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      Sex had never looked so intriguing…

      Or so scary.

      Which was precisely the point. Jorgina Gerard needed to step far outside her comfort zone and get a life.

      She closed the glossy brochure, featuring Eros Airlines and Fantasy Resort Erotic Vacation packages, and fanned herself, alarmed that her body was suddenly aroused at, of all places, the Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport ticket kiosk. Mentally, she shook herself. What was the matter with her?

      Um, maybe it was because she hadn’t had sex since her boyfriend dumped her six months ago.

      Cringing, Jorgie bit down on her bottom lip.

      All around her there was bustling activity as business travelers rolled their carry-on bags toward the taxi stands, lovers reunited with heartfelt hugs, harried moms and dads herded ebullient children from the enticing dangers of escalators and baggage carousels.

      What was she doing? Why had she let her best friend since kindergarten, Avery Bodel, talk her into this? Was she insane? Embarking on an exotic itinerary dubbed with the provocative title Make Love Like a Courtesan.

      She didn’t need sex lessons. She was twenty-five. She’d been in a long-term relationship and... and...

      And as Brian had walked out the door, he’d tossed over his shoulder. “You’re just too damned boring in the bed, Jorgina. Too conventional by half. I need variety, excitement, danger…”

      Danger?

      Jorgie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Maybe she wasn’t the problem, maybe it was Brian and if Brian was the problem, then she didn’t need to be here, right? She just needed to find some guy who could appreciate her for who she was. The urge to flee before she got in over her head, beset her.

      “You know, on second thought…” She turned to her friend.

      This week, Avery’s hair was dyed the color of muscat grapes, a deep hue of electric purple. As a hairdresser, Avery changed her hairstyle and color as often as most people changed clothes.

      “Yes?” Avery arched an eyebrow.

      “Maybe this—”

      “Oh, no.” Avery wrapped a restraining hand around Jorgie’s wrist. “You are not backing out!”

      “Not what?” Jorgie’s voice came out high and squeaky, giving her away.

      “You’re not fooling me. I’ve known you too long. You’ve got that I’m-gonna-run-away-from-fun look in your eyes. The same look you had in eighth grade when we played Spin The Bottle at Miley Kinslow’s birthday party and it pointed to the guy you’d been mooning over and instead of kissing him, you hopped up and hid in the closet. Remember that?”

      “Quint Mason,” Jorgie said. “And everyone laughed at me.”

      She’d had a puppy-love crush on Quint for the entire school year, and he barely knew she existed. If she squeezed her eyes closed tightly enough, she could still see him as he’d looked then—tall, lanky, medium brown hair, a devilish grin that melted tweenaged hearts.

      Of course, as a tenth grader, he’d never given her the time of day, and she’d been far too shy to even say boo to him, but she’d been besotted. Jorgie sighed. She’d been getting it wrong with the opposite sex ever since.

      She wondered whatever happened to Quint. Then she remembered something her brother Keith had told her in passing after his ten-year high school reunion the previous fall where he’d and Quint had chatted. Quint had been stationed in Afghanistan, but that he’d recently left the Air Force and was working for some private airline.

      “Yeah.” Avery tapped her temple with an index finger. “Quint Mason. That’s him. This trip is just like that. Instead of hiding in the closet, you have the chance to grab life by the throat and really live.”

      “But is an erotically themed destination vacation really the answer?”

      “Look at this.” Avery snatched the Eros brochure from her hand and shook it under her nose. “Look at all the opportunities you’d be running away from.”

      Jorgie sighed. “I guess.”

      Her friend flipped through the pages, reading the ad copy out loud. “Learn the sex secrets every courtesan knew. Find out how to hold men completely in your thrall. Dance the seductive dance that brought kings to their knees. Become a woman of exotic pleasures.”

      Embarrassment heated Jorgie’s cheeks. She snatched the brochure back and stuffed it inside her purse. “Shh, someone will hear you.”

      Avery shrugged. “So what? I’m not ashamed.”

      “There are kids around.”

      “Hey, I’m not their mother. It’s not my job to censor their exposure to the world.”

      “Maybe not, but you don’t have to announce to the entire airport where we’re going.”

      “Seriously,” Avery said, “don’t run away. This is your chance to show that dork, Brian, that you’re anything but boring, and where does he get off accusing you of being too conventional? You two met at an accountants’ conference, for crying out loud. He’s just as conventional as you, or he was before he—”

      “But I am conventional.”

