very well. I just met him when I got here last week. He’s my roomie.”

“Well, he’s an asshole.”

He grinned at me and put his hand out for me to take as we boarded the ferry.

The ride to Alcatraz was only about twenty minutes, but it was a beautifully windy ride and the day was just perfect—shining sun and a cool breeze off the water. I stood on the edge with Riley behind me, both arms holding onto the railing, cocooning me safely and making me smile. We talked about my son and my divorce, and he mentioned he was also divorced and only twenty-four years old, so we had that in common. He didn’t have any kids, and seemed okay with the fact that I had a son. But then again, I barely knew him and didn’t care whether it bothered him or not. Aiden and I were a package deal and that was what I told every guy I dated.  

We did the Alcatraz tour thing, and by the time we rode the ferry back, it was late in the day. We were both tired, and as we drove back toward home, I looked over at him as we crossed back over the bridge, wishing the date wouldn’t end but not able to verbalize it. He looked back at me and threw me that panty-melting smile, still with the annoying country station playing. I knew I wasn’t winning that battle, so I just kept my mouth shut about it.

“So... I guess I’ll drop you off at the barracks...” I asked, sounding more like a statement.

He looked sideways at me and gave me a half-smile. “Well, I do have the whole weekend off. Would you have any objections to me staying another night? I just need to grab an overnight bag.”

For the hundredth time today, I was a bit shocked that he wanted to spend more time with me. It was like the never-ending one-night stand. I had no plans tonight, as Miranda had no babysitter so we couldn’t go out anyway—not that I really wanted to. So, I thought, what the hell.

“Boy, those barracks must be awfully miserable.” I bit my lip and bit back a smile at my stupid joke.

He let out a laugh. “They’re not too bad. I’d just prefer sleeping in a room with a pretty girl rather than a bunch of dudes.”

I felt my cheeks flush and murmured my thanks.

After showing ID to get on base, I pulled the Acura up in front of a large three-story building painted a dull blue. He looked at me in the driver’s seat and planted a soft kiss on my lips, probably for the amusement of the group of Army guys gawking at us. I didn’t mind and grinned when he got out of the car. 

The window was down already, and he poked his head in and said, “I’ll be out in five.”

I nodded, then looked at all the other hot military men walking around the small housing area. There were two identical buildings of barracks and a small mess hall straight across from me. The guys were alternatively looking at me, probably wondering who I was and what I was doing there, but nobody approached me. They all looked very yummy in their camouflage uniforms. I knew that soldiers in full dress-blues uniforms were supposed to be hot, but something about the camouflage one sent a tingle up my spine. As I was mentally drooling over them, I heard Riley open my car door, and I looked over to see he had changed clothes. He was also carrying a tan-colored backpack in his hand. He tossed it into the backseat and closed the door. 

“Ready?” he asked.

I nodded and put the car in gear.
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CHAPTER 5
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★☆★☆★

“Are you hungry?” I asked as we entered the limits of my small town. “There’s a Mexican restaurant on the boulevard.” I glanced at him as we stopped at a light. He had a look in the deep depths of his eyes that definitely looked hungry. I wasn’t quite sure it was for food, though.

He finally nodded. “Sure. Anything you want. I’m easy.”

Yes, you are. Easy on the eyes.

After agreeing we couldn’t go wrong with Mexican, we sat and ate chips and salsa, waiting for our meal. Riley reached over the table and grabbed my hand. My chip paused halfway to my mouth as I looked at his hand on mine, and I followed it up his arm and into his face. His gaze was on mine, and he was looking at me curiously.

I glanced back to his hand and then back up at his face. “What?”

“I had a great time today. Thank you for showing me Frisco. It was unforgettable.”

“Of course, it was my pleasure. But just a word of advice...” I giggled a little and lowered my voice as I looked around the restaurant. He leaned in a little bit. “Don’t call it ‘Frisco’ or people will definitely know you’re not from around here.”

He shook his head and laughed. “Duly noted.”

We ordered chicken tacos and finished them fairly quickly. I had one margarita, too, but I doubted it had any alcohol in it.

We drove the two miles back to my house, as the sun began to set. Pinks and reds sat lazily on the horizon and a star-filled sky was starting to poke through overhead. It was a beautiful end to a beautiful day.

We walked into the house, and while it wasn’t as hot as it had been the day before, it was still pretty warm, and I felt a bit embarrassed.

“God, it’s so hot in here. I’m sorry about that,” I commented as I tossed my keys and purse onto the coffee table and started opening up the windows. He helped me make sure all the ceiling fans were on.

I admittedly felt a bit awkward, as we were both now stone-cold sober, and I wasn’t sure if we should go right to bed or what. 

Thankfully, Riley spoke first. “How come you don’t have a TV in your bedroom?”

I shrugged. “The ex and I only had one TV, and I got it in the divorce,” I said, pointing at the one in the living room. “Haven’t had the money to buy another.” The bastard had moved in with his girlfriend and her fully furnished house, so he didn’t need it. “I keep it in the living room so my son can watch his DVDs.”

Riley nodded. “I can certainly understand that.” He walked slowly up to me and grabbed my hands. I held my breath as he stared down at me, not saying anything.

Clearing my throat, I looked up at him. “So, uh, how tall are you?” What a stupid question, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

He gave me a half-cocked grin and replied, “The Army says I’m five-eleven-and-a-half.”

“Ah, okay. I was gonna guess about six foot, so I was close.”

He leaned down and kissed me, slithering an arm around my waist while putting the other in my hair. I shivered and kissed him back. It was sweet and soft, and I remembered how much I had been reveling in his kissing ability the night before. I felt the heat inside me rise and flush every nerve ending as he deepened the kiss. I put my hand on the back of his neck and ran circles on it with my finger, and I felt him shudder.

