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      Matt Brashiers stood a head taller than the other Hawaiian dancers, and his shoulders showed the hours of swimming he’d done that summer. The bonfire turned his skin golden. His pecs and those luscious abs stood out in relief, shadows deepening the outlines.

      Jen Pearson watched him use his body to tell a story, but the plot in her mind had nothing to do with the early island mythology of their chant. Her version had the two of them ending up alone, away from the fire and barely dressed.

      The men performed a kahiko dance in their Hawaiian print shorts, with leafy woven bracelets wrapped around their wrists and ankles. Since this was the last night her coworkers would spend together, she wished the dancers had worn the traditional malo, the loincloths that bared thighs and hips. She’d love to have that memory to take back with her to the mainland when she returned to classes at the University of Missouri.

      Her roommate, Sarah, elbowed her side. “You should go dance with him.”

      “Like, no way,” Jen said. “You’ve seen me dance.”

      Several of the local girls came into the clearing on cue, grass skirts rustling as they shimmied and rolled their hips to the beat. The drums picked up the pace, the singers keeping time. Jen glanced away to see Tommy carrying a pair of mai tais. He handed them to Jen and Sarah before sitting on a log on the edge of the clearing and pulling Sarah on his lap.

      Jen took a big gulp of the cold drink and sat a few feet away on the log. Cigarette smoke mixed with the smell of the bonfire and some guy’s cheap cologne. Looking around the crowd, she wondered if she would ever hear from any of these people again. The local ones would continue to work at the resort through the off-season, but most of the rest were headed home now that summer break was ending. In the morning they’d say their goodbyes and hop on jets to various colleges across the continent. Classes were due to start next week for most of them.

      The music shifted to rock, and more of her friends joined the writhing frenzy around the fire. Totally primal. Fire, music, dancing. The alcohol hadn’t been pouring long and already the mating dances had begun.

      By now she knew who would end up with whom as the evening progressed. The couples had formed in their first few weeks of work. Like Tommy and Sarah, who tongue-tangoed next to her. She could see them in the corner of her eye, no matter where she looked. Tommy’s hand cupped Sarah’s breast, her bathing suit top providing no protection from his groping.

      Jen dropped her chin, letting her hair fall forward to screen the couples out, and peered into the mass of bodies. Where was Matt? There he was, still dancing. The Palakiko sisters ground their hips against him.

      She let out a sigh and took another sip of her mai tai. She should get up and dance. No one cared how good anyone was. It wasn’t as if they were performing for tourists. This was a private party for the employees of the Maui West Resort, crashed only by friends of the employees who lived locally.

      She must talk to Matt no matter how much the idea terrified her. Tonight was her last chance with him. If she chickened out, she’d regret it the rest of her life. She didn’t want to be that woman, the one who spent her later years saying, “If only I’d asked…”

      One of the busboys grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward the fire. Once he stopped she waved her hands in the air, wiggled her hips and tried to imitate some of the moves that the one of the waitresses was doing next to her. A quick swallow finished off her mai tai and she tossed the plastic glass aside.

      “Yeah, girl, there ya go,” the busboy encouraged.

      The waitress beside her stepped closer, thrusting her pelvis at Jen, then circled and pushed back with her butt. If they hadn’t all danced together for the last two months, Jen might feel uncomfortable with the overtly sexual moves by the guys as well as the girls. But tonight she could let go, be the person she wanted to be. Tomorrow she’d be on her way home, back to being the good daughter, the honor student.

      God, she wished she could try those dirty dance moves with Matt.

      His laugh broke out toward the shore and Jen rose to her toes to see in between the bobbing heads that separated them. “Matt!”

      “Over here, Jen.”

      She couldn’t see “here” but followed the sound of his voice. People wiggled and writhed against her, drawing her into their private convulsions as she pushed on through. She felt free being lost in the middle of a constantly moving amoeba where no one could see her lack of grace.

      Rolling her hips, thrusting and squirming, she got into the groove. She humped the leg of some guy she hadn’t seen before, then the crowd broke and Matt stood shadowed by the fire behind him. Somehow, the darkness made his presence that much larger.

      He tugged on her wrist and she flattened against him. One muscular arm wrapped around her, cupping her butt and pressing her closer.

      Holy crap, was that his erection rubbing against her belly? Matt wanted her? She separated her legs, allowing one of his thighs to press between, as far as the skirt of her sundress would allow. Staring at his hairless chest made her salivate. If they were alone she’d lick his skin, sample the taste of the sweat that flickered when he turned toward the dancing firelight.