      “Conventional is as conventional does.”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s something my Grammie says.”

      “Your Grammie says, ‘conventional is as conventional does’?”

      “No, she says ‘pretty is as pretty does,’ I just substituted conventional, but the advice still applies.”

      “Huh?”

      “Sure, it does. Act pretty and you’ll be pretty. Act conventional and you’ll be conventional. Act unconventional and—”

      “I get your drift.”

      “Stop dragging your feet. Actually, stop thinking. You think too much, Jorgie.”

      “And you never look before you leap, Avery.”

      “But I have a lot more fun than you do.”

      True enough. “You know, this is just a variation of the same conversation we’ve been having for twenty years.”

      “I’m the accelerator...” Avery said, starting the quote their mothers who’d spoken over their heads as they’d played in the sandbox together. Avery was the kid who flung herself headfirst down the slide. While Jorgie was the crying girl who hovered on the top rung of the ladder, too scared to climb back down, too fearful to take the plunge.

      “And I’m the brake,” Jorgie finished.

      “We balance each other out. It’s the secret to our lifelong friendship.” Grinning, Avery slung her arm over Jorgie’s shoulder.

      Avery’s grin bolstered her sagging confidence. Truthfully, she didn’t know what she’d do without her friend. Avery had such a strong life force. Whenever she was around her, Jorgie instantly felt stronger, braver, more adventuresome. What few risks Jorgie had taken were due solely to her best friend’s influence. Avery was an exuberant leader, barreling her way through life on magnetic charm and sheer good luck.

      “Your turn.” Avery elbowed her forward.

      Shoulder muscles tensed tight as a wire, Jorgie stepped up to the kiosk and inserted her credit card. Ready or not, this was happening.

      “While you’re doing that,” Avery told her, “I’m going to the ticket counter.”

      “Huh? What for?”

      “Never you mind. I’ll be right back.” Avery raised her hand over her head and gave Jorgie a backward wave.

      Her friend sashayed over to the ticket counter, her low-rise jeans and cropped cotton T-shirt revealing a peek at the vivid ink art decorating her lower spine. Jorgie would never ever have the courage to get a tattoo, but as much as Avery’s audacity shocked her, she also admired her friend’s bravery.

      The ticket kiosk spit out Jorgie’s boarding pass.

      It was confirmed. She and Avery were on their way to Venice to learn how to make love like courtesans. Not that Avery needed sex lessons—the woman kept more men dangling on the string than she could count—but her friend could definitely do with a dose of the courtesans’ famed discretion.

      Okay, all right, she would do this. She needed this. It was time she stopped playing it safe. Brian was right. She was too conventional. She could do this as long as she had Avery beside her.

      Speaking of Avery, where in the heck had she gotten off to?

      Ticket in one hand and her carry-on clasped in the other, Jorgie spun away from the kiosk. She was so busy searching the crowd for her friend that she didn’t see the man barreling down on her until it was too late. She tried to zigzag, but that only made things worse because he did the same thing.

      Wham!

      They collided in a tangle of arms and legs and rolling luggage on the floor together.

      “Are you okay?” His voice was as deep as Phantom Lake, where her parents owned a summer cottage.

      His hands rested on her shoulders, steadying her. Jorgie lay on the floor and her skirt had flipped up, revealing way too much thigh. She yanked her skirt to her knees and darted her gaze to his face.

      Had he noticed?

      His teasing grin said it all. Oh yeah, he’d noticed.

      And she was noticing for the first time just how extremely handsome he was. The stuff of daydreams. Chiseled jaw. Neatly trimmed thick, wavy brown hair. Mischievous cocoa-colored eyes. A slightly crooked nose that told her it had been broken at one time, but it kept him from being too damned gorgeous.

      She felt like fleeing. Jorgie gulped, stared. Say something, dummy.

      “Hey,” he said. “I know you.”

      She frowned, shook her head, unable to speak against the weight of his warm, distracting hand on her shoulder.

      “Yeah, yeah, sure I do. I used to hang out with your brother Keith when my family lived in Burleson. It’s Quint, Quint Mason. Remember me?” He extended a hand.

      Quint Mason? Was it possible? Here? Now? She stared, stunned by coincidence and his absolute gorgeousness.