He grabbed my hand and led me toward the bedroom, but I stopped him and pulled him back down to sit on the couch. 

He gave me a confused look. “Is everything okay?”

How did I answer that? I didn’t know if everything was okay. I mean, sleeping with the guy on the first night I met him had been... well, probably not smart, but it was fun. But it was supposed to be a one-night thing. Here he was spending the night again, and he actually seemed to be into me. Was it too late for me to be having thoughts of, What would he think of me if I slept with him again? Yes, yes, it was. However, I really didn’t want just to keep hopping in bed with this guy until we established a couple of things.

I smiled at him. “Can we just talk for a little bit?” 

Oh, geez, what a girl thing to say!

He smiled at me with an amused look on his face. “Sure. You not in the mood for something else?”

“No.” I gasped. “I mean, yes, but it’s not that—trust me.” I sighed, hating how awkward I knew I sounded. “Look, now that I know you want to stay with me, I thought we could maybe get to know each other. You know, since you’re staying over and all that. I mean, we have a lot of time for other stuff...” I looked down at my lap.

He cut off my rambling and used his finger to tilt my chin up. “You don’t need to explain, Cara. I don’t want this to be awkward between us. I like you a lot. I know we just met and everything, but there’s something about you that I’m drawn to.” He grinned and ran his hand up my thigh. “Aside from your sexy body.”

I blushed a little and said, “I’m glad.”

He stared at me, and his face went serious. “Can I ask you something?”

“Okay,” I replied cautiously.

“Uh, are you on some sort of birth control? I mean, I haven’t used anything, and I’m sorry about that...” He trailed off.

I nodded and blushed. “Yes, I’ve been on the pill since Aiden was born. Irregular cycles and all that.”

He looked visibly relieved.

“Alrighty then. Do you want a drink?” I couldn’t take the awkwardness.

“Do you have beer?”

I shook my head. “You know what, I’m sorry, I don’t. I don’t drink it and don’t have visitors very often. I have some wine coolers and a couple of bottles of the hard stuff.”

“Surprise me.”

I nodded and walked to the kitchen, and I could feel his gaze on my back. I pulled open the high cabinet above the stove and pulled out a bottle of Jose Cuervo Gold tequila and two shot glasses. Thankfully, I had a lime in my fridge, and I sliced it in half. I put the items and my salt shaker on a tray and carried it waitress style out to the living room. I twirled carefully and said, “Shots, anyone?”

He laughed as I set the tray down. “Shots, huh?”

“You said to surprise you.”

“Well, you did. Not that I’m shocked that you’re drinking tequila. I know how much you like it.” He gave me a wicked grin.

I shook my head and handed him his nearly full shot glass. I grabbed his free hand, licked the area between his thumb and forefinger, and sprinkled some salt on it. “Drink,” I commanded.

He slammed the shot back like a pro, then licked the salt off his hand while I handed him the lime. He earned points for not wincing at the burn.

“Your turn,” he said. He picked up my glass, handed it to me, then licked my hand. My heart raced as I watched his talented tongue lick it slowly. Then he shook some salt on it and told me to drink.

I pounded the drink back, definitely wrinkling my nose at the taste, even letting out a shudder. I licked the salt and sucked on the lime. Then smiled. “That was awesome.”

“Let’s do it again,” he said. 

I think he just wanted to lick me again.
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WE SPENT THE REMAINDER of the weekend in bed. It was quite amazing to me that he wanted to stay. But the longer I thought about it, I realized he really had nothing else going for him. Why would he want to stay in the cramped, smelly barracks when he could crash at my place? I tried to whip back the insecure thoughts and live in the moment. I was twenty-six, newly divorced, and definitely did not want or need anything serious. Riley was fun, and I was going to enjoy it.

When early Sunday afternoon rolled around, I came out of the shower to find Riley lying lazily in my bed with his muscular arms behind his head, staring at the ceiling.

“A penny for your thoughts,” I said, toweling off my hair. I had another towel wrapped around me and was a little embarrassed that he would see me in such a natural state, but I quickly flicked away those thoughts. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen me in more... vulnerable positions.

“Freshly showered, mmm,” he said, eyeing me from head to toe.

I shook my head and grinned shyly. “You’re crazy.”

I could see his expression in the mirror of the dresser. I was fishing through my underwear drawer and saw him studying me carefully. “So, I guess it’s back to business tomorrow, right?” he asked.

I slid my white thong on under the towel and started brushing my hair out. “Today, actually. My son comes back tonight, so I’m gonna have to drive you back in about an hour.”

He gave me a fake pout, then sat up, still looking at me. “Okay. Gonna use your shower if that’s all right.”

“Of course.”

After he showered and I resisted the urge to lure him back into the bed, I drove him back to the barracks. We said our goodbyes in the car with his promise to call me during the week. I wasn’t holding my breath, but it would be nice.

As I drove the eight miles home, I thought about the cute soldier and wondered why I had been so smitten by him so quickly. He was very good-looking, not to mention extremely charming, but he was nothing special... right? He was like all the other guys out there, so I was trying to figure out why he had managed to get under my skin so quickly. Maybe it was because I expected him to leave, and he didn’t. Riley was a quiet guy. He didn’t gush over me with tons of compliments. In fact, they had been few and far between all weekend, and I actually liked that. I wasn’t big on receiving compliments, so it worked just fine for me. He was a good listener, attentive and aggressive in bed, and there really wasn’t more I needed to analyze about him. If he called me, I’d definitely be game to see him again, and we could have a fun summer until he returned to Colorado. If not, there were other fish in the sea.

Before I knew it, I was home, and my ex’s pickup truck was just pulling up at the same time as me. I really couldn’t stand my ex after what he’d done to me, so I quickly got out of the car and grabbed Aiden as his dad set him on the ground outside his truck. 

