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Dedication

To Dad. Thanks for always encouraging me to
follow my dreams. And thanks for being such a fine massage
therapist—professional, dedicated, and capable. You're a true role
model. I love you!


Chapter One

Caroline Richards
was trapped in the eighties.

A bad music, big hair, completely tacky
version of the eighties.

She sighed and stirred her over-watered
drink, wishing she were anywhere but here. Mollie had a lot to
answer for.

Of course, if Mollie knew what she was up to,
she’d probably bust a blood vessel.

But she couldn’t throw a proper bachelorette
party without a stripper, could she?

“Hey, baby.” A raspy voice interrupted her
thoughts. She turned to find a man with Farrah Fawcett hair, a beer
belly, a bow tie and what amounted to a Speedo standing at her
table. “You ready for another screaming orgasm?”

She blinked twice, then looked down at her
drink. Oh, yeah. “No, thanks,” she replied. Why try another? It
hadn’t lived up to its name the first time around. More like a
whimper.

He shrugged and headed back to the bar,
leaving her alone again.

For a Friday night, the place was pretty
dead. A group of five women whooped it up a few tables over,
passing around some physically impossible sex toys and ignoring the
man gyrating on stage only a few feet away.

Caroline didn’t blame them. It was painfully
obvious the guy was lacking in the toy department himself, and his
dancing—to use the term loosely—reminded her of a toddler learning
the Macarena. The music built to a crescendo, and he whipped the
cowboy hat off his head, flinging it into the air.

She lunged sideways, barely missing being
smacked in the face with the limp, battered felt hat. The song
ended and he yee-hawed himself offstage, leaving his hat as a
memento no one seemed inclined to collect.

One more. She’d stay for one more, and then
she was out of there. Best friend or no best friend, she was fast
reaching her tolerance level for talentless guys taking their
clothes off.

She could get that on a blind date any day of
the week.

Caroline snorted. Maybe that was why she
hadn’t dated in almost a year.

She sighed, wondering if she could talk
Mollie’s fiancé into being the stripper at the bachelorette party.
God knows he’d look better than any of the losers she’d seen this
evening.

On second thought, better not. Mollie was a
terrific friend, generous and thoughtful, but she’d probably draw
the line at letting her friends ogle Cade while he took his clothes
off.

Caroline sighed again, taking another sip of
her watery drink. Maybe she should give up now, head home and put
in the DVD of Pride and Prejudice for the umpteenth time.
She felt stupid and awkward sitting alone in this creepy place, and
she obviously wasn’t finding what she was looking for here.

Not for the first time, she wished she had
come here with a friend. At least with a partner-in-crime she’d
have someone to crack jokes with, instead of feeling so
conspicuous. Pathetic. Alone.

But other than Mollie and Dani, she didn’t
have any close friends, certainly no one she’d feel comfortable
asking to join her at Seattle’s newest—and only—strip club for
women. Dani was off on another business trip for Outdoor Sports
Equipment, so she was out. And she couldn’t ask Mollie to help her
pick out a stripper for her own bachelorette party, for obvious
reasons.

Well, tonight had been a massive waste of
time. She bent over and reached for her purse, which had migrated
under the table during the evening. Her fingers brushed the straps,
but it was beyond her reach. Cursing under her breath, she twisted
underneath the tabletop and stretched a little further.

Suddenly, music blasted from the ancient
sound system, startling Caroline and making her jump, smacking her
head against the underside of the table. Tossing out a few more
curse words for variety, she wriggled out from under the table,
rubbing her head.

Then she stopped, gaze riveted on the stage
in front of her. She was tempted to pinch herself, just to make
sure she wasn’t fantasizing the man who’d appeared onstage.

And oh, what a fantasy he was! The faux
police uniform looked spray-painted on, showcasing a drool-worthy
body. His arms flexed and bunched as he released each button on his
tight shirt one by one. It fell open to reveal a wide, muscled
chest, with the perfect amount of hair—not too fuzzy, not waxed out
of existence—and sleek, lightly tanned skin that begged to be
touched.

He stripped off the shirt, tossing it away as
he began to work on the fly of his pants. Caroline swallowed, her
mouth suddenly dry, as she noticed that the rest of him seemed as
large as what had already been revealed.

The music throbbed in the air around her, the
theme from a popular police show adding a strong drumbeat as he
stripped down to a well-filled-out, and extremely small, brief.

Caroline was gripped by a sudden urge to
scream for him to take it all off, even though she knew this was as
far as he was going to go. The other strippers had all stopped at
their skivvies, which hadn’t bothered her a bit.

Not until now.

Now, she would buy a round of screaming
orgasms for the whole room if she got to see Officer Friendly do
the full Monty.

The music ground to a halt and the lights
dimmed, announcing the end of the act. She sat back, disappointed,
as he flashed a grin but nothing else while he made his way
offstage.

She glanced around, not surprised to find the
few other women in the club just as enthralled as she was in the
latest act. The partiers had even abandoned their investigation of
the X-rated gifts piling the table and were chanting for his
return.

Until that moment, Caroline would have given
Strippendale’s another three months in business, if that. There was
probably a very good reason the club had no competitors, because
really, how much of a market was there for a women-only strip club?
The audience tonight had been pathetically small. But with a man
like that showing off his assets, the club might stand a fighting
chance.

