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 Chapter
One

 


“It’s a classic case of empty nest
syndrome.”

Remi frowned at her best friend. “How can it
be empty nest syndrome when I’m not even a parent?”

Delise waved a hand. “It’s the same thing.
You’ve been raising those two kids for the last five years. No,
actually you’ve been raising those kids since they were born. Your
parents were hardly ever around. So it totally makes sense that you
would feel depressed now that they’ve moved out.”

“I’m not depressed.” Remi slumped lower into
the soft cushions of her couch.

Delise laughed and patted Remi’s knee. “Yes,
you are. And you’re making the rest of us miserable too. Emily told
us you stopped by her place to make sure she was okay the other day
and interrupted her and Caleb…”

Remi pursed her lips and folded her arms
across her chest. “She was sick.”

“That was a week ago.”

“I was worried about her.”

“She’s an adult.”

Remi regarded her friend glumly. “I
know.”

“You just want someone to take care of. I
know, hon. And you can’t keep dropping in on Jasmine and
Ethan.”

Remi’s stomach tightened. “I’ve only visited
them a few times.”

“She just moved out a couple of weeks
ago.”

“You know I’m worried about her. I think
she’s making a big mistake moving in with Ethan.”

“She’s a big girl. She has to make her own
mistakes.”

“I know, but—”

“I know what you think of her jerk-off
boyfriend, but she loves him. If they want to live together, fine.
She’s twenty-one years old.”

Remi nodded “But—”

“You’re just such a mother hen, you can’t
help but worry about them.” Delise patted Remi’s knee again and
Remi scowled. Was she being that much of a pain in the butt to her
friends?

Sure, she’d been a little at loose ends
since her brother and sister had moved out. Kyle had started
college this year and Jasmine had just moved in with her boyfriend.
She just had to adjust to things. Then she sighed. The truth was,
she did feel lost and alone. Her whole life had been looking after
her younger siblings and without them there always needing
something, she almost felt like she didn’t really exist anymore.
But she’d been trying to keep busy with work and after school
projects and…pestering her friends. She gave Delise a crooked
smile. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize! We love you. We just hate
seeing you so blue. Some day you’re going to be a great
mother.”

Yeah, right. With no man in her life,
motherhood seemed a sadly far-off dream.

“But right now,” Delise continued, “You’re
young and single and now totally free. You should be out having
fun!”

“Sure.”

Delise grinned and stood. “Which is why
we’re all going out tonight. You, me, Emily and Sarah.”

“We are?”

“We are. And I brought over something to get
us started.” She walked out of the living room and Remi rose too
and trailed her friend into the kitchen. Delise opened the
refrigerator with easy familiarity and pulled out a bottle of
champagne.

Remi’s eyes widened. “Where did that come
from?”

Delise grinned, eyes dancing behind her
funky eyeglasses. “I snuck it in.” She peeled away foil and
untwisted the wire cage, then pointed the bottle away from Remi as
she eased the cork out. A satisfying pop and a whisp of smoke and
the champagne fizzed out. “It’s time to celebrate, girl! You can
finally have a life of your own! Glasses?”

Remi blinked, then moved automatically to
the cupboard where the champagne flutes were. Champagne? What was
she celebrating? Her little brother was barely making it through
his freshman year of college and her younger sister had just moved
in with a man she’d suspected more than once of cheating on her.
Remi was pretty sure he had. The scumbag.

“I don’t exactly feel like celebrating.” She
held out the glasses.

“Oh, come on! I know you’re worried about
Jasmine, but you have to let go! She’s a big girl who will have to
learn from her mistakes. You just need to change your
attitude!”

“I’m living alone for the first time in my
life.” It hit her then that she did in fact live alone. All alone.
No more kids to worry about, to bail out of scrapes, to sacrifice
sleep and money and a life of her own for.

Well, until they came running back out of
money, broken-hearted or in trouble of some kind.

“But that can be a good
thing! Just think—you’re free now to do whatever you want! Whenever
you want.” Delise poured champagne carelessly and it frothed over
the top and ran over Remi’s fingers in cold foamy rivulets.
“Or whoever you
want.” She winked.

Delise was right. She did need to let go.
She needed to push aside those worries that Jasmine was going to
get hurt or that Kyle was going to flunk out of college and spend
the rest of his life working at Burger King.

“You’re right. I’ll try.” She clinked her
glass against Delise’s. The sparkling bubbles nipped at Remi’s nose
and throat as she drank and she laughed.

“So. Where should we go tonight?” Delise
picked up the bottle to refill the glasses.

“I don’t know.” It had been a while since
she’d been out with her girlfriends. A long while.