I hugged him tight and kissed his little nose. “Hey, buddy.”

I looked at my ex and took the red Cars backpack from him. “Thanks.”

I turned and walked inside and closed the door behind me, kissing Aiden on the top of his auburn hair.
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CHAPTER 6
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★☆★☆★

I really hated Mondays, especially working at the stupid prison, but I had to do what I had to do. I had a son to take care of now, and I had to work. Not that I’d been real big on being a stay-at-home mom, but working fulltime with a kid was hard, especially by myself. 

After a long workday, I was home and had just fed Aiden his dinner. I began running him a bath when I heard my phone chirp with an incoming text. I had just stripped Aiden out of his clothes, and he took off running, naked and laughing. I chased him down, plunked him into the warm suds, and then went and grabbed my phone. I walked back into the bathroom to watch my son in the tub and looked down at the screen. 

It was a text from a strange number: I miss you already

I laughed and hoped it was Riley, as it occurred to me that I never got his number. I decided to have some fun.

Me: Who is this? :)

It was a good five minutes before the next text, and I started to stress a little.

I breathed a sigh of relief as I heard the phone chirp again, just as I was dumping water over Aiden’s head to rinse out the shampoo.

Riley: Your sexy soldier ;)

I laughed and replied: Well now I have your number. You can’t escape me now!

I hit send, then realized that last text made me sound like a total stalker. Oh, freakin’ well.
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THE FOLLOWING WEEKEND I made plans with Miranda to go to Cowboys. Riley had “duty”, as he called it, telling me he was stuck in some vehicle with nothing but a gun, some binoculars, and his cell phone to keep him occupied. I purposely told him I was going out to see what he would do. Why I decided to play these games, I didn’t know. I wanted to test his jealousy meter, I supposed. He had told me to “have fun” so I did.

Miranda and I spent the evening at Cowboys doing shots and drinking beer. About an hour after we got there, I felt my phone buzz in my pocket and saw a text from Riley: Having fun, pretty girl?

I had to decide on whether or not I was going to engage him in a text conversation, so I decided not to. Miranda was already giving me the stink-eye and had asked me a million questions on the forty-five-minute ride to the club.

“So, I can’t believe that guy is still talking to you!” she said while checking herself out in the rearview mirror.

I pulled a piece of lint from the thigh of my jeans. “Excuse me?” I replied in mock offense.

She laughed. “Come on, those types of bar flies usually don’t call again.”

“He’s probably bored. Think about it, he’s stuck here for months. What else does he have going on? He can’t be all that happy, stuck in those barracks with no car. I have a car, a house, and a super-hot body for him to play with. Of course, he called.” I flicked my hand in the air like a celebrity.

I barely got the last sentence out because I was laughing so hard. She was laughing, too. “All right, I see your point. Just don’t fall for the guy. Military guys are such players and cheaters!”

“You would know,” I snorted.

Miranda moved back here to the Bay Area four years ago, having spent two whole years at UC San Diego, and had blown through more Marines and Navy guys than I could count. Okay, that wasn’t fair, I don’t know how many, but she had quite a few stories from Tijuana that I hoped her daughter never found out about when she got older. I did love hearing her stories, though, as I’d stupidly gotten married young and never finished college.

I was knocked out of my musings when a somewhat cute guy in a cowboy hat came up and asked me to dance. I accepted reluctantly, as it was a slow song, and sometimes that could get a bit iffy in a club like this.

Sure enough, after some lame conversation and name exchanges, it didn’t take his hands long to find my ass and for his mouth to come close to mine. When he tried to kiss me, I backed up, as he reeked of alcohol and had too much cologne on. I excused myself mid-dance and went back to where Miranda was leaning on the bar, talking to the female bartender.

“Ugh, gross,” I said.

She looked surprised. “That was fast. The song isn’t even over—and he was cute.”

“He was nasty. Real handsy too. And get this, he said his name was Jack Nicholson. Can you believe that shit? Get real.”

She threw back her head and laughed, her long hair swishing down to her butt as she did. “Oh, my God. He should have just said Bradley Cooper or Channing Tatum, and he would have gotten more play!”

“I know, right? Says his parents were big fans or something.”

The truth was, I couldn’t stop thinking about Riley. I knew it was stupid and dumb, but the guy sent seriously delicious shivers up my spine and made my stomach flitter with butterflies. I wasn’t about to tell Miranda that, though. I’d never hear the end of it.

I actually had forgotten about Riley’s text until that moment, so I slid my phone from my pocket and saw two more. Him asking me what I was doing and if I was ignoring him. Then I felt terrible. He had to be bored silly.

I replied with a few nice texts, telling him we were bored, the club was dead, etc. Which wasn’t exactly a lie, but I knew it made him feel better.

We left after about two hours, and when I got home around midnight, Riley was sitting on my doorstep with a red rose in his hand and his overnight bag.

I couldn’t hide the shock on my face. He stood up and smiled, then picked me up and twirled me around, kissing me softly. He was in his uniform and boots, and I almost fainted at how hot he looked.

I pulled away and said, “What are you doing here? I thought you had to work.”

He threw me that grin of his and said, “I got Dan to cover me. But now I owe him.”

I looked down at his bag and then back up at him. “How did you get here?”

He laughed and pointed to my carport. “With Dan’s car, of course. He has to work. What does he need it for?”

I shook my head. “Man, you must have some serious dirt on that guy!”

He almost choked when he laughed out, “Uh, yeah, he got a blowie from a totally hot blonde. I don’t think his wife needs that information, do you?”

“Oh, my God. You are a bad, bad boy.” I unlocked the door, and after we were inside, I closed and locked it behind me. 

Riley dropped his bag onto the floor and picked me up again. “I am a bad boy, pretty girl,” he whispered in my ear, dragging me to the bedroom.