      His hand stayed outstretched; the smile firmly hung on his lips.

      She almost laughed. Not because there was anything funny, but to help relieve her nervous tension. What else could she do?

      His hand was hard but friendly, just like the man himself. He had a look of surprised delight on his face, and she could hardly believe he was that glad to see her. Gently, he tugged her to her feet.

      She felt oddly absurd, as if she’d stumbled down an Alice in Wonderland rabbit hole. A really cool rabbit hole, yes, but an odd sensation all the same. “Umm... umm...”

      “How have you been, Jorgie?” he asked, his voice low and warm.

      Yikes! Her heart was on fire. He’d remembered her name! Her name on his tongue felt as tender as a hug.

      “Wow, you’ve certainly changed.” An appreciative light danced in his eyes.

      She wasn’t the only one who’d changed. He’d gone from lean and lanky to muscular and broad-shouldered. From good-looking to drop-dead handsome.

      “No more braces.” He tapped his front teeth.

      Her body flushed hot. “I got them off when I was a sophomore.”

      “No more pigtails.” His hand went to her hair, his fingertips briefly skimming her neck.

      Goose bumps set up camp on her forearms, and her breathing grew so shallow she was practically panting. “Left those behind with the private school uniform.”

      “And you don’t have library books clutched in your arms. Did you still love reading?”

      “I adore it. Nothing’s changed there, but I’ve upgraded to an e-book reader. Got it stashed in my purse for the plane ride.”

      “And you aren’t wearing glasses.”

      “I got LASIK,” she said.

      “Those beautiful eyes are the same.” He nodded. “So deep blue that they’re almost purple. Like a Colorado mountain stream. Few people have eyes that color, but the minute I looked into yours, I knew it was you.”

      He remembered her!

      She shouldn’t have found the idea so damn thrilling, but she did. Her junior high crush remembered her! Her heart did a crazy little rumba and all those old memories of yearning and burning squeezed her chest tight.

      Calm down, Jorgina. You’re getting overexcited.

      “You know,” he said. “I’d love to grab a drink, and catch up on old times...”

      What old times? She hadn’t spoken to him ten times the entire year he’d lived in Burleson and hung out with her brother. She’d been far too shy. Far too gobsmacked by such a self-confident guy.

      “But...” He glanced at his watch. “I’m late for work. Maybe we could hook up when you get back home?” His comment had been mildly made, but it threw her off to think of meeting up with him again.

      “Maybe.” She breathed, hopeful even as her brain churned with a thousand reasons why that was a bad idea.

      He pulled a business card from the pocket of his sport jacket, he just had to be a snazzy dresser, as well as good-looking, and passed it over to her. “Call me when you get back in town.”

      Yeah, right. She’d find the courage to do that about the same time hell froze over. Still, she palmed the card and clutched it tight.

      “See ya.” He picked up his carry-on, raised a hand in farewell, and took off.

      Stunned, Jorgie felt as if she’d been clipped in a drive-by. What was this odd sensation?

      Avery sidled up. “Omigod, who’s the hottie?”

      Simultaneously, they both cocked their heads to watch Quint walk away, the fabric of his slacks molding to his toned butt. They sighed in unison.

      “That,” Jorgie said, “was Quint Mason.”

      “Quint Mason of Spin The Bottle fame? Get outta town.” Avery gave her a playful shove.

      Jorgie pointed to her luggage. “I’m working on it.”

      Avery giggled. “You know what I mean. This is incredible.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s kismet, fate, serendipity, manifest destiny. I mean, we were just talking about Quint and poof...here he was. What are the odds?”

      “Well, actually,” Jorgie said, her mathematical accountant’s mind kicking in, “the probability isn’t as slim as you might think, given that Quint works in the airline industry and DFW is the biggest airport in the state. He probably passes through here every morning on his way to work.”

      “Yeah, but what are the odds that you’d be standing here when he sauntered by?”

      “I could do a statistical analysis if you wanted...”

      Avery plastered her palms over both ears. “No, no, please spare me. Numbers make my head explode.”

      “It’s really just like that phenomena where you decide to buy a certain car—”

      “Porsche. I want a Porsche Boxster.”

      “You decide to buy a Porsche Boxster,” Jorgie said, “and suddenly everywhere you look is crawling with Porsches Boxsters. Baader-Meinhof.”

