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        It happened one night…

      

      

      After life takes a heartbreaking turn, Calista Adams indulges in a fling while on vacation. But that steamy encounter fills her heart with something she thought never to have again. Maxwell Dane can’t stop thinking about Calista, but he’s home in Paris, and she’s an ocean away. Until Calista takes a nine-week sabbatical to travel Europe. With a second chance in sight, Max won’t let her push him away. This could be the forever kind of love, and there’s only one way to find out.
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        “What I do and what I dream include thee, as the wine must taste of its own grapes.”

        ~Elizabeth Barrett Browning

      

      The sky above Calista Adams sparkled with golden stars, splashed across an inky black nightscape. She’d paint it if she thought she might remember it. But the last six days had been filled with endless daiquiris, glasses of wine and champagne, and nights filled with crying.

      She never imagined a vacation to the beautiful island of Grand Cayman could make her so miserable. Even the balmy nighttime breeze kissing her skin brought memories she’d rather leave in the past.

      Soft waves lapped at her toes, submerging her legs in salty seawater up to her knees before retreating, and then again. A steady rhythm she could count on, since her breaths came quick and shallow and then deep and slow.

      “Are you all right?”

      Calista startled at the sound of the man’s voice. A deep timbre that made her skin prickle in an enticing way she’d not felt in quite some time—a notion she dismissed rather than ruminate on. Slowly, she turned her head to see bare male toes in the sand, followed by ankles, muscular calves and then loose linen shorts. The lights from the resort behind them offered her some insight into his appearance, but still his face was bathed in shadow. There was something vaguely familiar about him. But that wasn’t odd, considering she’d probably seen him at some point over the last few days.

      Her breath hitched as she followed the path of muscles from the button of his shorts up over his taut, shirtless chest, and then she forced herself to stare back at the sky. Her attempts to not feel anything were overpowered by her need to feel something.

      “I’m fine,” she said, noting that her voice was huskier than normal.

      The man cleared his throat and sat down beside her, the warmth of his skin somehow radiating between the inches that bridged them.

      “I didn’t ask for company,” Calista said, not bothering to move. This was her spot on the beach. She’d lain right here in the sand every night.

      “I know,” the man said. “I’m Dane. Max Dane.”

      “How very Bond-like of you.” She glanced at him sideways, annoyed at the hitch in her voice. “Adams. Calista Adams.”

      “Don’t mean to intrude.” He sucked on his beer bottle, sensual lips touching the glass tip. “But I’ve seen you lying here the last couple nights. Thought I’d check out the view.”

      Calista chewed her lip. He’d noticed her? She glanced to the side, sensing a flash of recognition at his profile. She’d seen him around the resort. Her first night, actually. He’d sat across the bar. Their eyes had met on more than one occasion. He’d flashed her a killer smile and she’d almost fallen off her chair. Then she’d seen him the next day on the beach. Standing in as best man at a wedding. A wedding she’d felt compelled to watch from her place lounging beneath a canopy.

      “You were in a wedding the other day,” she said, recalling how watching the beautiful couple, so in love, getting married on the beach had brought a fresh wave of tears, and her sister and best friend had thrust yet another liquor-laden drink into her hands.

      Their attempts at helping her move forward had been thwarted by her inability to do so.

      “Yeah. My sister and my best friend.” The corner of his lip twerked up as he stared out at the sea.

      Calista leaned up on her elbows, suddenly more interested in looking at this man than wondering about how she’d ever possibly move on with her life.

      “Younger or older?” she asked.

      Max flicked his gaze toward her. “Gabs is younger. Though her husband is my age. My best friend in high school and college.”

      Calista couldn’t help but smile. “That’s sweet that they ended up together.”

      “Not so much at first.”

      She laughed at the overly sarcastic tone in his voice. Despite it, she’d seen how proud he’d been standing beside them at the altar. “I can imagine.”

      “Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Max asked, shoving his beer into the sand and twisting it until he’d made a nice cup holder for himself.

      “A sister, Marie.” Calista sat up farther, tucking her knees in and wrapping her arms around them. With a teasing lilt, she said, “And I don’t think her and my best friend are going to run off together. Lily’s not into girls.”

      Max lifted a brow. “Is your sister?”

      Calista let out a little chuckle. The first of the day. “Not that she’s told me, but I suppose anything is possible.”

      “What are you doing out here?”

      “Staring at the stars.” She shrugged.

      Max laughed softly. “No, I mean, here in Grand Cayman.”