He kissed me more aggressively there, running a hand through my hair, and I wrapped my arms around his waist. He broke the kiss and yanked the green tank top over my head, looking down at me. 

He spun me around, and his eyes moved down to my ass. “Those are really nice jeans. But they must come off. Now.”

With that, he pushed me onto the bed, and I loved his assertiveness. It was such a turn-on and something I hadn’t yet experienced. My ex was a total dud and never took control. Riley peeled off my jeans and unbuttoned his uniform shirt, and it was then I noticed his last name: Forrester. I had never even thought to ask for it before. I tucked it away in the back of my mind. 

After dropping my jeans to the floor below, the majority of his uniform followed, and he began running kisses up my leg and thigh, and I was glad I had shaved that morning.

His tongue came out to play as he reached my lime-green thong. He hooked a finger around them, pulling them to the side as he began to lick at the heat between my legs.

“Oh, Riley,” I groaned as my legs began to shake at what he was doing with his mouth. The boy had mastered the art of tongue play and I was most definitely grateful for his talent.

He removed his tongue, then my panties, and slid his hands up over my taut stomach, and strummed his fingers over my hard nipples. I reached down and stroked him with one hand as I stretched my arms behind my head and held onto the iron bars of my headboard with the other. His warm tongue found my other nipple, and a low groan made its way out of my throat. I removed my hand from his member and reached around and caressed his rock-hard ass. His mouth moved more aggressively around my breasts, and suddenly, he was inside me. I gasped in pleasure as he slowly began stroking himself in and out of me.  

“Oh, Riley... you feel so good,” I breathed into his ear.

I cried out after a few strokes as an explosive orgasm ripped through me and made every hair stand on end, goosebumps peppering my entire body.

“That’s it, sexy. Come all over me,” he whispered.

Another one began to build and he reached down and kissed me hard on the mouth while his hand stroked my face, neck, and hair. He ran kisses up my neck, and when his tongue lightly snaked into my ear, I began to feel my body shudder with pleasure as another wave hit me. I dug my fingernails into his back. At the same time, Riley stilled and lost himself inside of me with a moan.

We continuing kissing as he smoothed my hair back from my face and smiled down at me. After using the bathroom, I climbed back into his arms. I was very sleepy now, and as he rolled to his side, he flipped me over to spoon me. I fell asleep feeling very safe and sated.

The morning came quickly, and I woke up as happy as when I’d fallen asleep the night before. We both dressed and decided we’d go to the local art and wine festival that was happening in town. As we walked around the different booths and displays, Riley held my hand the entire time, occasionally looking over at me and smiling. It made my stomach lurch with nerves. When he looked into my eyes, I held my breath. Why was this beautiful soldier boy so into me? As I realized I had been staring at him a little too long, he called my attention to a booth selling homemade dips and crackers.

“I love this stuff,” he said, sampling some of the dips. “Let’s get some and make it later when we get to your house.”

I nodded, smiling at him. “Sure. I love this stuff, too.”

We picked out three packets of dips and bought a bag of homemade pita chips. Then, we began walking again. I grinned to myself at how excited he was over something so simple. I wondered if he did these things back home.

“So, uh, who do you hang out with back home? I mean, aside from your wife and girlfriend?”

He looked at me, shocked, until he could see the teasing on my face. “Quit it. I’ve told you I am not with anyone. I’m divorced. No girlfriend.” We stopped walking, and he placed both hands on my face. He leaned down and kissed me softly right in the middle of the street fair, people milling back and forth around us. But I didn’t notice. I saw stars behind my closed lids, and the entire world seemed to spin around us and then disappear as he kissed me. I never wanted it to stop.

We spent most of the day at the festival, and as we drove by the amphitheater on our way home, he commented about the upcoming rodeo the following weekend. 

“Oh! We have to go to the rodeo,” he said, pointing at the marquis.  

I rolled my eyes and groaned. “Seriously? You pollute my radio with country music, and now you want to drag me to a rodeo?” 

He laughed. “Excuse me, who was at Cowboys last night?”

“That’s different,” I said. “We only go there because we know there aren’t a bunch of losers hanging out there. Even though Miranda loves to dance to the old song ‘Baby Got Back’ with her LA face and her Oakland bootie. Maybe she and I should hit up a hip-hop club next weekend...”

He burst out laughing and shook his head. “Seriously? Anyway, come on, the rodeo will be fun!”

I couldn’t resist his crooked grin, so I said, “Okay. But you’re not gonna make me wear a cowboy hat, are you?”

“Only in bed, naked,” he growled in my ear.
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CHAPTER 7
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★☆★☆★

The following weekend, Aiden was with his dad for Father’s Day, so Riley and I had the whole weekend to ourselves. I was grateful last weekend when Riley had to go back to work Sunday morning because I really didn’t want him to meet Aiden. Even though he was only two, I had made myself a promise when I got divorced that my son wasn’t going to see me with a bunch of different guys. Miranda and I had a mutual friend who was also a single mom to a slightly older boy, and we felt sorry for him, as his mom dated a lot and always introduced him to her dates. We agreed that it confused the poor kid, and we said we wouldn’t do that to our kids. Not that I had dated a lot, but I definitely wasn’t introducing Aiden to any guy unless it was serious. And things definitely were not serious with Riley, especially since he’d be gone in about three months. It was just a summer fling, and I was going to have fun while it lasted.

The amphitheater was packed. Super-hot sizzling men in cowboy hats and tight jeans roamed around with equally hot women with perfect bodies in fitted jeans and expensive boots that looked well worn. 