“We’ll go to Rouge.” Delise answered her own
question. “It’s the hottest, most happening place in town. And
you’re going to find the best looking guy there, pick him up and
bring him home for head-banging, screaming sex. And it won’t
matter—because you live alone now!”

Remi laughed at the outrageous plans. Like
that’d ever happen! But she supposed she was willing to go out. It
would be good for her. “Okay!” She forced a smile, drained her
glass and held it out for more.

“I’ll call Emily and Sarah and tell them
where we’re going. They said they’d meet us there.”

“Wow. You guys have this all planned.”

Delise shrugged, mouth curved into a smug
smile. She tossed her long spirally auburn hair back over her
shoulder. “I had to. If I left it up to you, you’d stay home
marking papers or something. On a Saturday night!”

Remi grimaced. Yeah, that
was usually what she did on Saturday nights. Or pretty much any
night lately. “You’re so right.” She reached for the champagne
bottle. “My life is boring. I need to have some fun.”

“True that.” Delise toasted her again.
“Let’s go find your sexiest outfit for you to wear tonight.”

“Uh. That might be a problem. I don’t
exactly have a sexy wardrobe.”

“Hmm.” Delise tapped her index finger
against her lips. “Okay, then—let’s go shopping!”

“I can’t go shopping!” Remi glanced at her
watch. “It’s nearly dinner time…”

“Remi. You don’t have to cook dinner for
anyone. Time doesn’t matter. The stores are open for two more
hours. Let’s go!”

Remi stared at her friend, fighting her
reflexive resistance to anything spontaneous and carefree. A
lifetime of being responsible, of being the dependable older
sister, the mature, reliable one everyone counted on, had worn
grooves in her that were too deep to disappear in an hour. A day.
Maybe ever!

She drew in a long deep breath and
straightened her shoulders. “Okay. Let’s go shopping.”

 


*****

 


Pulsing techno music wrapped around Remi and
Delise as they descended a long red-carpeted staircase into the
dark nightclub. Ornate lanterns on red walls provided discreet
light and mirrored columns reflected it back around the room,
creating light and shadow, glitter and darkness. Remi and Delise
walked into the front area of the club where well-dressed patrons
crowded around a long glass and stainless-steel bar. Emily and
Sarah waved from a small table near the back, which led to a second
level where more gorgeous people lounged on red leather
banquettes.

When Sarah looked up at Remi, her jaw went
slack. “Remi! Holy cow!”

Emily’s reaction was similar. “You look
incredible!” She studied Remi’s gold sparkly camisole top, short
black skirt and stiletto heels. “Where’d you get that outfit?”

“Diva.” Remi looked down at herself and bit
her lip, wishing she could slouch down into her seat. The low-cut
top revealed generous cleavage—not that she had that much cleavage,
but the mega-push up bra Delise had talked her into was doing a
fine job of lifting up the girls. She tugged at the short skirt and
shifted in her chair.

“Doesn’t she look hot?” Delise demanded with
a satisfied smile.

“She does!”

Delise dropped her small purse on the table.
“We went shopping. I helped pick it out.”

“Good job, Delise,” Emily said.

“I thought it would help with the uh…shift
in mindset.”

Emily and Sarah grinned.

“So here we are, four single girls out for a
night of fun. Now that Remi lives alone, she can do whatever she
wants, whenever she wants, with whoever she wants, and that starts
tonight! We’re going to find her a hot guy to have some fun
with.”

“No, we’re not.” Her cheeks burning, Remi
picked up a small plastic drinks menu. “What’re you two
having?”

“Mojitos,” Emily answered. “Yum.”

“Sounds good to me.” Remi dropped the card
and discreetly pulled at the bodice of her top.

“Stop it!” Delise gave her hand a smack.
“You look great! Stop fidgeting. You’ll just draw more attention to
yourself.”

Remi blinked and dropped her hands to her
lap. Delise was right. She needed to act like she dressed this way
all the time. Another quick glance assured her nothing
inappropriate was being revealed and she sat up straight.

A waitress appeared to take their order.
When she’d left, Delise turned in her chair to scan the crowd,
moving to the throbbing music. Flashing red lights lit the dance
floor, shifting with dancing bodies. On a catwalk, three gorgeous
girls in tiny shorts and bikini tops swung their long hair in sexy
choreography. Remi couldn’t take her eyes off them. They were so
fit, so confident in their beautiful bodies, so graceful.

“That guy over there,” Delise said in Remi’s
ear. Remi dragged her gaze away from the dancers to a group of
three men standing at the bar. All three of them were good-looking,
clean cut, nicely dressed.

“I’ll go invite them over.” Delise rose from
her chair.

Remi started to grab her arm to stop her,
then paused. What the heck? Picking up guys in bars wasn’t her
style, but it wasn’t as if she was a twenty-eight year old virgin,
for god’s sake. She’d had boyfriends and relationships. There was
nothing wrong with talking to some men and maybe making new
friends.