      “Vacationing like everyone else.” Calista turned away. What little part of her had felt the need to open up to this stranger tightened. Talking with a handsome stranger was one thing, relaying the melancholy that was her life was another.

      “I don’t mean to pry,” Max said softly.

      Calista’s lips curved slightly as she flicked her gaze at him. “Yes you do.”

      Max laughed and tapped his hand to his chest. “You got me. I do.”

      A little flip of her belly, and she found herself letting her guard down again. “Forgetting.” Though, she was doing a better job remembering and wallowing than anything else. And she had every right, didn’t she? “Forgetting,” she said again quietly, as if hoping to convince herself to do so.

      He nodded, but didn’t ask any more, as if he could understand the need to forget. He lay down beside her, stretched his legs out so the waves touched his feet and tucked his hands beneath his head. “Have to admit, this is a nice view.”

      And it was. But Calista wasn’t looking at the stars anymore. She was staring down at Max. At his lean, cut body and the chisel of his features, dark reddish-brown hair that resembled the color of an old, lucky penny. He was handsome. Hot. Looking at him, a spark of desire flashed inside her, coursing its way along her limbs, making her breasts feel heavy, achy. God, she hadn’t felt like that in while. Not even with Randy.

      Desire. Need. Yearning.

      If she were anyone else, she might have taken the opportunity that was being presented to her. Might have taken the chance and jumped this hot hunk’s bones. But she wasn’t any other person. She was Calista Adams. Jilted bride.

      Tearing her gaze away from him, she flopped back onto the sand, her arm over her eyes.

      “Can’t see the stars like that,” he murmured.

      A smiled snaked over her lips, and she tried to stifle it. But all that kept running through her mind was the way she felt so at peace with Max here, lying beside her in the shallow water, waves lapping at their feet. And how wrong that had to be. Right? She shouldn’t feel like this. Not yet.

      She’d not felt at peace since her life was inexplicably torn apart. Not since she’d lost—

      “Do you live near the beach?” Max asked.

      Calista cleared her throat, thrusting her sadness away. “No,” she whispered.

      “Oh.”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Because of how comfortable you are just lying here. Sand in your hair. Clothes rumpled. As though it’s part of a routine you couldn’t live without.”

      A routine she couldn’t live without. Warm water slicked up her legs, a gentle breeze soothed her soul. And this man… He was making her think of things that she’d not yet touched on. What she couldn’t live without. And that was affection, kissing, companionship, love.

      She’d had love, or at least what she thought was love. And it had broken her. Could a person ask for true love to come to them more than once? Did she deserve it more than once?

      “I could live here forever.”

      Max chuckled softly. “Couldn’t we all. If not for the endless supply of alcoholic beverages, then for the iced lemon-lime water that waits for us to refresh our livers.”

      Her arm slid off her face and she rolled her head to look at Max. “That and the maid service, copious amounts of fresh fruit and seafood.”

      “Soft-serve ice cream and pizza.”

      “Towels in the shapes of animals.” Calista rolled onto her side and propped her head up on her bent arm, wondering if she was warmer from the bottle of champagne she’d just drunk half of, or the way Max was gazing at her like she was the only woman in the world.

      “The smell of the sea and suntan lotion,” Max added, his grin addicting.

      “Tropical flowers and cute little lizards.”

      “Sounds like we should move here. I’ll run a cabana full of surfboards.”

      “I’ll…” What would she do? At home, she was an award-winning journalist. Editor of Maryland Wine and Food magazine.

      “What will you do?” Max softly prompted.

      “I’ll write my book.”

      “You want to write a book?”

      “Yeah. Everything Gets Better with Wine.”

      Max’s grin grew wider, the moon glinting off his shiny white teeth. Her gaze was drawn to his mouth. The way his lips were wide and slightly full. Sexy. Kissable.

      “Everything does get better with wine. Except for hangovers,” he teased.

      “I’d have a chapter dedicated just to that, with my special hangover smoothie.”

      “You have your own?”

      “Yeah. It rocks.”

      “You should write that book. Live a little…well, a lot,” he chucked, “and follow your dreams. Life is too short to let your dreams sit on a shelf.” He took a sip of his beer, then swirled the bottle. “Wish the resort would let you use their blender. I had a wicked hangover the first couple of days we were here.”

      “Watching your sister marry your best friend must have been hard.”

      “Not as much as missing my mom.” He stopped abruptly, glanced away as though he’d not meant to share that part of himself with her.

      Instinctively, Calista knew that his mom hadn’t come not because she didn’t want to, but because she couldn’t. It was the reason she was here. Trying to deal with her own damage.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured.