The day again was hot, but Riley never let go of my hand, even when perspiration coated our skin. The one thing I noticed about Riley was that he had a bit of a wandering eye. I sent him to get us beers, and as he walked back with them, I noticed him looking around a lot. He could have been curious about the people in this area since he wasn’t from here, but I sort of felt like he was checking out girls. But again, I had no stake on him so if he wanted to check them out... whatever. As long as he didn’t do it while holding my hand, I really couldn’t say anything.

The rodeo was nothing like I’d expected, but it was interesting, nonetheless. I could tell the steer-ropers and horse trainers worked hard at this and made an honest living from it. It was good, inexpensive entertainment, and I could kind of see the appeal if someone was into something like this.

After a few hours there, we left and went back home. We walked into my quiet house, and all I wanted to do was peel off my clothes and lie on my bed with the fan on me. I kicked off the slip-on tennis shoes I’d been wearing sockless and flopped on the bed, my white denim shorts and plaid tank top sticking to me. I lounged on my stomach with my chin propped up on my hands, getting ready to start scrolling on my phone. Riley followed behind me still wearing his beige Stetson hat and Wranglers, with some sort of black country music concert T-shirt. With the hat on, I thought Riley looked like a young Garth Brooks. I only knew what Garth Brooks even looked like because there were posters up of him in the karaoke room at Cowboys.

He plucked the hat off and tossed it on my dresser, smoothing down his short black hair. He had a look in his ocean eyes that caused my skin to prickle.

Not breaking eye contact, I tossed my phone onto the nightstand and whispered, “Get over here and do me.”

That apparently caused him to come unglued because he ripped his shirt off and climbed on the bed, crawling toward me like a hungry panther. He grabbed my ankle and flipped me over onto my back, unsnapping my shorts and yanking them off with force. I started giggling, as it startled me.

He looped a finger through the side of my white thong next to my hipbone, twisting it. With his wicked lopsided smile, he said, “This needs to come off.”

I grinned just as wickedly back at him and licked my lips. “I thought you liked my thongs.”

“I do,” he said, still fingering it, “but this one’s in my way.” But he didn’t take it off, and I laughed.

He found my mouth again, and I let out a slight groan as his tongue snaked itself with mine, mingling like two long, lost lovers. I ran my hands over his hard chest and sculpted stomach, its muscles and ridges caressing the palms of my hands.

He eased me back on the bed and adjusted us, so my head was on a pillow. He was propped up on one elbow, still kissing me, when he reached down and ran eager fingers softly through the ridge of my panties at the bottom of my stomach, brushing the top of my bikini line. I was panting now, and I gasped when he glided a hand down and slid my panties off.

I fumbled with the button of his jeans and helped him get them off as well. He bent down and nipped at the skin on my neck, then made his way down to my cleavage. Lifting me in a hug, he locked eyes with me and unsnapped my white lace bra in the back one-handed, and I laughed inside at how he surely had done that before.

Laying me back down, he ran gentle hands over my breasts, and I let out a moan. Sliding his hands down my belly and over my hipbones, he was driving me crazy. I reached down and could feel he was free of his boxer briefs, so I grabbed hold of his hard arousal and stroked it lightly with my thumb, tempting it to satisfy me.

I sucked in a breath when I felt his fingers slide down into my very core and almost came off the bed as he used very skilled movements to bring me to the edge of shattering. “Oh, God, please...” I breathed.

I was at the point where I just wanted him inside me and could think of nothing else. I was about to start begging when he removed his hands and slid wet fingers over my hard nipples. I happily sighed when I felt his body on top of mine, and his entire length enter me. We moaned simultaneously, and he wrapped one arm under my head and used the other to prop himself up just enough to keep from smothering me. Riley was a big guy, probably close to 200 pounds with his bulky muscle, and I loved every inch of him.

His chest against my nipples excited me further, and after only a few thrusts, I let go and crashed over the edge of all thought and reason in a series of breathy gasps and a few raspy shouts to God. He leaned down to kiss me, and I kissed him back hard, digging my nails into his back as my wave seemed to last forever. 

I could feel him grin against my neck, and he breathed in my ear, “I want you to come again.”

Challenge accepted.

I arched my hips up and moved with him, and sure enough, I felt the pleasurable pressure begin to build again. I closed my eyes and ran my palms over the soft flesh of his back, releasing a moan, warning him of my impending pleasure explosion.

This time, he stopped his thrusts, and I began to cry out his name. I wrapped one leg around his ass. He stopped his thrusting and groaned into my mouth. After we’d both crashed, we fell asleep out of breath, spent, sweaty, and very happy.
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WEDNESDAY AT WORK, Miranda called me.

“Let’s go to lunch,” she said.

I was filing my short nails when I should have been working and decided I really needed to get out of this smelly environment for a few. “Cool, meet you in the parking lot.”

I drove this time to McDonald’s, and after we had placed our orders, Miranda pulled her cell out and began texting someone with a smile on her face.

“Who’s made you all happy?” I asked, folding the receipt in my hands as we waited for our orders.

She shook her blonde head. “Some guy I met at this swanky bar in the valley last weekend when I went out with Shayla.”

I stared at her. “Okay...?”

Her thumbs stopped moving over the screen, and she chucked the phone back into her monstrous red purse. “So, nothing. He’s cute, and I have another date with him on Friday.”

The teen behind the counter called our orders out, and we grabbed our trays, sitting at a booth near the door.

“So, who is this guy, and where is he taking you?” I asked her after I took a sip of Diet Coke.

She shrugged as she peeled the pickles off her cheeseburger while grimacing. “He’s a minor league baseball player.”

My eyes got big. “Get out!”

She bit back a smile. “Seriously hot, girl. Like smokin’!”

“So, did he get to first base?” I asked with amusement in my eyes.

Her amber eyes shifted away from me as she looked down at her untouched food. Then looking at me from under her lashes, she nodded demurely.

“Seriously? A home run?” I laughed.