She tapped her foot to the music while she
awaited her drink, aware of Delise talking to the men out of the
corner of her eye. Sure enough, all three followed her back to the
table and a search for extra chairs ensued. Soon Remi sat
sandwiched between two guys.

She pulled her shoulders in and reached for
the drink the waitress set in front of her. Lord.

“Hi,” the guy on her right said. “I’m
Elton.”

“Remi.” She smiled at him. His gaze dipped
to her chest. Her lips tightened.

“Nice to meet you, Remi,” he said, still
looking at her cleavage. She sighed.

“I’m Dave,” the man on her left said. “This
is Tiger.”

Remi blinked. Tiger?

The girls all introduced themselves and Remi
sucked back her tangy cocktail. The lime puckered the inside of her
mouth, but it was cold and wet and she was feeling very warm,
despite the scant fabric of her new top.

“We’re celebrating tonight,” Delise
announced to the men.

“Oh, yeah? What?”

“Remi’s new life.”

Remi wanted to slide under the table. She
forced a tight laugh. “It’s not really a new life,” she explained.
“My sister moved out recently and now I live alone.”

That didn’t even begin to explain the huge
change that had just occurred in her life, but whatever. She didn’t
need to share every detail with strangers.

“Cool,” Elton said. He leered at her. “Party
at your place tonight, huh?”

She rolled her bottom lip in and seared
Delise with a look. She was so dead after this. Delise grinned.

Remi tried to make conversation with Elton
and Dave. She really did. But all Dave wanted to talk about was the
stock market, which she knew next to nothing about, and all Elton
was interested in was staring at her boobs.

Remi ordered another drink along with
everyone else. The music grew louder, the dancing more
frenzied.

“Wanna dance?” Elton invited.

“No thanks.” She smiled politely.

“Aw, come on.” He stood and tugged her hand.
She tried to resist, but his grip was tight and rather than make a
scene, she let him lead her onto the dance floor.

Holy mother of cake, what a mistake. Elton
danced like he was doing the funky chicken, elbows up and out,
flapping like wings, feet shifting erratically. Her face burned as
she cast glances at the other patrons on the dance floor. Nobody
paid any attention to them, wrapped up in their own dancing or
wrapped up in their partners’ arms.

Remi smiled brightly at Elton, waiting for
the song to end. When it did, she stood on tiptoes. “I’m going to
the ladies’ room!” she said into his ear. He nodded and she quickly
exited the dance floor.

She passed the catwalk where the go go
dancers shook their booties. A group of men at the end of the
catwalk watched them with smiles on their faces. Remi spared a
glance and then a second glance at the group of big, good-looking
and uh…big men. The five of them created quite a sight, with their
massive shoulders, expensive-looking suits and neat haircuts.

She returned to the table moments later to
find only Elton sitting there.

“The others are dancing,” he said. “Wanna go
dance again?”

“No thanks.” She smiled and picked up her
drink.

They sat there for a moment, Remi trying to
think of something to say, and then Elton stood and said, “Excuse
me. I see someone I know.”

He disappeared into the crowd around the bar
and Remi sighed. She didn’t know what was worse, sitting there with
a man she had absolutely no interest in—or sitting there alone.
Painfully alone.

Ah well.

She dipped her straw in and out of the
cocktail, studying the people. In her sexy new clothes, she
definitely wasn’t out of place. Many girls wore similar outfits.
Rouge was the hottest bar in Chicago, an upscale place to see and
be seen.

When the others returned to the table,
breathless and laughing, Delise said, “Where’s Elton?”

“He went to talk to someone.”

A frown creased Delise’s forehead. “Well,”
she said, head swiveling one way, then the other. “We’ll have to
find someone else for you.”

“It’s okay, Delise!”

“No, it’s not.” Delise pouted. “We’re
finding a hot guy for you tonight if it’s the last thing we
do.”

“I’ll find my own guy!”

Delise rolled her eyes. “No, you won’t.”

“I will, I promise. I’ll…go for a walk.
Right now.” She stood. “After I get another drink.”

Delise shook her head, but subsided back
into her seat. “Fine.”

Delise didn’t believe she would try to pick
up a guy. She knew her too well. Remi grinned as she squeezed
between some bodies at the bar to order another mojito.

Drink in hand, she twisted and turned
through the crowd of warm bodies and mingled scents of Armani,
Chanel and Prada, the darkness lit by lights flashing in time to
pulsing music. She glanced back at the table and saw Delise
watching her with narrowed eyes and raised chin. She couldn’t help
but be amused by her friend’s determination, even though she wanted
to shake her head. She waved a hand at Delise and moved on through
the crowd.