      “Huh?”

      “That’s what the phenomena is called. Baader-Meinhof syndrome. It’s named after—”

      Avery raised a hand. “Don’t need the blow by blow, thanks. You just can’t resist anything brainiac-ish, can you.”

      “Anyway, if we hadn’t been talking about Quint, then I probably would never have noticed him. He would have walked right on by. Just like if you weren’t dying to own a Porsche Boxster, you wouldn’t notice every single one of them that drove past.”

      “Except that Quint didn’t walk right on by, did he? The man ran smack-dab into you.”

      “You saw that?”

      “The whole airport saw it.”

      Jorgie winced. She hated being the center of attention. Unlike Avery, who courted the spotlight with glee, although Jorgie did admire her friend’s brazenness.

      “Don’t obsess about it,” Avery said. “No one cares that your skirt was practically up around your waist.”

      Jorgie groaned.

      “Look at the bright side. At least you weren’t going commando. Come on. Let’s get through security before the line gets any longer. Our plane boards in fifteen minutes.”

      Avery was right. No point obsessing over something she couldn’t change. She needed to live in the moment and get fired up about her trip. She was going to Venice! What more could a woman ask for?

      By the time they were through the checkpoint and found their gate at Eros Air, boarding was already in progress.

      “Hey,” Avery said, nudging Jorgie in the side. “Isn’t that him?”

      “Who?”

      “Mr. Handsome over there by the gate attendant.”

      Jorgie focused on the jetway. Sure enough, Quint Mason getting on the plane. Her plane. To Venice. What was he doing on her plane?

      Quint had said he was late for work. Did he work for Eros? Was he a pilot, or a navigator, or a flight attendant? But he wasn’t in uniform.

      Jorgie frowned and looked at her ticket. “Are we at the right gate?”

      “E37. That’s you.”

      She focused back on Avery. “What do you mean, that’s me?”

      “This is your gate.”

      “My gate?” She raised an eyebrow.

      Avery shifted her weight. “My gate’s at E34.”

      “Your gate?” Jorgie blinked, not understanding.

      “I decided at the last minute I’d rather go on the Make Love Like A Movie Star tour. I’m headed for LaLa Land while you’re jetting off to the City of Canals.”

      Stunned, Jorgie felt her jaw dropped. “Huh?”

      “I’m going to Hollywood and you’re going to Venice.”

      “That’s what you were doing at the ticket counter? Changing your destination?”

      Avery gave her a don’t-hate-me smile. “Yes.”

      “And they just let you switch like that?”

      “I had to pay a fee, but yeah.”

      Jorgie felt as if she’d been slapped across the face. “What’s going on? Why didn’t you tell me? I would be just as happy going on the movie star tour. Let’s go back and swap my ticket, too.”

      “Um, I kinda, sorta want to go alone.”

      Dismay sucked all the joy out of her. “But... but... This whole Eros vacation was your idea. You told me to spread my wings, to claim my sexuality, and show Brian that I could be as unconventional as...as...a Venetian courtesan.”

      Avery placed a hand on Jorgie’s shoulder. “And that’s what you’re going to do.”

      “Not without you I’m not.”

      “Jorg, we’ve gotta cut the cord sometime. I can’t keep being your id. You gotta develop your own sense of fun.”

      “Well, that sounds all great and everything,” Jorgie said, still hurt by the turn of events. She’d never expected Avery to pull something like this. Sure, her friend was spontaneous and free-spirited, and okay, she could be irresponsible, but she’d never betrayed Jorgie before. “But who’s going to be your brake?”

      “That’s just it. This time, I wanna free fall, no brakes, no parachutes, nothing to hold me back.”

      “I...I... never knew you felt this way. I thought we balanced each other out. I thought that was why our friendship worked so well.”

      “Listen, it’s not the end of the world,” Avery said in a perky voice, as if she wasn’t about to cut the cord with a pair of giant metaphorical scissors. “We’re simply taking separate vacations. We’re still BFFs.”

      “I would never have agreed to the trip if I’d known you were going to bail on me.” Jorgie fisted her hands.

      “I know.” Avery gave her a gentle, it’s-for-your-own-good smile. “It’s the reason I did it this way. I hope you’ll forgive me.”