      “She’s gone,” Max admitted. “And I’ve never shared that with a stranger before.”

      Calista reached out, pressed her hand to his bent elbow. “I know something of loss, Max. And besides, we’re not complete strangers. Remember, I’m going to write my book while you work in the cabana.”

      Max pushed onto his side, his gaze riveted on her. “There’s something about you, Calista.”

      “What?” she asked, turning slightly toward him.

      Max shook his head, his brows drawn as he tried to find whatever words it was he wanted to share. But instead of speaking he leaned closer, their eyes locked, her breath held.

      She flicked her gaze to his mouth, where a slight smile curved, mesmerizing her. The buzz zinging happily in her veins leaped to potent as she imagined what it would be like to feel his lips on hers. If only for a moment, to forget the pain of the last year. To feel warm, loved, cherished, desired. To feel healed.

      Moments passed timelessly, and then she could wait no longer. Calista closed the distance between them, settling her lips on Max’s.

      His mouth was warm, tasting of beer and something sweeter. She breathed in his scent, like sun and aftershave. Intoxicating as it was, she sank against him, felt his hand come up to cup the side of her face, his thumb sliding over her jaw. Tendrils of heat wrapped their way around her, cocooning her, intoxicating her. Max’s kiss did have the power to heal. The power to make her forget. To feel.

      She sighed against his lips, their tongues tentatively stroking, delicately, as though they both wanted to savor this moment. Calista threaded her fingers into Max’s soft hair, feeling the heat of his scalp beneath her fingertips, making her tingle all over. He softly stroked her arm, sending goose bumps to rise in the wake of his touch. She could stay here, kissing him until dawn. Until oblivion claimed them.

      It was a perfect first kiss. A perfect last kiss.

      Calista leaped to her feet. “Goodbye, Max,” she said, running down the beach toward her waterfront room, filled with regrets, loss and above all else, longing.
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      Max blew out a breath, watching Calista’s retreating figure as she disappeared into the shadows down the beach. Either the bartender had given him a quadruple shot and he was having some intense liquor-bottle eyes, or he’d just experienced one of the hottest, most intense kisses of his life.

      His lips still singed where Calista had licked them, and his cock bulged in his shorts like a rocket ready to blast off into space.

      Fuck. What the hell just happened?

      The horny side of him begged him to jump up and run after her. Beg his way into her bedroom, where they’d share a night of mind-numbing orgasms, but the decent side of him wouldn’t let his muscles work to get up off the sand.

      Max had kissed a lot of women. Some were amazing, some meh, and some downright awful. Calista trumped all of them. Like she was made for kissing. Made for kissing him.

      Groaning, Max tore his eyes away from the shadows, where he could no longer see her. What the fuck? Made for him? What kind of sappy-ass shit was that to think?

      No. Not made for him. Just the liquor talking.

      And yet, he couldn’t shake her. Their conversation. The things they’d shared in the span of thirty minutes, tops, of knowing each other. He’d instantly felt like he could confide in her. The connection was quick and fierce. Max swiped a hand down his face.

      Best that he get some sleep. In the morning, Calista would hopefully just be a faded, drunken memory. A chick he’d made out with on the beach while more than just slightly inebriated.

      Only thing was, Max didn’t feel all that drunk. The only thing that had intoxicated him that night was the mesmerizing woman who’d run away. A woman he’d been wanting to get to know since the first moment their eyes had locked across the bar. A woman who probably lived on a different continent than him. A woman he’d most likely—well, very likely—never see again.

      Fuck it.

      Max got up and jogged after her, catching her just before she started to put her key into her door. “Wait,” he said softly.

      She stilled, turning around almost as though she’d been expecting him. Her eyes searched his, apprehension etched in their depths that he wanted to wash away. “What is it, Max?”

      “I…” He tunneled his fingers through his hair, shifting on his feet. “That kiss.”

      “It was incredible.” She flicked her gaze away, then back, locking on his, and something else had replaced that apprehension. Desire. Longing. Need.

      Every inch of him yearned to reach out for her. But this had to be her choice. “It was,” he said.

      Calista stepped forward, leaning up on her tiptoes, and mercifully pressed her lips to his again, sending a jolt of white-hot urgency racing through him.

      This time he didn’t hold back. Not that he’d held back much on the beach. Their mouths locked, passion igniting between them. Max tunneled his hands through her soft hair. Her arms wrapped around his neck, and she sank against him, surrounding him in her sweet summer scent. She was warm, her breasts crushed to his, igniting something raw and powerful in his gut. Deepening their kiss, he pinned her back to the door, their hips bumping against one another. His hard lines to her soft curves.