Near the catwalk she paused again to watch
the dancers, admiring their defined abs, long lean thighs and sexy
moves. Then she spotted Delise coming toward her. Remi’s eyes
flicked around. That group of stunningly gorgeous guys still stood
over there, laughing, each of them holding a beer. She moved toward
them.

What was she going to say? This was
crazy.

She paused beside the men, and put a hand on
the forearm of the one closest to her. He looked down at her—waaaay
down. He had to be six foot three at least, and considering she was
five foot three—okay, a few inches taller than that in her new
heels, but still—he was in another layer of the atmosphere. He
lifted a brow.

“Excuse me,” Remi said, heat sweeping from
her collarbones up over her throat and into her face. “Can you do
me a really big favor?”

 


*****

 


Jase looked down at the tiny little blonde
standing there with her hand on his arm. Was she even old enough to
be in the bar? Amusement tickled inside him. He was used to girls
hitting on him, went with the territory, but this little pipsqueak
teeny-bopper blonde was hands-off material. Not even close to his
type, anyway.

“Favor?”

She nodded, smiled with pretty white teeth
and tipped her head. “My friend is determined to fix me up with
someone. If you’d just talk to me for a few minutes, maybe she’ll
leave me alone.”

“Talk?” His lips quirked. “You want to
talk?”

“Well.” She licked her lips and blinked
rapidly. “Whatever. Just fake it. You know.” Her eyes darted to the
side, then back. She gave him a bright smile.

She was kinda cute, in a Reese Witherspoon
sort of way. Heart-shaped face, small mouth, big eyes. Her
chin-length blonde hair flipped out at the ends and long bangs
grazed her eyelashes.

She pressed her lips together and gazed up
at him and those big eyes were like turquoise pools, liquid and
shiny. He couldn’t help but smile. It was a new pick-up line, one
he hadn’t heard, but he didn’t have it in him to tell her to take a
hike. He turned toward her and bent his head. She was so little,
he’d have to crouch to talk to her. “Sure,” he said. “Let’s
talk.”

He shifted his body so they stood apart from
the other guys, who were giving them amused glances. They could
think he was hooking up with blondie here, it didn’t bother him. He
was a free and single man again as of this weekend, free to do
whatever he wanted, including pick up little blonde pixies in bars
if he wanted to.

Which he didn’t. He almost laughed at the
thought. But those big blue-green eyes made it kinda hard to say no
to her.

Relief shone in her eyes and her smile
beamed. “Thanks.” She rolled her eyes. “My friend gets an idea in
her head and there’s no stopping her.”

“Why is she so determined to find you a
man?”

She gave her head a little shake, then
lifted her drink, closing her mouth on the straw in a tiny
pursed-lip suck that shot heat straight to his dick. Jesus.

“She’s crazy.” She laughed. “My little
sister moved out…well, it’s a long story.”

“Go ahead.” He took a swallow of his beer.
Hell, it was almost done. “Wait. I need another drink. How about
you?”

“Sure.”

He caught the eye of a pretty waitress
dressed in a low cut, skin-tight black dress. She was more his
type—tall, great rack, long dark hair. She hurried over with an
inviting smile. “Another of these.” He lifted his bottle. “And
another…” He looked at uh…hell, he didn’t even know her name.

“Mojito,” she said.

“I’m Jase,” he said, not bothering to watch
the waitress leave, even though he knew the tight dress showed off
a very fine ass.

“I’m Remi. Nice to meet you, Jase.” Her
sweet smile pulled at something unexpected inside him.

“Where were we? Oh, yeah, your little
sister.”

“Oh. Well, my parents died about five years
ago. My brother and sister were both teenagers, so I’ve looked
after them since then. My brother started college this year and my
sister recently moved in with her boyfriend. My friends think I
need to start having more fun now that I’m on my own.”

“Wait a minute.”

She lifted a brow.

“If your brother and sister were teenagers
five years ago, how the hell old were you?” He frowned.

“I was twenty-two.”

“No way. You look like you’re about eighteen
now.”

She laughed. “I know, I get that a lot,
dammit. I’m twenty-eight.”

Huh. Only a year younger than him.

The waitress returned with their drinks.
Remi set her empty glass on the small counter near them and reached
for the purse hanging over her shoulder. He waved a hand.

“Don’t worry about it. She’ll just put in on
my tab.”

“No, no. You don’t have to buy me a drink.
Really, I just want to get Delise off my back…”

“It’s fine,” he said firmly, waving her
money away. “I got it.”

“Oh. Okay. Thank you.”

She picked up the full drink and did that
sexy little pull on the straw with her pretty mouth.

“So you’re a free woman.” Just like he was
now a free man.

