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ONE

 

 

THE SPEECH WAS GOOD. What of it she’d heard anyway. Bambi Bennett was not a Hollywood darling. Not even close. She wasn’t in with the cool kids or on the A-list. There wasn’t a list for lackeys only backstage to service those with famous faces.

From their tables front of house, her role was to escort the shiny people, celebrities, backstage. Some were presenting awards, some just doing intros, others gave speeches.

The Lighting Darkness Awards were bestowed on regular civilians generous enough to give back to their communities, whether that was time, money, or fundraising. Having a big heart was the only condition. Being in LA, it just so happened that the event was sponsored by most of the big studios. Charity was great PR and a tax write-off… too cynical?

LA was pretty… sort of. Not like Wishbone, Washington, her tiny hometown. Small town life wasn’t so bad… when she was eight. Took her another seventeen years to get out of there, but didn’t results matter more than the process?

Spreading her wings, building a new life, started somewhere. For her? Lighting Darkness was it. Well, the Brooker Agency, her employer, sent her wherever she was needed. That night, it happened to be there. 

After the celebs did their bit on stage, she and three other chaperones worked in rotation to escort them wherever they were going next. Chaperones weren’t allowed on stage. No, only glamorous models in glittering dresses were allowed to stand under the lights. 

Working for Brooker paid the bills. Lighting Darkness? The charity was aspirational. She hadn’t quite got the knack of the LA way yet. No one cut anyone else a break. Her wary colleagues weren’t the most welcoming bunch. Odd maybe in their line of work, but this was LA. LA. LA. The city’s name was often taken in vain, to cover a multitude of sins.

Her boss, Renata, came rushing over, earpiece still firmly in place. The woman had been running around ragged all night, snapping at everyone.

“Bambi, when Mr. Lowe comes off stage, he wants to exit.”

“Exit?”

So far everyone went one of three places: back to their table, the private green room, or to a reserved hotel room. No more needed to be asked about that. Someone else was setting up the rooms as requested. Not her department. Nope, sirree. That honor was granted to more senior employees. Given the conversations she’d overheard, they were welcome to it.

“The building, Bambi, the building,” Renata said. “He has to go out the back. The rear exit… you know, the one we use for discreet departures?”

Wide-eyed, she said nothing, waiting for her boss to catch on to her naïveté. Stood to reason there would be swift, secret departures, but she couldn’t learn the process by osmosis. This was the only time she’d ever been in a Grand Hotel. 

“Where exactly is that?” Bambi asked. “The rear exit?”

“Basement two, east to the end, third left. Through the storeroom and out.” 

Repeating the instructions in her head, her mouth moved in time with the words. “Okay, I can—”

“It’s a regular red door,” her impatient boss said. “Roman knows where it is.”

Good, some reprieve. If Roman Lowe knew where it was, she could just sort of be there. Maybe he wouldn’t notice leading.

“Okay.”

Renata didn’t look too impressed. “Don’t forget his gift bag,” she said, lunging to grab one of the male bags from the side table to thrust it into Bambi’s hands. “And smile, for God’s sake, Bambi. You won’t get far in this town if you don’t start working what you’ve got.”

Her boss flipped around and flounced away. Work what exactly? What did she have? As a woman, she knew how to flirt and seduce. She did okay. Men weren’t a complete mystery. But in California, “working what you’ve got” was something on a whole new level… that usually involved a surgeon.

Just seconds later, applause rose in the ballroom. Those in the shadows jumped to attention. A sleek, sexy model strutted past the stage curtain, her arm hooked around that of Roman Lowe’s.

On a deep breath, Bambi went to join them. “Mr. Lowe, if you’d like to follow me,” she said, the same as she had to every other person she’d escorted that evening.

Except this time the model stopped short, forcing Lowe to as well. Adjusting her hold on his arm, the model pulled him down to whisper in his ear before pressing her glossed lips to his cheek.

Oh, uh, awkward much. Intruding on a clearly private moment, she lowered her chin. Privacy was an illusion. There were twenty or thirty other people around, getting on with their jobs. Unfortunately, at that moment, hers was to stand there, waiting, pretending she couldn’t see the intimate exchange.

The model eventually relented the kiss and her hold, presumably to go introduce herself to the next assigned shiny person.

Bambi straightened up and widened her smile. “Mr. Lowe?”

Though he didn’t focus on her, he did start moving her way. Good. A man on a mission knew where he was going. She whirled around to hurry after him as he strode past her and the corridor with the dressing rooms to go down the few stairs to the elevator lobby. Not a fancy one, or meant to be public-facing, it was an employee elevator, in the blah innards of the hotel. So much went on behind the scenes. Oblivious guests only saw the frosting, not the cake beneath. True in many walks of life.

The elevator came as soon as he pressed the button.

They stepped inside. Being nearest the options, she pressed B2. That meant basement two, right? This was the first time she’d gone down as opposed to up.