      Betrayal had an ugly taste, bitter and sour. “Don’t do this. You can switch your ticket back. I’ll pay the fee. Please.”

      “Time to pull up your big-girl panties, Jorgie.” Avery hoisted her knapsack onto her shoulder. “Ciao.”

      “You can’t... You’re not... Avery, don’t leave me.”

      “You depend too much on me, kiddo.”

      Her friend was right. She sounded so desperate. She felt desperate, too. Her life had been unraveling ever since Brian left her and now Avery was leaving her, too.

      “Please...”

      “You can do this. I have faith. We’ll call each other every day and share our experiences.”

      “Ave...” Jorgie was finding it hard to breathe.

      Tumultuous emotions clogged her lungs—betrayal, anger, and strangely enough, excitement. She’d never done anything on her own. She and Avery had roomed together in college, and then afterward she’d met Brian and they’d moved in together and then, after Brian left, she got another roommate.

      “Final boarding call for Eros Air flight 692,” said a voice over the loudspeaker.

      “Go on.” Avery gave her a gentle shove toward the jetway. “This is for your own good.”

      “Please, don’t make me do this!”

      “Spread your wings, Jorgie, flout convention, fly, go to your destiny.” With that parting advice, Avery turned and scurried away.

      Quickly, the crowd swallowed her up.

      Jorgie stood frozen, her heart pounding madly. The gate agent looked at her expectantly, hand outstretched to receive her boarding pass.

      She locked eyes with the woman and the life-changing events of the past year washed over her. Getting dumped by Brian for being too timid, getting passed over for a promotion at work because she wasn’t aggressive enough (a direct quote from her boss), the decision to take Avery’s advice and sign up for an erotic fantasy vacation, unexpectedly meeting Quint Mason and then discovering he was on her flight.

      Was it kismet? Was serendipity at work here? Had the universe converged to plant her in this spot under these conditions for a reason?

      Jorgie wasn’t fanciful. She was an accountant. A cruncher of numbers. She liked things that made sense, and this romantic notion of destiny defied logic. And yet, here she was with the cosmic dominoes all lined up. Did she have the courage to knock them down?

      “Miss?” the gate agent asked. “Are you boarding?”

      It was now or never. Time to prove she could be bold and daring, or forever accept her fate as a shy, conventional woman who could never attract the attention of someone like, say… Quint Mason.

      Jorgie raised her chin and slapped her ticket into the gate agent’s hand. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I am.”
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      Well, well, well, little Jorgie Gerard had grown up quite nicely.

      From his seat in the back of the plane. Quint Mason watched Jorgie board the Eros Air Bombardier CRJ200.

      She moved up the aisle, her carry-on bag clutched in her hand, her gorgeous blue eyes bright, her movements lithe and graceful.

      Simply gorgeous.

      Quint couldn't believe how stunning Jorgie had become. He had always thought of her as a kid sister, but now, he couldn't help but feel a deep attraction towards her.

      As she made her way farther down the aisle, he followed her with his eyes. His gaze tripping lightly over her lush curves. She hadn’t possessed a body like that thirteen years ago.

      Spellbound, he simply stared.

      The front of her silky, powder-blue blouse dipped, revealing a hint of cleavage, just enough to cause instant sweat to bead on the back of his neck. She stopped a few rows ahead of him and looked down to double-check her seat assignment, and then she glanced up again. Using a paper boarding pass instead of her cell phone pegged her as a novice flyer.

      A ray of sunshine slanted through the open portal window, casting her in a surreal splash of soft yellow glow For a whisper of a second, he could have sworn he heard harp music and the sound of angels singing. The woman who used to be his best friend’s shy little sister was bathed in a whole new light.

      Her straight, chestnut-brown hair—swept back off her neck in a demure ponytail—glinted with red highlights. His fingers itched to reach up and pull that band from her hair and watch it tumble about her shoulders. She wore a knee-length skirt that was a darker shade of blue than her blouse and blue, matching sandals decorated with pink flowers. She looked like exactly what she was, the girl-next-door all grown up. Jorgina was the woman you took home to meet the parents.

      Marriage material.

      He’d do well to steer clear of her, but even as the light shifted and dimmed, Quint couldn’t take his eyes off her and, for the life of him, he didn’t know why.

      Familiarity?