“Whatever.” She waved a tiny hand.
“Jasmine’s twenty-one, it’s not like I had to baby sit her. But it
feels a little weird to not have two kids at home to look after.
I’ve never lived on my own.”

Her bangs lowered and the corners of her
eyes creased.

“You don’t want to be alone?”

She lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know. Delise
thinks we’re celebrating tonight. And I guess…I should be happy. I
will have more freedom to do whatever I want.”

“But you don’t seem happy.”

She looked a little lost for a moment,
staring past his shoulder. Then she focused those glowy turquoise
eyes on him and smiled again. “It’s just hard to let go. My
brother’s been partying his freshman year away at college. And my
sister’s boyfriend is a jerk. I can’t help worry about them even
though they’re on their own now.”

He studied her for a moment. “You like being
needed.” Her eyes flew open wide at his words. He smiled. “That’s
okay. I think it’s very cool that you care that much about them.
But maybe you need a distraction. Something fun to take your mind
off them.”

“Like I am tonight,” she said. “But Delise
thinks I need a man to do it.” She rolled her eyes.

“Having a fun night at Rouge is a good
start.”

“Except I wasn’t having much fun.” She
wrinkled her little nose. “This place is cool, but not really
me.”

“Me either.” Yeah, when the other guys had
wanted to come here after the game, he’d agreed because, hell, he
could go out and do whatever he wanted now without having to worry
about Brianne, but the edgy, agitated, almost desperate-to-have-fun
vibe in the room made him feel tired.

“Where would you rather be?” she asked.

He pursed his lips. “There are a few places
in Wicker Park I like. They play live music, sometimes the bands
are just starting out, but they’re pretty good.”

“Oh, like Underground and Lucky’s. Yeah, I
know those bars.”

“How about you?”

“Mmm. I like Blue Moon. They make awesome
martinis and they have great jazz music.”

“Yeah! I like that place too.”

“But actually…” She looked down at her
drink. “I really just like staying home.”

He laughed. “You know what? So do I.”

They stood there smiling at each other. Then
Remi looked at her watch. “Well. I should get back to my
friends.”

“Yeah.”

A sharp nudge to his shoulder made him
flinch. “What?” He turned to Griff, who’d just elbowed him.

“Look who’s here.” Griff jerked his chin.
Jase followed his gaze and saw…Brianne.

Fuck.

Stunning as usual, she stood nearly six feet
tall in her three inch spiky heels, wearing a purple dress that
looked like it was wrapped tightly around her body in complicated
layers. The deep V in the front showed off what he knew to be
expensive implants. Long dark hair hung in curls and waves nearly
to her waist.

One corner of his mouth deepened. He
sighed.

Remi said, “What’s wrong?”

He turned his gaze back to her. “Hey, don’t
go back to your friends just yet.”

“Uh…”

“Now it’s your turn to
do me a
favor.”

Her lips parted and her bangs moved again
with the lift of her eyebrows.

“My ex-girlfriend just walked in,” he said
in a low voice, bending closer to her. “Stay and talk to me so she
doesn’t uh…get any ideas about getting back together.”

Remi stared at him.

“You owe me.” He gave her his most appealing
smile. It usually worked. And it did.

She smiled too. “I guess I do.”

He shifted a little closer to her. Just to
make it look like they were together. She smelled incredible. Like
spring flowers. Light and fresh and pretty. He inhaled, feeling a
strange urge to bury his nose in her hair.

“We could go upstairs,” he said. “And sit
down for a while.”

“That would be great.” She made a face. “My
feet are killing me in these heels.” She extended a leg and he
looked down. And lust kicked him in the gut.

She had fucking great legs. For someone so
small, they were long, slender and perfectly shaped, with delicate
ankles. The shiny black shoe with the skinny heel and pointy toe
almost made him drool. He loved shoes like that. Especially in
bed.

With black stockings and black lace
underwear.

What kind of underwear did Remi have on
under that sparkly little top? She had some sweet fucking cleavage
that made his dick stir.

Jesus, what was he thinking? He gave his
head a shake. “Come on.” He took her hand in his, so small it
almost slipped right out of his grip, and led her toward the stairs
that climbed to the next level.

“Going upstairs, guys,” he told his buddies
as he passed them.

At the top of the stairs, the music a little
quieter, the lights more subtle and glowing, he surveyed the
couches and low tables. The place was full—what were the chances
they’d find an empty banquette?

They moved through the bar, hand in hand,
and then a couple stood.

“You leaving?” Jase asked and they smiled
and nodded. Another sexy waitress appeared to clear their empties
and Jase and Remi took a seat.

“Aaaah.” Remi let out a long sigh. Then she
laughed. “I’m not used to wearing heels like this.”

Jase wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen Brianne
without heels. Kinda funny.