“Oh, don’t give me that. You and your soldier boy.”

I laughed. “Hey, you said it yourself. Sleeping with military men is just us doing our patriotic duty to the country, right? Someone has to take care of our men in uniform.”

We both burst out laughing, and I almost spit soda out of my nose. People turned around and looked.

After a quickly mouthed apology to the other patrons, I began eating my chicken sandwich, realizing we had to be back to work soon.

Miranda took a sip of her soda. “But you have seriously fallen for this Riley guy, haven’t you? Ditching me on the weekends means it’s serious.”

I pointed a fry at her. “Hey. This is a summer fling, that’s it. I’m gonna have some well-deserved fun, then he’ll go back to where he came from. There’s nothing long-term about this. There can’t be. He can’t move here, and I certainly can’t pack up and move.”

She studied me curiously. “Yeah, but doesn’t your sister live in Colorado?”

“We’re not going there,” I said to her seriously. “We need to get back to work before the inmates, staff, or both snitch on us.” I shoveled two more fries into my mouth, and as we dumped our trays and got into the car. I could see Miranda still looking at me as if there was something I wasn’t telling her. And there was. But I couldn’t admit to her something I wasn’t even ready to admit to myself.
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“DO YOU HAVE DUTY THIS weekend?” I asked into the phone I held with one hand while I drove with the other. I knew driving was supposed to be hands-free in this state, and I should have probably been using my Bluetooth, but I hated that thing.

“No, I don’t,” said Riley on the other end. “I’ll be over late tonight, though.”

I frowned. “Why late? The ex has Aiden this weekend, so I’ll be in my house by myself,” I said with a baby voice and then cringed at how utterly stupid I sounded.

Riley laughed. “Just keep the bed warm for me.”

I giggled and hung up, then mentally went over all the reasons he would be late. He had to work late? He had to call his wife? (This thought hadn’t escaped me because really, how would I know?), he had another girlfriend to take out before he got to my house...

“Stop it, Cara,” I hissed to myself. 

God, I’m so pathetic. 

I pulled up at home, and as I got out of my car, I was startled when I heard a loud pop. I turned around to see a bunch of young teens playing with firecrackers in the drive of our complex. I thought one was the boy who lived in the house connected to mine. It dawned on me that July Fourth was on Sunday and I made a mental note to ask Riley what we were doing.

I went into the house, and after changing, I heated up some leftover baked tilapia and red potatoes and stood, as I always did, at the kitchen counter eating. Since I moved in, I hadn’t sat down to a meal in this house, except with Riley or Miranda occasionally. Something about sitting down alone at a table to eat seemed sad to me, and I wondered if I brought my Kindle out and read while I ate, if it would seem less sad. I decided it wouldn’t, and after I was finished, I hand-washed the plate and fork and set them in the dish drainer. My landlord didn’t have dishwashers installed in any of the units—trust me, I’d asked a few of my neighbors.

Cheap bastard.

After being bored with TV, I couldn’t sit there any longer. I checked my email on the laptop and surfed Facebook for a little bit while fanning myself with a real estate brochure that had been left on my doorknob. I hated being bored and decided to take a shower. I quickly stripped off my clothes, started a warm-ish, shower, and stepped in. 

As I began lathering myself up, I swore. I was fairly sure I had forgotten to lock the front door because I had been distracted by the kids with the firecrackers, which led to my thinking about the upcoming holiday on Sunday...

I was about to turn off the water when I heard the door to the bathroom open. I gasped and tried not to panic. The only weapon I could find was a long plastic loofah scrubber my mom had gotten me for Christmas last year that I never used. I scrubbed the water from my face and gingerly peeled back the yellow shower curtain. I saw Riley standing there in only his uniform pants that he was beginning to unbutton. His brown T-shirt was already on the floor.

“Oh, my God, you scared me, Riley!” 

He grinned wickedly at me and stripped off the rest of his clothes. I stood there watching him from the crack of the shower curtain like the perv that I was. I sucked in a breath when he was all the way down to his birthday suit. He opened the curtain on the other side and stepped in, sidling himself up behind me. I was all soapy, so his hands slid effortlessly down my stomach, brushing my hips as he kissed my neck and ear. I turned to mush under his touch and dropped the loofah. I reached my arms up behind his head and grabbed his neck. I moaned as he continued his exploration of my slippery body, and I could feel his desire as it pushed against my tailbone.

His hands explored my soapy breasts and I turned around, grabbed his head, pulled him toward me, and kissed him with everything I had. Pushing me closer to him with both hands on my hips, I groaned as his cock brushed against my stomach.

“God, Cara, I want you so bad,” he whispered in my ear.

I shuddered and said, “So take me, soldier.”

He kissed me again almost violently. With his strong, muscular arms, he picked me up under each thigh with ease. I grabbed the built-in bar that was bolted to the wall, and with my help, he impaled me right on top of him. I let out a whimper and a throaty moan.

We stayed like that, just kissing as the water cascaded over both of us until it started to turn cold. I cranked the handle to the off position, and Riley carried me out of the bathroom and onto the bed, where our wet bodies continued their dance until we were both gasping for air.

Afterward, I went to use the bathroom. I grabbed a towel to dry off my hair, and then I wrapped it around me.

“So, what are you doing here so early?” I asked him as I brushed out my hair.

His blue eyes twinkled at me. “Get your ass back in bed.”

I stopped brushing mid-stroke and forced a straight face. “Excuse me?” 

“Please?” he asked, smiling and opening the sheets with a flourish.

I stripped my towel off and slid between them and up against his warm body. He wrapped his arms around me, burying his face in my neck while lightly running his fingers up and down my arm. As I drifted off to sleep, it occurred to me that he never answered my question as to why he was here earlier than expected, and decided I’d ask him tomorrow.