      She reminded him of a simpler time. That’s all it was. A blast from the past. Still, his heart skipped a beat. That was odd. Usually the only time his heart misfired was when he drove his Corvette too fast or danced the two-step or made love all night long. She was beautiful, hell yeah, but certainly nothing extraordinary.

      Nothing to make him feel like this.

      But there was something about the self-contained way she carried herself that clutched his gut and narrowed his focus to only her. She possessed a quiet quality that called to something primal inside him. Then one dominate thought snapped through his head, hot as electricity.

      I want to be near her.

      Stupid, that impulse. It could lead nowhere but to trouble. Quint lowered his eyelids, smiled slowly.

      Their eyes met.

      She sucked in her breath.

      He heard it all the way down the aisle.

      Quickly, she turned, reached for the overhead bin. In this private jet the bins were more lavish than on commercial liners, but she struggle to get her suitcase stuffed in.

      Quint hopped from his seat. In one long-legged stride, he was beside her. “Here, let me help with that.”

      For a second, she looked as if she might argue, but when he reached for the handle, she let go just as his fingers touched hers. He caught a whiff of her delicate perfume, and he was jonesing for something sweet.

      “Thank you,” she said, her soft voice as tender as a caress.

      He was aware of a humming noise inside his brain, fraught with sexual energy. He stared at her lips, full and pink and shiny with gloss. His heart skipped another beat. What was the deal here? Was he developing a heart condition over Jorgie Gerard?

      Frowning, Quint ripped his gaze from her distracting lips and fell into the pool of her deep blue eyes. He just stood there staring, her suitcase raised over his head, the bag braced against the cargo bin and his forearms.

      Snap out of it.

      “Is there a problem?” She lifted a hand to push back a tendril of hair from her face, the gold bracelets at her wrist jangling as they brushed against each other.

      “Um...” Do something, don’t just stand there.

      The aisle was clogging up behind her. They were blocked the way. He shoved her suitcase into the overhead bin and clicked it closed.

      “Thank you,” she said, then sat down and snapped on her seat belt.

      Not knowing what else to do, he mumbled, “You’re welcome,” and went back to his seat.

      Still feeling a bit off balance, Quint settled into his seat and pried his mind from Jorgie and put it where it belonged.

      On his job.

      He was an air marshal on private security detail for the Lockhart Agency. For the last ten weeks, he and his fellow air marshals had been on assignment for Eros Airlines and Fantasy Adventure Vacations. The company’s catchphrase was Something Sexy In The Air, and the business specialized in catering to a high-end clientele that enjoyed spending money indulging their sexual fantasies.

      Over the course of the past several months, the airline’s owner, Taylor Milton, had gotten anonymous threatening letters as someone had been sabotaging her four international resorts. She’d been reluctant to take her problems to the police and risk adverse publicity. To keep things discreet, she’d hired the Lockhart Agency to protect her interests.

      The air marshals were undercover, both on the planes and at the resorts. Quint’s undercover identity was an instructor at the Venetian facility, teaching a course on How To Make Love Like Casanova. It was silly to his way of thinking, but it was the most popular program Eros offered.

      This was his third stint on the assignment and Quint had to admit he was having fun instructing students on how to be better lovers.

      So far, the sabotages had been fairly minor, mere inconveniences than anything else. Until a month ago, when someone planted a small bomb at the Tokyo resort. The bomb had been found, the resort vacated, and the explosive neutralized with no harm done, but the situation had escalated. Taylor Milton had beefed up security at the resorts and ever since then, there’d been no more trouble and the threatening letters had stopped. It was eerie, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      Quint noticed no one took the seat beside Jorgie, but otherwise, the plane was full. Once they were airborne, he sent a text to his coworker Jake Stewart, who was at this very moment boarding a plane to Los Angeles for Eros’s Make Love Like A Movie Star adventure.

      He texted Jake. Everything looks normal here. U?

      Jake: Same.

      Quint: How’d your date go last night?

      Jake: Don’t ask. Jake had been divorced for over a year, and he’d finally started dating again.

      Quint: That bad?

      Jake: Door’s closing. Later.

      Shaking his head, Quint powered down his phone. The flight attendant was distributing drinks, and he heard Jorgie order a Bloody Mary. After she’d been served her drink, he took the bottle of water the attendant gave him and slipped into the seat beside Jorgie.

      “Rough night?” he asked, wondering why he wanted so badly to talk to her.