He admired Remi’s legs again, the short
skirt riding up higher on firm thighs. Sweet. He shifted sideways,
leaning one elbow on the padded back of the banquette so he could
face her.

“So…your ex-girlfriend. You don’t want to
see her?”

He shrugged, his gut tightening. “Rather
not.”

“Things didn’t end amicably?”

He pushed out his lips. “Uh, no. She was a
little upset.” Her tears and pleading flashed through his mind and
he winced.

“So you’re the dumper…not the dumpee,
then.”

“Yeah.” He huffed out a laugh. “But I felt
like crap. She’s a nice girl.”

“What went wrong?” She tipped her head,
blue-green eyes fastened on his with focused attention, and sipped
her drink.

He sighed. “She wanted to get married. I
didn’t. I figured it was better to break up now than to let things
get too far and have her disappointed.”

“I’m sure she was already disappointed.”

“Yeah, I guess.” He shifted on the couch.
“She’ll get over me.”

“Why do you say that?”

He looked at her. “I’m not that great a
catch. I have this feeling she loved me for more than just
uh…me.”

Her brows drew down and her bangs tangled in
her long lashes. “I don’t know what that means. Was she after your
money or something?”

He shrugged. “Or something. I don’t know. I
don’t want to accuse her of being shallow. Like I said, she’s a
nice girl.”

“Hmm.”

What was she thinking? He could see her mind
turning over. Enough of this conversation about Brianne. She was
the last thing he wanted to talk about.

“Jase!”

Dammit. He looked up at Brianne and forced a
smile. “Hi, Brianne.”

She stood there all super-model tall and
gorgeous, frowning and flicking her eyes back and forth between him
and Remi. Her frown deepened.

The air thickened around them and he felt
Remi tense. He set a hand on her bare forearm and slanted her a
glance. Her eyes were wide and worried and she nibbled her bottom
lip.

“I…uh…can leave…” she began, but he clamped
down harder on her arm.

“That’s okay, honey.”

“You said there wasn’t anyone else.” Brianne
stabbed him with an accusing stare.

“There wasn’t.”

Remi tried to pull away from him and he held
on tighter, dragging her across the leather seat easily—she weighed
like a hundred pounds—and up against him. She shot him a startled
glance.

“Brianne, this is Remi. Remi, Brianne.”

Brianne’s dark eyes shot sparks and then she
swiveled on a spiky heel and stalked away.

Whew.

“Thanks,” he muttered into Remi’s ear. “I
thought for a minute there she was going to make a scene.”

“That was your ex-girlfriend?”

“Yeah. Brianne Haskett.”

“Jesus. She’s a famous model.”

“Well, yeah.”

“You dumped
her?” Remi’s voice rose.
She squirmed next to him so she could look up at him. This close he
could see the green and blue flecks in her turquoise eyes, the long
eyelashes that brushed her bangs every time she blinked, the
perfect smooth texture of her skin.

“Yeah.”

“Oh.” Silence. More silence. “Well, I guess
we’re even now. I should get back to my friends.”

“Stay.”

She blinked up at him. Her soft body
squirming in his arms had every nerve ending in his body
tightening. He felt the room shift around him, slip out of focus,
her face the only thing crystal-clear. The fresh flowery scent of
her, the way the red lights turned the flicked-up ends of her hair
pink, combined with the deep gratitude he felt for her just being
there and saving him from an ugly scene with Brianne, made him want
to pick her up and carry her out of there.

So he said, “Why don’t we go somewhere
quieter?”


 Chapter
Two

 


Remi pulled back from Jase on the red
leather banquette. “What?”

He looked at her, eyes heavy lidded, mouth
curved into a sexy smile. He still had his hands on her, those big,
strong hands, and a moment ago she’d been plastered against his
hard chest. The air around them buzzed with electricity and she
squeezed her thighs together.

“Let’s go somewhere quieter. Maybe that jazz
club. This place is too…frantic.”

“Uh…” Remi’s mind worked furiously. What the
hell was going on here? This was supposed to be a fake flirtation
to get Delise off her back. Okay, and Jase’s ex, the freakin’
gorgeous supermodel Brianne Haskett. He’d dumped a model, but he
was flirting with her? Plain little Remi? A boring, responsible
school teacher? Whaaaat?

It had to be a joke.

She laughed.

He frowned.

She laid a hand on his chest—oh sweet loving
lord, what a nice chest it was, hard and muscular and warm—and gave
him a playful shove. “Don’t be silly. We don’t even know each
other. We’re just doing each other a favor.”

He blinked, brows still joined above his
slightly crooked nose. It was cute, that crooked nose in an
otherwise heart-stoppingly handsome face—square jaw, high
cheekbones, melting chocolate eyes. A little scar above his left
eyebrow was also endearingly imperfect.