As the elevator moved, she felt it. It? What? No idea. A dense, heavy weight in the air swirled with a sense of expectation that didn’t anticipate words. Something new. Brand new. A mass in the pit of her stomach, thick and wanting, alive and yearning. Something was going on beneath her skin.

When the elevator came to a lumbering halt, she was none the wiser. The doors took a second to open. When they did, the aura burst, and she almost punched the air. 

Okay. One step closer to completing her task. A sign opposite indicated which way was east and which was west.

Confident, like she’d known the whole time, she strode out. About halfway down the long corridor, she had a crisis. Left or right… two turns or three? Maybe it was four. What did Renata say?

Slowing down, she got more in line with Lowe. Walking behind him would be too obvious, she was supposed to be his escort. Oh, God, was this going to be bad? She really didn’t want to get reamed out. What would failing mean for her new job?

If he was leaving and knew the way, why did he even need her? Maybe he was the entourage type, some people needed those, no matter how small. It wasn’t an affliction confined to celebrities either. If it was protection he wanted, he’d picked wrong. She sure wouldn’t be good as a security agent. Especially next to the capable actor. Roman Lowe was an action star in an upcoming spy thriller TV show. According to his pamphlet anyway. 

Even through the tux she could tell he was ripped. His muscles were obvious in the breadth of his shoulders. His height, somewhere around six four, didn’t diminish his physique, it only made him more imposing.

At the end of the corridor, she was forced to make a choice. Right. He’d correct her if she went the wrong way, wouldn’t he? His silence, and that he stayed at her side, spurred her on.

Right and right again. 

The lights dimmed and she slowed. Why did that happen? Suddenly, isolation got cold. They were far, far away from the crowds and guests. The corridor was bare, the pale-yellow walls and gray floor were almost sickly in their pallor. They hadn’t seen another soul since stepping off the elevator.

“Is there a problem?” Roman asked, reminding her it probably wasn’t a good idea to stand there squinting at nothing.

“No,” she said. The lights faded up again, and bam, the red door near the end of the corridor ignited her triumph. “Right up here.”

The weather outside was awful. Could that cause a power issue? The weatherman forecast thunderstorms. Last minute, Renata panicked some guests may not show, and they’d scrambled to erect a canopy over the red carpet. With the wind the way it was, the thing was probably two states over by now.

She needed to get back upstairs asap. Renata might need her. And, yeah, okay, so it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to get away from the labyrinth of corridors in the spooky bowels of the hotel. 

On opening the red door, she expected to be outside. They weren’t. Hadn’t Renata said something about a storeroom? Yes, storeroom and out.

Out. 

Roman didn’t enter her mind until she heard the red door close. In that same second, the lights went out. They didn’t fade. Didn’t dim. In an instant, they were consumed in black ink.

She froze.

All she could hear was her own breathing. Nothing else. In. Out. Short. Faster. Calm. This was bad. So bad. She didn’t hear Roman’s breathing or know he was approaching until he touched her shoulder. At least she assumed it was him.

“Are you okay?” 

Startled by the deep, masculine voice at her side, her hand rose on instinct. Not that she noticed until it spread on soft fabric. His tux. Her palm was pressed to his abdomen. Touching a stranger was beyond inappropriate, but all her concentration was on breathing, she couldn’t think about being polite.

“Say something.”

That voice again. Her lips managed to move, actually making sounds was beyond her throat’s capability. His fingers curled, gripping her shoulder tighter. The signals to his muscles seemed connected to her too. Hers did the same, scrunching the fabric still beneath her palm. 

A flash of light. Quick and red, it disappeared then came back, bathing the room in a dull scarlet glow. 

“Say something,” he said again, his free hand directed her jaw up until their eyes met.

“What happened?” 

His shoulders dropped, releasing some of their tension. When his hand descended from her shoulder, he interlinked their fingers, removing hers from his jacket. 

“You’re okay,” he said. “Are you okay? Do you suffer from anxiety? Panic attacks? Asthma? Do you need medication?” 

Roman Lowe was thorough. What a great start to their association that her behavior should scream “drug me” to reach the bar of normality.

Focusing her thoughts wasn’t easy. Especially with that… was that his cologne she could smell?

“Uh, no, I… I’m just freaked… Maybe I do.”

“You’re doing great.”

Adjusting to the new hue, she scanned the room. Maybe ten by fifteen feet. Open door to the right, near a bunch of stacked mattresses. A huge, folded table stood by the wall next to them with some boxes in front.

That was as far as her observation went before Lowe went to the closed door they’d been heading for, the one that should get them outside. He tried the handle, but the door didn’t open. 

“It’s locked?” she asked, watching him stride back across the room to the door they’d entered by. 

That one was unlocked; they’d just come through it. No reason it shouldn’t—the door didn’t budge when he rattled the handle.

No. No. No! Alarm shot through her.

“Both are locked,” he muttered, scanning the room. 

The open door, the one in the corner. 

“What’s in there?” she asked because his angle gave him a better view. 

“Bathroom.”

Oh. A bathroom. Great. So they would get out of there… how exactly?