Another song started playing, and Caroline
shook off her musings. This guy, whoever he was, would be perfect
for Mollie’s bachelorette party. And she’d better get backstage and
find out if he was available before she lost her chance—and her
nerve.






Tony DiMarco loved his job.

Which was a good thing, because if he had to
strip for a living, he figured he’d just kill himself and avoid the
agony.

But drastic situations called for drastic
measures, and working undercover at Strippendale’s certainly fit
the vice squad’s definition of drastic.

Bump and grind music filtered through the
flimsy walls of what passed for a dressing room. The other guys,
thank God, had moved to the bar after their sets so he had the
place to himself for at least a little while. Skimming off the
embarrassingly tight briefs, he hustled into his after-strip
outfit—boxers, well-worn jeans and a University of Washington
sweatshirt. He sighed in relief, settling into the single folding
chair to decompress for a few moments before all hell broke
loose.

The department had been investigating
Strippendale’s for months now, but when details were slow in
appearing, Captain Matthews had decided that they would do much
better with someone on the inside.

He’d drawn the short end of the stick. See if
he ever offered to bring coffee for the team again. Two minutes out
of the briefing room and he’d been “volunteered”.

Tony sighed, scrubbing a hand through his
hair in frustration. As usual, the captain had been right. He’d
learned more in the two weeks he’d been working here than the
entire team had dug up in the three months prior.

His first night, his suspicions that
something didn't add up about Strippendale's had been confirmed.
The place had been dead, only a few pathetic souls scattered
throughout the room. It didn’t make sense, especially for a weekend
night, but there had been barely enough customers to pay the
electrical bill, let alone generate the kind of revenue that was
passing through the place on a regular basis.

It had to be a front for something.

Within three days, he’d been offered drugs.
Four, and he’d been the lookout for a transaction. And by the end
of his first week there, he’d been invited to join the after-hours
club.

Helloooo, prostitution ring.

He’d managed to walk the tightrope between
vague interest and actual participation all week, long enough to
gather the hard evidence he needed to set up the bust.

Tonight, the place was going down.

And, thank God, his strip career was ending
as well.

It had been embarrassing enough to shed his
clothes for an audience for the past two weeks. Tonight, however,
had been a new level of hell. Any good bust required fellow
officers to stake out the location—but did every one of his female
colleagues have to attend the show?

Oh, the things he did to make the world safe
for democracy.

A staccato rap on the door put him on alert.
He wasn’t expecting a contact until the bust went down. The last
thing he needed was to blow his cover too soon.

“Come in.” He sat back in the folding chair.
The door opened, and she walked in.

It was the customer. Or rather, The Customer.
The one he’d noticed right off, even over the wince-inducing shock
of seeing his colleagues in the audience. Of all the places he
might expect to see a woman like this, a sleazy strip club was
pretty much last on his list.

The first thing he’d noticed about her was
her hair. Flame red, with a hint of curl, it swooped around her
shoulders like that cartoon babe from Roger Rabbit, all sexy and
sort of retro. A half-smile curved full red lips. And her body—have
mercy.

What the hell was she doing at
Strippendale’s?

“Can I help you?” He prayed the rickety chair
wouldn’t collapse and dump him on his ass.

“Yeah,” she said, and licked her bottom lip.
Shit, who needed a collapsing chair? That little nervous gesture
almost dropped him to the floor. “I, uh, really liked your…” She
waved her hand around. “Uh, your show.”

Hell. If the guys down at the station knew he
was getting groupies, he’d never live it down. Then again, a
groupie who looked like a long tall shot of sex might not be such a
bad thing, either. “Thanks,” he drawled.

“I’m Caroline,” She held out her hand.

He shook it, trying not to react to the
softness of her skin contrasting with the firmness of her grip.
“Tony,” he replied, motioning her to sit.

Too late, he remembered that he had the only
chair, but before he could offer it to her, she had perched on the
counter in front of the mirror. Her skirt hiked up, giving him a
splendid view of her long, slim legs.

Why, why, why did he have to meet her
here?

And why tonight, fifteen minutes before the
operation was shut down for good?

“And I, uh, was wondering…” This time, she
bit that poor abused lower lip. He wanted to take it home and
lavish it with loving care. Oh, the things he could do with that
lip…

Okay, man, focus. “Wondering
what?”

She fiddled with her purse, then took a deep
breath. “I was wondering if you were available.”

Hallelujah!

“You know, outside the club.” She looked him
straight in the eye for the first time tonight. “How much do you
charge?”

Damn.

Just like that, his private fantasy turned
into another nail in Strippendale’s coffin.

“I really liked you,” she continued. “So I
was wondering, do I have to clear this with someone, or do you work
privately?”

This had to be the first time she’d done
this. Otherwise, she’d know that management handled all the gigolo
action.

Just her bad luck she decided to take a walk
on the sleazy side tonight.

He sighed inwardly, wishing he had met her
somewhere else, under very different circumstances. He didn’t
understand why the hell someone who looked like her felt the need
to pay for sex.

“What are you willing to pay?” If she took
the bait, he’d have no choice but to haul her in with the rest.

“I don’t know.” She colored a little, an
interesting contrast with her gorgeous hair. “I’ve never done this
before. Is two hundred enough?”

“Sounds about right.” He stood up. Even in
her high-heeled shoes, she only came up to his shoulder. Brushing
past her, he pushed the door all the way open. “What do you say we
head back into the club and finish our negotiations there?”
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