      She startled. “Huh?”

      “Hair of the Dog?”

      “Huh?”

      He nodded at her drink. “A Bloody Mary is a common hangover cure.”

      “Oh.” She shook her head. “No, in fact, I rarely drink...”

      “Fear of flying?”

      “Not at all.”

      “The mystery deepens.” His nose twitched. She smelled so good. Like springtime flowers and maple syrup.

      She straightened her shoulders, and a determined expression drifted over her face. “Drinking in the morning is new for me. I’m doing things I wouldn’t normally do.”

      “Ah, bad breakup.”

      Her eyes widened. “How do you know that?”

      “You’re traveling alone, drinking a Bloody Mary, and headed to an Eros resort vacation. Common cure for a bad breakup.”

      “You’re saying I’m a cliche?”

      He shrugged and grinned. “Nothing wrong with that. We’ve all been there.”

      “I wasn’t meant to be traveling alone. My friend Avery was supposed to come with me, but at the last minute she changed her ticket, hopped on a plane to another Eros resort, and left me holding the bag. I think I’m due a Bloody Mary, don’t you?”

      “For sure. I’ll order you another.” He lifted a finger at the flight attendant.

      She looked at the water bottle in his hand. “You’re not drinking?”

      “Not in the mood, but you go right ahead.” He widened his smile.

      “That grin gets you laid a lot, doesn’t it?”

      Whoa, he hadn’t expected such frank talk from the girl next door. “I do all right.”

      “Oh?” She lowered her lashes and slanted him a come-hither glance. “I’m all ears.”

      Heat burned its way up Quint’s neck. Was she interested in him? He was certainly interested in her, but that was a big problem. He was on assignment. On the job. Fooling around with the guests was a no-no.

      “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “Aah, the noble knight.” She twirled a lock of hair and leaned in closer to him.

      Not his imagination, she was definitely flirting with him. His heart skipped a beat, and he suddenly felt tongue-tied, which wasn’t like him. He had to be careful. She was on the rebound and he was on the job.

      Go back to your seat.

      He did not. Instead, he studied Jorgie. “You’ve changed.”

      She arched her eyebrows. “And you haven’t.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You still ooze charm from every pore.”

      “You think I’m charming?” He felt ridiculously pleased.

      “I think you think you’re charming.”

      Ouch, the kitten had claws. This was interesting. Quint leaned back and buckled his seat belt. He could do his job just as easily sitting here as in the last row.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Do you mind if I sit here? It’s a long flight and we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

      “I suppose not.”

      “So tell me about the breakup.”

      “You’re interested in the gory details of my sob story?”

      “I am.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re fascinating.”

      “Seriously?” She rolled her eyes.

      “I mean it. I’m intrigued.” He didn’t miss the quick grin that flashed across her face before it disappeared into narrowed eyes and a tilted chin notched up at him.

      “Have you ever been engaged, Quint?”

      “Not even close.”

      “Ever wanted to get married?”

      “Never really crossed my mind.”

      She took a sip of her Bloody Mary and pointed a finger at him. “Smart man.”

      “This guy who dumped you, what was the matter with him?”

      “He told me I was boring.”

      “Sounds like his problem, not yours.”

      She bit her bottom lip and looked away. “I am boring. That’s why I’m headed to Venice. I need to shake things up.”

      “How’s Keith?” he asked, not wanting to belabor her breakup with a guy who sounded like a total jerk. “We shot the breeze at or tenth high school reunion last year and we’ve exchanged a few emails since then, but we haven’t been in touch lately.”

      “That’s because Keith just got married, and he and his wife are expecting a baby girl in the fall. He’s totally into fatherhood.

      Quint felt disappointed that he hadn’t been invited to the wedding. By why would he have been invited? He and Keith hadn’t really kept in touch.

      “Keith and Kylie eloped,” Jorgie said, reading his mind. “No one was invited.”

      “Keith is married, huh. No kidding. But he’s only...”

      “Twenty-nine, the same age as you are. He’s truly happy, and Kylie has been so good for him. He’s going to be such a good dad.”

      “I’m thrilled for Keith. Truly.” An odd wistfulness swept over him. It seemed all his buddies were getting married. He didn’t get it. There was so much living to be done. A guy could get married and grow old anytime, but you were only young once.