Saturday came and went, and when Sunday rolled around, I was giddy with excitement. Riley wouldn’t tell me what our Fourth of July plans were, only that he had a surprise for me and was doing an annoyingly good job at keeping it hush-hush.

With the GPS set on his phone, we left around one p.m., and after an hour of driving, we pulled up to a huge amphitheater. The sign outside read: Tim McGraw Live in Concert!

I looked at him with wide eyes. “Seriously, you’re taking me to a country music concert?”

He looked over at me after he parked the car and turned off the engine. “Yes. You will love it, I promise.” He leaned over and kissed me on the nose.

Over the last month or so, I hadn’t fought him on the radio, and I had to admit that the music was beginning to grow on me... a little. But I wasn’t sure I was ready to sit through a few hours of it without any alcohol. But then I decided that this was a nice gesture, and he did it because he wanted to make me happy, so I shut up and rolled with it.

The concert was fabulous. This guy was very entertaining in live and he really kept my interest. You could hear the soulful heartbreak emanating from his voice during the ballads, and the raw excitement during his fast-paced songs. Riley seemed to be thoroughly enjoying himself, and a couple of times, he leaned down to kiss me. He held my hand or had his arm around me the whole time. I had a great time, even though I did see his eyes wander a few times. I tried not to let it bother me and told myself, as I always did, that he’d be gone soon anyway.

At the very end of the concert, a huge fireworks display was put on, and Tim sang “The Star Spangled Banner” in such a way that there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. Cowboy hats and baseball caps were placed reverently on the chests of every man there, and the sight of the fireworks lighting up the faces of the concertgoers made my eyes misty. It was truly one of the best times I’d ever had.

On the way home from the concert, I let Riley drive, and while on the interstate, I stared at him. He had a nice profile, and I especially loved it when he had a fresh haircut. 

“What?” he asked, looking at me sideways as he watched the road in the dark.

“Thank you for the concert. That was my first.”

His eyebrows raised. “That was your first concert—like, ever?”

I unwrapped a piece of gum and popped it in my mouth, shaking my head. “No. I went to a few of those summer concerts during high school where they have all the popular artists together, you know? But I’ve never been to a country concert.”

He chuckled. “Of course you hadn’t. You were still listening to that Top-40 crap until I showed you the light.”

I shook my head again. “You’re insane, Riley Forrester.”

He put his hand on my bare thigh and slid it up to my jean skirt until I gasped a little. “And you’re hot as hell.”

I bit my lip and put my hand on his. “You’re a bad boy, aren’t you? I bet you’ve got a girlfriend in every port.”

He laughed and then almost choked. “I’m not in the Navy, so don’t ever, ever compare me to a squid again.”

I was confused by this and just stared at him with my brows furrowed together. “Squid?”

“It’s what we call the Seamen. I don’t have a girlfriend in every port because I don’t use ports to travel. We go by air, baby.” He made a motion like an airplane with his hand, and I laughed.

“Uh, okay. Well, then you must have a girlfriend at every airport.”

He snorted. “We don’t use airports either. Okay, well, sometimes, but we fly out of the bases. So what I think you mean to say is, I must have a girlfriend in every city or base.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Okay, smartass, do you?”

We hit a red light, and he looked over at me, the glare from the signal lighting up his face red, and I stared at him. “I know you think I do, but I don’t. Not to mention, I see how men look at you. You could have any guy you want, and you know it.”

I saw his face illuminate green and I smiled at him.

“What?” he asked.

I pointed toward the windshield. “Go.”

He shook his head and stepped on the gas.
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CHAPTER 8
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★☆★☆★

Riley showed up every weekend, and occasionally on weeknights, and spent them with me, and I had grown quite attached to him. I did my best to keep him away from Aiden, but occasionally their paths would cross during a drop-off or pickup. Aiden was a friendly kid and he and Riley got along pretty well. We used the weekends he was with his dad to go to rodeos, concerts, movies, dancing, and whatever else we could do. Riley’s touch was never far away, and one time, we spent the whole weekend inside, making love and just talking and watching movies.

One weekend, I was invited to a wedding by a lady I worked with. The ceremony was actually for her daughter, and when I asked if I could bring a date, she’d replied, “Absolutely.”

“Hi,” Riley said as I picked him up after work on Friday. He leaned over and kissed me softly on the mouth, and it sent a tingle throughout my body.

I drove off the base and could feel him staring at me. I cleared my throat. “So, uh, how was your week?”

“It was way too long. It’s hard getting to only see you on the weekends.”

I gave him a sideways glance and smiled. “I agree. What will you do when you have to leave and never get to see me?”

He frowned. “I don’t know. It’s going to suck and I don’t like thinking about it.”

“Me, either,” I whispered.

There was a palpable silence filled with sadness in the air of the car, which I didn’t like for two reasons: the first was that I shouldn’t be sad about him leaving, and the second was that he shouldn’t, either. But there we were, sad and dreading the day he would to leave. What had we got ourselves into? I turned up a crooning country song on the radio to drown out the dread clouding the car. 

“So, um,” I said after a few more minutes of uncomfortable silence, “my coworker’s daughter is getting married tomorrow. Do you want to go with me to the wedding?”

He nodded immediately. “Sure, I’d love to. But I have nothing to wear. I only brought shorts.”

“Well then, it looks like we need to go shopping,” I said, as I steered toward the mall.

I parked in the lot, and we walked inside, the air conditioning a nice break, as it was another hot day for California. We wandered into the men’s department and looked through racks of clothes. I had no idea how to buy men’s clothes, so I let him lead, just following him.

He held up a denim shirt, and I shook my head. “No.”

“What’s wrong with this?” He frowned.

I raised an eyebrow. “We’re going to a wedding, not a rodeo.”