      But they weren’t alone. And it wasn’t as if they were in the midst of an orgy so no one would notice, in spite of the sexy dance moves. What would Matt do if she kissed him?

      She wasn’t ready to take the chance. He was her best friend after two months in the sun and sand. As much as she longed to sleep with him, she wanted to keep in touch when they went back home. Maybe something could grow from their friendship over time. “I want to talk to you.”

      “What?” He bent down toward her mouth.

      “Can we talk?”

      “Yes, before we turn in we have to talk.”

      Her stomach critters fluttered awake, and as Matt leaned down again, the critters wriggled lower. Was he going to kiss her?

      “I can’t believe summer’s over already. It flew by.”

      She agreed, and as his gaze heated she ran her hands up her sides and through her hair, swaying against him like she’d seen the waitresses do time after time. His eye flared. Her smile deepened. This could be a fun night. Maybe she’d get her wish.

      As he leaned down again she held her breath for a second before deciding she couldn’t wait to find out if he was going to kiss her. She clasped her palms to his face and brought her lips to his.

      Eyes closed, she inhaled the rugged scent of him, nibbled his bottom lip. Remembering where they were, she stepped back. She watched his eyes. Watched to see if he was mad at her for kissing him.

      The heated emotions that crossed his face had nothing to do with anger. He wanted her as badly as she needed him.

      Jen’s arm was yanked back and she stumbled away from Matt. A local guy pulled her into a ballroom hold and seesawed to the drumbeat. She looked back over her shoulder but Matt had turned to dance with someone else. Damn. Jen’s partner edged them out of the crush and spun her under his arm.

      The unexpected movement left her head reeling, but it stopped with a jolt when she slammed back into him. Song blended into song and no one left the circle. Dance partner blended into dance partner, but none of them was Matt.

      Jen broke away from the latest dry-humper pretending to dance with her, and worked her way around the crowd in search of Matt.
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      Matt let the red-head slither up and down his thigh but his body didn’t react the way it had when Jen kissed him. Had he wasted the last few weeks by letting them remain “just friends”? Jen was so hot, so sweet, but he hadn’t pushed to take things farther. And tomorrow he had to fly home to Berkeley.

      He’d meant to get her phone number or address. Everything they did together was twice the fun of being with the rest of the gang. He would graduate next May and wouldn’t be coming back to work on Maui next summer, and he didn’t want to take the chance of never seeing Jen again.

      How stupid was he to wait until their last night on the island to talk to her about their relationship! After a dumbass move like that, he deserved to lose out on her.

      Stepping away from the girl on his leg, he pushed free of the dancers. Where was Jen? He couldn’t wait any longer to talk to her. He was tall enough to see over most of the heads, but she was so short she easily got lost among them.

      “Hey, bro,” called someone.

      He didn’t pause to see who it was. With an absent wave he kept walking. If he found Sarah, he might find Jen nearby. The friends hung out together unless Sarah was off with that boyfriend of hers.

      Toward the edge of the firelight he thought he saw Jen’s pale skin. He laughed, remembering the first time he’d teased her about glowing in the dark. After a summer in Hawaii she still had no tan. Her black hair just made the creamy white complexion that much paler. But beautiful. Fragile, with ice blue eyes that sometimes flashed electric heat when they were alone.

      Where was she?

      “Matt.”

      He spun around to see her come around the corner of the maintenance shed. “I was looking for you.”

      “I was looking for you, too.” Her bright pink tropical-print dress stood out in the shadows, fitting closely through her narrow waist. She stayed put, her arms folded below her breasts, as he walked to her.

      He thought she shivered. “Are you cold? We can go get you a sweater.”

      “No, it’s nice out.”

      He rubbed his palms over her bare arms, and she shivered again. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” She drew in a deep breath. In the moonlight she appeared to study him before she spoke. “No, I’m not fine. I want you to kiss me again.”

      He didn’t wait for her to change her mind. Tipping up her chin, he stroked the softness of her cheek, watching her eyes. He pressed his mouth against her full, soft lips. The tiniest needy sound escaped her as her arms wrapped around his neck and she melded against his body. He sought entrance to her mouth and she opened to him.

      She tasted like coconut and smelled like vanilla. His hunger grew as he finally got to sample what he’d wanted all summer. Grabbing her butt, he lifted her, held her tighter to him. He kissed a trail across her jaw and let his tongue delve into her ear. She squirmed in his arms and her belly rubbed against him, heating him even more.