      God, but he felt out of control, on the brink of shaking. Max had never wanted another woman more. And it was the strangest thing, like she was meant to be his, and he wanted to stake his claim before some other asshole did.

      Against his mouth, she whispered, “Come inside.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Keeping his mouth pressed to hers, he backed her into the darkened hotel room. The curtains ruffled, and the salty breeze of the ocean came through the opened balcony door. Max wrapped his arms around her waist, nudging the door shut with his foot. Beneath her shirt, he could sense her skin was warm, and he itched to slide his fingers over what promised to be smooth skin.

      Calista clung to him, her kiss as hungry as his. And then her hands were sliding from around his neck to massage his shoulders, arms. She skimmed her hands over his stomach, and the sensation was one he’d never felt before, goose flesh raising in the wake of her caress. He sucked in a lungful. What was it about this woman that took his breath?

      The booze? The romantic shimmering of the silver moon lighting through the curtains? The scent of her sun-kissed skin? He didn’t know. Hell, he couldn’t even think straight.

      With a feather-light touch, she caressed his chest, and whispered, “You’re so… hard.”

      Max let out a low growl of approval and backed her up to the wall. Fingers threading with hers he raised her arms above her head, but before his mouth crashed against hers again, his eyes caught her gaze. Even in the dim moonlight, what he read there tugged at something deep inside. Hunger. Need. Desire. And maybe a little bit of fear.

      And damn if he didn’t feel all of those things, too. Rushing through him in a torrent he couldn’t manage to tether.

      “You’re beautiful,” he murmured.

      Calista opened her mouth to say something, but then closed it again, her hips seeking his, and the heat of her warm body making him shiver. “Thank you.” She teethed her lower lip, scraping slowly, and then said. “I’ve never done anything like this.” A little grin. “And now I know why people do. It’s exciting. I feel… I feel hot and tingly and nervous and… sexy.”

      Max grinned. “Sweetheart, you’re the sexiest thing I’ve seen in a long time.”

      “Kiss me.”

      With a barely perceptible nod, he leaned down, but instead of the heated, pulsing kiss he’d given her before, this one was soft. Tantalizing. He slid his mouth over hers, his tongue teasing the edges, then slipping inside. Trailing his fingers down her arms, he took in the delicate circumference of her wrists, the length of her arms and the dip at her elbow. A long downward stroke to her ribs, making her shiver, and then he tugged the hem of her shirt. “Off,” he murmured against her lips, as he plucked at the buttons until they snapped open and revealed the lace of her bra.

      Calista sucked in her breath when he cupped one breast, the perfect handful, with a decadent taut nipple at its center. God, he wanted to taste her. But he didn’t want to go too fast either, because what she’d said, about being hot, tingly, nervous and sexy, he felt the same thing. And it had been so long since he’d felt like that, if ever.

      Max played the field.

      Max gave and took pleasure.

      Nothing more. Nothing less.

      Bodies meeting in mutual pleasure. That’s what sex was to him. But this… He’d known it sitting there on the beach. That there was something special about Calista, and if he didn’t explore it fully, if he even tried to make it only about physical pleasure, he’d feel cheated.

      Touching her. Kissing her. This was about so much more than sex. Which made his heart skip a beat. He didn’t believe in attachments or love or relationships. Or at least he hadn’t a few hours ago. And if he thought about it anymore, he might run. Because his hands were starting to shake.

      To keep her from noticing his nerves, Max deepened their kiss, and peeled away her shirt, her shorts. Deftly, he flicked open her bra, tossed it and her lacy panties somewhere behind him, then lifted her up and carried her toward the bed. When he laid her down, he took a step back to look her over, raking a hand through his hair. She was… exquisite. There were no other words for it. Curves in all the right places. Smooth, creamy skin.

      “Cali…” he murmured, his throat tight. “You’re gorgeous. Perfect.”

      “Let me see you.” She leaned up on her elbows, eyeing his chest, and letting her gaze fall to his shorts where his erection pressed hard against the line of his zipper.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He started to undo the zipper, but she reached forward to do it for him, sliding it down slowly, her eyes meeting his.

      She shimmied his shorts and boxer briefs over his hips, letting them fall, as her warm fingers slid over the length of his throbbing shaft. A groan slipped from his lips and he gritted his teeth, squeezed his eyes shut for a minute and worked to regain his control. With her fingers stroking over him, his breaths short and harsh, he was ready to surrender and allow her to rule over him for the rest of his days.