“I wouldn’t wear this to a rodeo,” he said seriously.

I laughed. “Okay.”

He eventually found some khaki pants and a black button-up shirt, and after he paid, we left, and he suggested we go grab dinner.

As we sat down in the small Italian restaurant, the server took our drink orders, and as she walked off, Riley grabbed my hand, softly stroking his thumb across it. “I’m so glad I get to spend another weekend with you, Cara. I feel like our time is getting short,” he said with a flash of tenderness in his eyes.

I nodded and looked down but didn’t say anything.

“Cara. Look at me,” he said, and I slid my gaze up to him. “I know you think you’re going to just get rid of me when I leave, but you’re not. We’ll find a way.”

I smiled at him, taking in every inch of his face, the deep, dark blue of his eyes, and his full lips that I just wanted to kiss every second of the day. I realized I was memorizing him in case he left and I forgot him. I mentally chastised myself for it, and simply replied, “I guess we’ll have to see. There are no guarantees here, Riley, and it’s not healthy for either of us to believe this can go further than this summer.”

He frowned, then nodded, grabbing his menu and looking it over. I watched him for a second then looked at my menu, trying to fight back tears. What I said had been a little blunt, but sadly, not untrue. I couldn’t fall for this beautiful soldier boy. I just couldn’t... but deep down, I knew I already had.
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THE WEDDING THE NEXT day was sunny and beautiful. It was held outdoors near Stanford University, a lush green garden with lots of flowers and rows of white chairs lined the garden. As we sat, I looked at the gorgeous white iron arch that the young couple stood under and inhaled the smell of honeysuckle and jasmine as they said their self-written vows. I listened intently to them, hoping that the young couple was luckier than I’d been when I got married as young as they were. I didn’t profess to be much wiser, being only six years older than they were, but sometimes experiences aged you beyond your years, and being betrayed as I had been by my ex had taught me a lot. Coupled with my current profession, I sometimes found myself untrusting of others. I was so angry with myself for falling for Riley the way I was, yet just the thought of him exhilarated me in ways nobody else had. It was like I was waking up from a long sleep and wanted nothing more than to spend all my free time lying in bed with him. As much as I tried to tell myself it was simply physical between us, I knew that was a lie I wasn’t going to be able to feed myself very much longer. The chemistry between us went bone-deep, but it also reached into the furthest part of my brain and was beginning to dig its way into my heart.

The reception was in a separate part of the garden, and after the ceremony, Riley and I made our way to a small table under a large tree. He put his arm around my chair, stroking my bare arm with his fingers. 

Pulling me in close, he whispered in my ear, “You look beautiful in that short dress. I can’t wait to take it off you later.”

His warm breath in my ear and his delicious scent so close to me sent a shiver down my back, and I smiled despite myself. I turned my face to look at him and he was grinning suggestively at me. I grinned back and leaned in, kissing his mouth as he happily accepted. My stomach flopped with his kiss, and as his hand moved up my thigh under the table, we heard someone clear their throat. I turned and looked into the face of my coworker.

“Hi, Jan,” I said, the red creeping up to heat my cheeks.

Jan, a woman in her late forties, worked with me as a caseworker and was the mother of the bride. She smiled at us and said, “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“Ah, I’m sorry. Jan. This is Riley Forrester.”

He stood and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

She blushed a little at his formal manner and said, “Nice to meet you, too. But don’t call me ma’am, it makes me feel old!”

He nodded, and the corner of his mouth kicked up. “My apologizes.”

“Well, I need to go mingle. I hope you guys like the food. It cost me a fortune!” She glanced at Riley, then looked at me and winked.

I shook my head and turned to Riley. 

“Nice lady,” he said.

“Yes, she is. Let’s eat,” I replied.

It was a nice wedding, and I kept my eye on the bride and groom, watching their body language. They seemed to be truly in love, and I really hoped they made it. I knew couples who had married young and were still married twenty-plus years later, and I hoped they’d be one of those couples. I just couldn’t help the cynicism that had crept into my heart because of my own past experience. It made me sad on a small level.

Once we had congratulated the couple and said our goodbyes to Jan and her husband, we climbed into the hot car and cranked up the air conditioning. I let Riley drive because I’d had two glasses of champagne. I felt very tipsy and giggly and was glad I’d gotten out of there before I made a fool out of myself in front of Jan and some other coworkers.

As we entered the freeway and began crossing the bridge, I looked over to the incoming bay water and watched as sunbeams danced over its peaking surfaces, the glints of sunlight playing on them. White-capped waves moved slowly, and I saw a large tugboat heading toward our bridge’s drawbridge. The caution lights began to flash red, and I looked at Riley. “The bridge is gonna go up, be sure you stop.”

He shot me a look and said, “Thanks, captain obvious.”

When he looked back at the road, I shook my head and bit my lip, looking at him from head to toe. I reached over and ran my hand up his leg, and he looked down at my hand as it slowly inched up and came to rest on his crotch. 

“Ever had a blow job while driving?” I asked in my most seductive voice, which probably came out slurred.

He chuckled. “Road-head? No.”

Just the fact that he had a nickname for it let me know he was probably lying, but I didn’t care. I unsnapped and unzipped his stiff khakis to find an equally stiff member underneath them. I stroked it a little bit, then leaned forward and placed my mouth over it. He sucked in a breath and gently rested his hand on my hair, encouraging me.

I felt the car slow as we neared the open bridge, but I kept on. I could hear him moaning softly as I continued caressing him with my mouth and hand. I ran my hand up and down his length as I did, and I felt his whole body stiffen. 

“Cara, oh...” I looked up to see his head thrown back and briefly, wondered if the drawbridge had closed yet or if we were holding up traffic. I swallowed because I really had no other choice and lifted my head. Wiping my mouth with my finger, I grinned at him.
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