      He wanted her, but not here in the open. Jen deserved something special, or as close as he could come to it on the spur of the moment. There was no telling how many people might be in his room so he wasn’t about to take her there. He lifted his head to look around for somewhere more private and heard her draw in a breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Jen’s words were airy, dreamy.

      “Nothing.” He kissed her again, but briefly. “I was looking for someplace for us to go. Someplace we can be alone.”

      As if she couldn’t wait, her arms tightened around his neck. She captured his lips, thrusting her tongue deep into his mouth. Their tongues tangled, their moans deepened. Matt pushed her back against the shed, hands on her shoulders, his thumbs rubbing against the strings that held up her dress.

      Dragging in a ragged breath, he pulled away just far enough to look down at her. His finger toyed with the neckline of her dress, stroking across the bared flesh. The rise and fall of her chest became more apparent as he slipped below the fabric to follow her curves. Just as he reached his goal, her hardened bud, a voice called out behind him.

      “Matt?”

      “Shit.” He withdrew his hand, cupping her breast through the fabric. He was that close to seeing her full, luscious breast, suckling her nipple. This had better be important. Lowering his hand to Jen’s waist, he shifted to block her from the intruder’s view. “Yeah, what do you want?”
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      Jen tried not to whimper as she watched Matt walk away, his the white flowers of his shorts the only part of him visible on the dark, sheltered trail. Why did he have to be the responsible one, the one everyone came to when they needed help? Sure, he was one of the oldest among the summer employees. And he was the senior water sports instructor, so they looked up to him.

      But it wasn’t fair, taking him away from her because some asshat drank a pitcher or three too many beers and was puking his guts out.

      Leaning against the shed, she crossed her arms over her sensitive breasts and willed her nipples under control. Thank God no one could see the moisture pooling in her panties.

      Matt said he’d be back, but she felt like a fool standing there waiting. It seemed so…desperate. But face it, she was. Not desperate for just any guy, only Matt. And this was her last shot at having him.

      “This sucks,” she muttered. Music still rocked the beach. Laughter and shouts told her the party raged on. She didn’t want to go back to the crowd, yet she couldn’t just stand there in the dark and wait.

      What if she left and he couldn’t find her? She slid down the wall and sat in the sand, pulling her skirt tight against her raised knees.

      He had tasted so good. Cinnamon. His favorite flavor of gum, but he must have spit it out before they kissed. The spice added to the heat her tongue found inside his mouth. The kiss should have gone on forever, or at least until she couldn’t breathe anymore. Instead, she was holding on to the fading sensation of his lips on hers.

      Her nipples tightened at the memory of his touch, and how his fingers stroked her skin. She’d wanted to rip her dress off just to feel his hands on her. Touch me, squeeze me, more, now…

      How embarrassing it would have been if whoever interrupted them had seen her naked, pinned to the wall by Matt’s roaming hands.

      The warmth between her thighs made her wonder if it might have been more exciting than humiliating. No way did she want anyone to watch, but the thought of someone seeing her in such a heated state sent frissons coursing through her. Damn, they’d better find some place more private before her body decided that flashing the party would be a good thing.

      Jen sighed and rested her chin on her knees. That assumed Matt would come back. Of course he was coming back. He said he would. Her inner voice began a battle, saying he wanted her and no one else, then arguing he’d end up with the willing female he came across.

      “Stop it!” She pushed to her feet, glad no one was around to hear her scold herself.

      She needed a drink. Following the trail back toward the hotel, she took the track leading to the outdoor bar. Getting drunk wasn’t her goal. She just needed to calm down her insecurities and give her something to do while she waited.

      The bar was fairly busy. She had to squeeze through the tourists to gain the attention of the bartender. Once she had her drink, she slipped the strap of her tiny purse back over her neck, took a long sip of the mai tai, and circled around the crowded areas.

      “Well, where’ve you been all night?” Hands grabbed her hips and yanked her off her feet. She landed stuck between the belly of a rotund middle-aged man and the small cocktail table. One arm snaked around her waist and jerked her against him.

      Her drink toppled onto the table as she braced herself to push away. “Let me go!”

      “Now, darlin’, you just got here.” The man planted a sloppy kiss on her shoulder and grunted when she shoved her elbow into him.

      “If you don’t let go of me, I’ll scream.” Jen struggled to stand, but he held her in place. Seated as he was, she couldn’t knee or elbow his groin, and her back was to him, ruling out the punch to the nose she’d learned in a self-defense course.