      “How’s your parents?” she asked.

      “They followed their bliss and moved to Santa Fe. Mom runs an art gallery. Dad takes tourists on guided hunts.”

      “And your brother?”

      “Gordy’s still in the Air Force. He’s gonna be just like Dad. Career military.”

      “But not you?”

      “Naw. I’ve never been much for having other people tell me what to do. The service wasn’t a natural fit for me, but I did learn a lot while I was there.”

      “I wondered why you joined up. Structure doesn’t seem like your strong suit.”

      “It was a struggle.” He met her eyes and felt a hot zing of attraction. “But I’m more adaptable than you might imagine.”

      She dropped his gaze and settled her hands in her lap.

      “How are your parents?” he asked.

      “They sold their house on Janie Lane, moved into a condo in downtown Fort Worth.”

      “Wow that is a change.”

      “After years of suburban living, they wanted to be where the action was.”

      “I’m impressed. Paula and James living it up in Sundance Square, who knew?” He raked his gaze over her, and despite his best effort not to stare, couldn’t stop himself from taking in the swell of her breasts beneath her blouse.

      Knock it off, Mason.

      “What are you up to these days?” he asked. “Keith told me you worked for a big accounting firm and that you’d gotten your CPA.”

      “I’ve been at the company since college. See, boring.”

      “Is it the only job you’ve ever had?”

      “Other than working at Six Flags when I was a teen.”

      “Hey, Keith and I worked there the same summer. At the ice cream emporium.”

      “I remember. You got fired for giving free banana splits to pretty girls.”

      “That memory of yours...” Quint shook his head and grinned wide. “It’s wicked dangerous.”

      Their gazes locked and that same compelling zap he’d felt when he bumped into her in the airport flashed through him again.

      “Tell me, what is it you do?” she asked. “When you flattened me in the terminal, you said you were late for work. I thought you must be a pilot or flight attendant or something.”

      “I work for Eros,” he said.

      She eyed him. “In what capacity?”

      “I’m an instructor at the resort,” he lied, giving her his cover story, and it bothered him he had to fib to her.

      “What do you teach?”

      “The most popular course at the resort. How To Make Love Like Casanova.”

      Jorgie almost choked on her Bloody Mary. “You’re serious?”

      “Yep.”

      She giggled and polished off her drink.

      “Hey, it’s not that funny.” He pretended to look hurt. Hell, if a guy couldn’t laugh at himself, what could he laugh it? The Casanova thing was pretty goofy.

      “You teach the art of seduction?”

      He squirmed in his seat. “Something like that.”

      “Are you practicing your seduction skills on me now?” she asked.

      “On an old friend?” He made a no-way face and shook his head. “I’m just enjoying our conversation.”

      “Really?”

      “Scout’s honor.” He held up two fingers.

      “Then how come you’ve got your elbow at the level of my breasts? Hoping for an accidental boob graze?”

      “What? No!” He moved his arm. He hadn’t intended that at all, but now that she’d brought it up, all he could think about were her breasts. He was so aware of her, and the air lay thick between them.

      “Well,” he said, “I better be getting back to my seat.”

      “Running away already?” She lowered her lashes.

      “Yep.”

      “Why? We were just getting reacquainted.”

      “I’m in over my head with you, Little Bit.”

      Little Bit. His nickname for her when they were teens. Until now, he’d forgotten he used to call her that and he hoped she wasn’t offended.

      Her grin was loose, relaxed. “Bye then.” She wriggled her fingers. “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”

      “I could stay…”

      “Nah.” She waved him away. “Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”

      “What about out of sight, out of mind?”

      “Well…” She pursed those gorgeous pink lips. “There is that.”

      The last thing he wanted was to leave, but he was definitely in over his head. He had a powerful urge to lean over and kiss her silly.

      “The guy’s a dumbass,” Quint said.

      “What guy?”

      “The one who broke up with you.”

      “That’s sweet of you to say.” The pain he saw in her eyes was a punch to the gut. He hated that she was hurting.

      “I know it feels like your heart will never recover, but you’re better off without him. You need someone who loves you and cherishes everything about you. You’re gonna be okay, Jorgie. I promise.”

      Overwhelmed by his unexpected proclamation, Quint hopped up and hurried back to his seat, his mind reeling with the stunning realization that he wanted to be the one to mend her broken heart.
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