“Well, yeah,” he said. “But I like talking
to you. And it’s hard here, with the loud music and all these
people.”

Her mind skittered off in a thousand
different directions. He was serious. He liked talking to her.
Warmth blossomed inside her and spread through her body, tingling
through every nerve ending. Oh no. She recognized that feeling. It
was…attraction.

She liked talking to Jase too.

She put the straw of her drink to her mouth
and sucked hard, downing the rest of her mojito. The drinks she’d
had so far were creating a pleasant buzz of warmth and well-being.
She looked at Jase.

“I came with my friends.”

“Me too.” He paused. “You need a
distraction. Remember? So you don’t worry about your brother and
sister.”

They looked at each other. Heat grew.
Tension shimmered. When his eyes dropped to her mouth, everything
inside Remi went hot and liquid and aching. Her eyes widened and
she licked her lips.

His eyes got even darker and his lips
parted.

Remi reached to set her
empty glass on the low table in front of them. She missed and it
hit the floor with a thunk.
They ignored it.

“You’re not my type,” Jase said.

Huh? She blinked. “Okay, then.” She started
to stand but he grabbed her hand and tugged her back down, almost
onto his lap.

“I mean…you didn’t used to
be my type. Hell.” The corners of his mouth turned down. “I sound
like an idiot. I am an idiot.”

Her heart softened. She relaxed onto the
couch, his arm around her waist, and it felt sooooo good.

“You’re not an idiot,” she said with a
little laugh.

“Yeah, I am. Bah.” He shook his head, mouth
tight. “What I mean is, I’m not normally attracted to cute little
blondes.”

Cute little blonde? Yeah, that was her. How
she wished she had mile-long legs and big boobs and full lips like
Brianne Haskett. Stephanie Seymour. Laetitia Casta. All those other
Victoria’s Secret models who looked like that.

No, she was teeny weeny, skinny,
flat-chested, with wispy blonde hair.

But Jase seemed to find her attractive.

She tilted her head to one side and regarded
him through a rum-and-lust haze. “You’re kidding. Right?”

“No. I mean…” He looked confused. “I’m not
kidding about not usually being attracted to cute little blondes.
But you’re…cute.”

She laughed. Shook her head. Wished for
another drink.

The crazy thing was, he was exactly the type
of guy she was attracted to. Not just physically—big guys had
always appealed to her, maybe because she was small—but she also
liked his smile, his wide mouth and how it tilted up at the corners
even when he wasn’t smiling, the fact that he was gorgeous but
wasn’t all hung up on himself and the most important thing—he’d
dumped a supermodel!

Dammit. What the hell was going on here? She
looked around a bit frantically, now hoping Delise would show up
and rescue her. But Delise was nowhere in sight. And Jase was right
next to her, touching her, his big body radiating heat. He smelled
good, like he’d just showered, a fresh masculine scent of shampoo
and men’s shower gel, and a faint shadow of beard shaded his jaw.
Yum. She wanted to bite him.

Whoa. She blinked. Her mind was in the
gutter. What kind of responsible, big sister/school teacher was
she?

He put a big hand on her cheek, cupping it,
and she melted into a liquid puddle of lust on the red leather
banquette. “You’re sweet,” he said, almost sounding surprised.
“Okay. We’ll just stay here for a while. We can talk here.”

She nodded.

“You’re a free woman,” he said with a sexy
smile. “And I’m a free man. We should both be celebrating. Why not
together?”

She took in a long, slow breath. “Why not?”
She smiled back at him.

“Here’s the deal,” he said. “I’m not ready
to settle down. I like you. We could have fun together.”

“We could.” Oh lord. What had she just said?
She closed her eyes briefly, then focused on him and firmed her
lips. “I’m not ready to settle down either. I just got my freedom.
I’ve had enough responsibility. All I want is to have some
fun.”

Even as she said the words, a small niggle
of guilt wormed its way into her conscience. Was it true? Was that
really all she wanted? She’d been mature, responsible, dependable
for so long…did she even know how to just have fun?

She wanted to find out.

“Perfect.” His thumb traced over her bottom
lip. He was watching her mouth again and it was so hot and sexy
everything inside her contracted hard. She knew her panties were
damp. She knew it. “Let’s have some fun, Remi.”

And he kissed her. His mouth was warm, his
lips firm on hers and when his tongue licked over her bottom lip
she moaned helplessly.

Delicious pleasure rippled through her in
waves and she put out a hand and rested it on his arm, the wool of
his suit jacket soft and warm beneath her palm. Her skin tingled
and tightened and that heavy liquid ache between her legs
intensified.

His fingers slid around into her hair,
cupped the back of her head and held it while his mouth moved on
hers, slow, soft, lingering. Her heart beat so fast she was afraid
it was going to explode in her chest and she whimpered. Her breasts
swelled and she ached to press them against him.