      His hand reached between her legs, clawing at her skirt. In desperation, she grabbed his wrist, pulled his meaty hand to her face and bit down. Hard.

      The man howled and shoved her off his lap. She landed in a heap on the floor, twisting her foot as she hit.

      A grunt escaped her, but she didn’t wait to gather her wits. Rolling to her feet, she scooted away from his table as she stood.

      “Hey, are you okay?” A younger man helped her gain her balance, but she jerked away from him.

      “I’m fine, thank you.” She ran a hand over her hair, smoothing it back from her face, and tugged at her dress to be sure it was in place.

      “Are you sure? Do you want to sit down?”

      “No.” Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. No sense attacking her rescuer. He certainly didn’t deserve it. “Really, I’m okay. Thanks for your help.”

      With a glance to be sure the large molester wasn’t following, she skirted the tables and made her way back to the beach path. This night was turning out so shitty, after starting with such promise. Tears threatened to spill. She took another deep breath.

      I will not cry. Some nameless, groping bastard wasn’t going to ruin her last night in Maui. Like hell. She would find Matt and get herself back on track—the hot, dirty, last-time-I’ll-see-you vacation sex track.
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      Matt scrubbed his hands in the bathroom where they’d carried the drunken guy. He didn’t think he’d ever get the smell of puke off his skin, out of his sinuses. Talk about a buzz kill. Jen had probably gone back to the party, figuring he’d blown her off.

      Hell, no, he’d be blowing her mind shortly, if nothing else got in his way.

      Stepping out into the main room, he spoke to the guy’s roommate. “You’re gonna stay with him?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “This is serious, dude. You gotta make sure he doesn’t stop breathing. Shake him every so often and try to wake him up. If he doesn’t respond, call the EMTs.”

      The roommate’s eyes rounded, but he nodded. “Okay.”

      How the poor dude ended up sharing a room with one of the wilder partiers was beyond Matt. Straight little mousy guy who never partied, stuck with the one who started drinking and smoking herb as soon as he was off the clock. It had probably been an enlightening summer for the mouse.

      Matt sucked in the clean night air after closing the door behind him. The walk back to the shed should have the last of the stink out of his system. He hoped Jen waited for him, but couldn’t blame her if she’d given up.

      She was one of the few girls who hadn’t hooked up with the nearest available guy over the summer. He liked that about her. That was part of the reason he’d never hit on her, in spite of what he felt for her. She was the kind of girl he looked for at UC Berkeley. A keeper. One worth investing time and emotion on.

      But summer romances rarely worked into anything more, so he kept it casual, hooked up with one or two of the girls he knew wouldn’t get attached. Maybe it made him sleazy in Jen’s eyes, but it was out of respect for her.

      He couldn’t believe she had thrown herself at him earlier. He should have talked her out of it, but he wanted her too badly. Talk about forbidden fruit. He’d tangoed with the snake all summer long and now Eve herself was offering up her apples.

      In a year he would graduate, and a year after that, so would she. Maybe they could get together over winter and spring breaks, see if their friendship was still there. She could spend next summer in Los Angeles with him. He needed to talk to her, before things got to hot and heavy. Keep his pants on until he knew what she was looking for.

      Speaking of looking for, she wasn’t at the shed when he got there. “Jen?”

      The beach party continued in full force in the distance. Had she gone back there? He called again. “Jen.”

      He jogged the short distance to the beach, slowing as he reached the edge of the firelight. Most of the crowd was still there, although some were now sitting around the edge of the clearing, drinking, talking and making out. Circling the fire, he looked for Jen.

      She wasn’t there, or if she was, she was deep in the wriggling pack. No way was he shoving his way back into the mob. Standing to one side, he watched people shifting in and out of the circle until he was certain Jen wasn’t in the crowd.

      He hoped she hadn’t given up and gone to her room, but where else could she be? Seeing Sarah dancing with her boyfriend, Matt stepped close enough to yell over the music. “Where’s Jen?”

      Sarah shrugged. “I thought she was with you.”

      Dread washed over him. What if she thought he’d changed his mind, regretted kissing her? Maintaining his composure, he walked out of the firelight, but once he was away from the crowd, he broke into a jog. He didn’t want her sitting alone, feeling rejected.

      He reached the bend that led to the employee quarters, and picked up his pace, running blindly around the corner. And plowed right into someone coming the other way.

      He grabbed slender bare arms to keep the person from falling. As she stood, her hair fell away from her face and he saw who it was.

      “Jen.”
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