      Except, he wanted to taste her. Now.

      Max climbed onto the bed, leaning over her, and pressed her into the mattress as he covered her soft curves in his hard length. The contact of their bodies was enough to make his heartbeat jump, and breathing… That was too much to try to conquer. He stroked her hair, staring deep into her eyes as he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her, then trailed his lips over her jaw, down her neck to the place between her breasts where her pulse leapt.

      Cupping her breast, he brushed his thumb over her nipple, then his tongue, swirling the puckered flesh and savoring her gasps of pleasure. Max toyed with her other breast, never giving her exactly what she wanted, until her skin was on fire, and all she could do was pant and tug at his hair. Then, he drew one pert nipple into his mouth and sucked. Calista moaned, her back arching, pelvis tilting, searching, and his cock… Sweat broke out on his brow as he restrained himself from plunging deep.

      Not yet.

      Keeping his mouth at her breast, he skimmed his fingers down the length of her belly to the light, damp curls between her thighs. He slid a finger along the seam of her sex, stroking the pad of his thumb over her clitoris. She hissed, and his entire body jolted with anticipation. He stroked gently, in a circular motion as he teased her breasts with his mouth and then moved up to kiss her hot and hard. Stroking her until she dripped with need, he lightly dipped one finger, then two inside her, searching, caressing, until she tightened around him, and moaned out her pleasure. He rubbed until her orgasm subsided, and then he moved, parting her legs further with his thighs.

      Max slid off the edge of the bed, tugging her with him, until her knees were on the edge of the bed and his on the floor. As he searched his shorts for his wallet and the condom inside, he pressed his mouth to her pulsing heat of her, flicking his tongue gently over her sensitive flesh. She drew up her knees, lifting her pelvis higher, tiny pants and moans coming from her parted lips as he took her to a second orgasm.

      When she came this time, she called out his name. A power like he’d never known whooshed inside of him, and all he knew was that he wanted to hear her scream his name again and again.

      Max rose up over her, condom already in place, and he pressed the head of his cock at her entrance. Her legs shook as she raised them up around his hips, hooking at the small of his back and tugging him down on top of her.

      “Max,” she murmured, her face flushed in the moonlight.

      “Cali.” He leaned down to kiss her, drinking her in as he thrust forward, sinking deep.

      From the first thrust, it was hard to concentrate. All he wanted to do was drive into her hard and fast. He wanted to come. He wanted to devour her.

      But he also wanted her to orgasm again. And again.

      If they were going to have this one night, then he wanted it to be memorable. A night to rival all future nights. No other lover to compare to this.

      He stroked slowly in and out of her, building the fire between them. As she gasped against his cheek, he whispered in her ear. “You’re so hot. So wet. God, you feel so good. I want you to come, Cali. Come for me.”

      Hand beneath her buttock he lifted her, tilting her a little, so he could thrust deeper, touching just that right spot that would push her over the edge. He gritted his teeth, not allowing himself to topple over the edge as her entire body tightened and convulsed around him.

      Not yet.

      He rolled to his back, taking her with him, and paused. With her hair tousled, breasts rising and falling in heavy pants, legs straddling him, his cock buried deep inside her, Max was pretty certain he’d never seen anything so arousing as this woman.

      “Ride me,” he demanded.

      Calista spread her hands over his chest, her fingers digging deep into the sinew. The pace she set was intense, relentless, wild. He grabbed hold of her hips, hoping to still her, make her slow or else he’d finish right then and there. She seemed to sense his panic, and slowed.

      “Easy, baby,” he murmured. But that slow timber of his voice as he leaned up to suck a nipple, must have sparked something inside her.

      “I can’t… I need,” she whimpered.

      And he knew he was done. She was going to come, and he wasn’t going to stop her. Hell, he couldn’t stop himself.

      For once, he let go, let his lover control the pace, let her take him with her, up and over, completely losing himself in her, losing his power to her demands.

      When the orgasm ripped through him, tunneling around his insides in a burst of white-hot pleasure, for what seemed like minutes, he was mindless, floating in a sea of euphoria.

      They fell to the bed, limp and covered in sweat.

      “Ohmygod,” Calista said on a breath, barely audible.

      “Yeah, that,” Max answered.

      He tugged her to him, their breaths heavy and quick, her face pressed to his chests, her legs tangled with his. Their hearts pounded the same rapid beat. In that moment, having just had the most mind-blowing session with a woman ever, and then curling her into his arms, Max knew he would never be the same again.
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