He drew back. “Sorry. I kinda forgot where
we are.” His voice was husky and sexy.

She sat there dazed and foggy, blinking at
him. Where were they? Oh, yeah. In the middle of a hot night club.
Music throbbed and the lights pulsed and flickered around them.

“I…I need another drink.”

“Good idea.” He turned and looked for a
waitress and sure enough one hurried over right away, although she
gave Remi a look that could have sliced her open. Was the waitress
jealous? No way!

Feminine pleasure curled inside her and she
smiled and sat back.

“So.” Jase looked at her, his eyes intent,
face a bit flushed. She’d turned him on. With a kiss. That was so
freakin’ hot. “What do you do for a living, Remi?”

She opened her mouth to tell him—and then
closed it. It sounded so boring. The word “boring” echoed in her
mind, what Darryl had called her when he’d given her that
ultimatum. The word had stabbed into her heart, mostly because she
knew it was true.

“Let’s not talk about stuff like that.” She
crossed her legs. “We don’t need to know personal details, right?
We just want to have fun.”

His eyes squinted at her a bit, then he
smiled, too. “Right. Okay.” The waitress brought their drinks and
they somehow managed to find other things to talk about and laugh
about as Remi sipped another mojito and Jase drank his beer, their
talk and laughter punctuated with small touches of fingertips on
the back of a hand, a stroke down a bare arm, the brush of legs as
they shifted on the banquette.

“What things do you like to do in your spare
time?” Jase asked her

She frowned. “I definitely need to take up
some new hobbies.” She tipped her head. “I think I’d like to
redecorate my house. And travel.” She perked up a little. She’d
always wanted to travel. She could do that now. “Yeah, I definitely
want to travel.”

“Where would you like to go?”

“Hmm. Europe. Especially the Mediterranean.
And somewhere for a hot beach vacation. Have you done that?”

“Yeah. Last year I went with some friends to
Turks and Caicos. It was awesome.”

“Oh wow.”

“We rented a villa on the beach. White sand,
turquoise waters…kinda like the color of your eyes.”

She blinked, warmth spreading through her.
“Oh.”

“You have gorgeous eyes.”

“Thank you.”

An hour passed as they talked and smoldering
awareness grew, a haze of heated desire floated around them. Remi
quivered, pressing her thighs together, her belly fluttery, her
pussy clenching. When their eyes met and held, attraction tugging
them toward each other, another kiss had her melting against
him.

“We need to leave here,” he murmured into
her ear and his breath there gave her tingly shivers. “I can’t keep
my hands off you much longer and I’m going to embarrass you.”

Weak and trembling with need, she nodded.
She felt the same. It took everything she had not to climb onto his
lap and press herself against him.

She rose unsteadily. “I’ll go tell my
friends we’re leaving.”

“I’ll meet you at the coat check.”

Pressing a hand to her stomach, Remi found
Delise at the table, still with Tiger.

“Where have you been?” Delise asked. “Please
tell me you met someone.”

“Oh, yeah. I met someone.” Remi bit her lip.
“In fact, we’re leaving now.”

Delise’s eyes popped wide as dinner plates
and Remi almost laughed. “What! Who is it? Where is he? Where are
you going?”

“I…uh…don’t know where we’re going. Maybe…my
place.”

Delise stood up so fast her chair almost
fell over backward. “What! Remi! You can’t take a strange man home
with you!”

Remi tipped her head to one side and
frowned. “Isn’t that what you wanted me to do?”

“I didn’t think you’d actually do it!”

“But…” Remi blinked. “But, Delise…”

“It’s dangerous, Remi.” Delise looked
around. “Where is he?”

“He’s meeting me out front. He’s a nice guy,
Del. He’s not dangerous.” Only in that he made her panties wet.

“How do you know that? Jesus, Remi.”

“I…” Disappointment started to dampen her
happy buzz. “But, Delise…” She leaned closer to her friend. “I want
him.”

Delise’s mouth opened. “Oh.” She stared at
Remi. “Good god, Remi. Well, hell. Okay. Keep your cell phone on
and with you at all times. All times. Got it?”

Remi gave a jerky nod.

“Because I’m going to be phoning you. And if
you don’t answer, I’m sending the police. Go to your place. Don’t
go to his place. Nobody will know where you are there.” She put a
hand to her mouth. “This is still crazy. He could be a serial
killer and once you get in a car with him…”

“Ssssh. I’m not that stupid.” Remi smiled at
her friend. “I know this isn’t the kind of thing I usually do, but
I want to have fun tonight. I like him. He likes me.”

Delise’s face softened. She put her hands on
Remi’s upper arms and squeezed. “Okay. But remember…I’m
calling.”
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