A storage room. Would this be her tomb? How often did anyone check it? Boxes. More boxes. Decorations. No sign of another way out. Small vents at the top of the far wall were only four inches tall.

Lowe, rescuer extraordinaire! Yes! She’d never been so elated to see someone holding a cellphone. 

“Oh, thank God,” she said, rushing a few steps toward him. 

“Don’t get too excited,” he said, raising the phone higher. “No signal down here.”

Fuzz! Being two floors beneath ground level came with limitations, apparently.

Her brow creased. “If we’re underground, how were you supposed to exit?”

“There’s a service ramp to the private parking area on the first basement level.” Still going around the room with his phone, he wasn’t giving up though did glance her way. “You didn’t know that?”

Being his escort, he could be forgiven his surprise. His signal searching kept him occupied, so she chose a little redirect. 

“I’m sure, whatever this is…” she said. “It’s just a temporary glitch.”

He exhaled and dropped his arm, abandoning his search. “The power’s out in the whole building.”

Surprised, she blinked. “How do you know that?”

He pointed upward. “Listen.”
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PIQUING HER EARS, her eyes rolled around as she tried to pick out whatever she was supposed to hear. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Exactly. Their power management systems are down here. We should hear them or feel the vibration.” She felt something, though hadn’t pinpointed what the weird gut quivering was yet. She’d put it down to their predicament, except she’d felt it in the elevator too. “If it’s the storms, the cellular network could be affected too.” 

He put his phone back in his pocket. 

“Oh,” she said. 

Being in a restricted space with such a famous, and attractive, man hadn’t been on her night’s itinerary.

“I’m sorry,” he said, looking up at the ceiling. “If this is a hotel or city-wide problem, we could be here for a while.” In the face of his honest contrition, her laughter was completely inappropriate. She smiled but was quick to lift her hand to her throat, somehow damming it. “Are you laughing?”

“No,” she said, clearing her throat and shaking her head. “No!”

“What’s funny?”

“Nothing, I just…” No point denying her amusement. “You’re Roman Lowe…” That wasn’t much of an explanation. “Action star, right? I sort of expect you to pull out some gadget or start scaling the walls… maybe shoot your way out.” When he didn’t smile, she panicked. Had she offended him? This was real life, not a TV show. It wasn’t the time for dumb jokes either. “I’m sorry, Mr. Lowe, that wasn’t funny, I… I didn’t mean to say that…”

The dazzling power of his unexpected smile immobilized her. The gleam was impressive given the lack of light and the ten feet between them. 

“Don’t think I’m insured to perform stunts at charity events.”

Valid point. A guy like him was valuable… What fate would befall her if something happened to him? 

“Well, I guess if I was going to get trapped with anyone, a superstar is a great choice. Someone will come looking for you, won’t they?”

The smile faded as he slid his hands in his pockets. 

“Won’t someone come looking for you?” he asked. “Should I know your face?”

“Oh no, I’m not famous like you.”

Keeping up with the latest happenings must be difficult for actors and crews given they worked such long hours. 

“I work for Brooker, part of the event management group.”

“That organized tonight?”

She nodded. “I haven’t worked for them for long… and if the power in the building is down, they’ll have other things to worry about.”

“Then I guess we better get comfortable,” he said, nodding at her side. “What’s in the bag?”

The gift bag in her hand, right, yes. 

Jumping to it, she hurried to him, arm extended. “It’s for you.”

“Me, huh?” From the bag, he produced a bottle of Scotch. “Thank God for small mercies.”

After tossing the box aside, he opened the bottle and held it toward her, being polite.

“You want me to…? Oh no, I’m working… and my employer paid for that.”

Someone did, and it wasn’t her. Not getting sloshed while she was on the clock was one of those unwritten rules that—actually, it probably was written somewhere on the paperwork she’d signed when joining the agency. Shame, a little liquid courage would go a long way.

“You can’t make me drink alone,” he said, urging it toward her. “What’s your name?”

“Bambi,” she said, curving her hand around the bottle. Before raising it to her lips, she pointed it at him, making eye contact for the first time. “And it’s been my name for the last twenty-five years, so believe me, I’ve heard all the jokes.”

Another smile. The lip of the bottle met her mouth, but she couldn’t drink with their eyes locked. Fixating on someone most people only ever saw on screen was odd. The power had a tractoring force, like it would if he was in some major blockbuster. Only this time, he was staring back. 

Gravity begged her closer, while weak restraint told her it wasn’t a great idea. What would she do if she went over there? Embarrass herself, no doubt.

Whatever was churning in her gut didn’t feel like intimidation. She wasn’t starstruck. Whatever was in him, looking back at her, seemed curious. What an ego, why would he care about someone like her?

When it was impossible to delay anymore, she tipped the bottle and winced at the taste of the liquor. Swallowing was a fleeting victory as she coughed at its potency. 

Lowe breathed out a laugh. “Not much of a drinker?” he asked, taking his turn.

“Not something this rich.” She wiped her mouth. “I’ve never had Scotch before. I’m more of a sweet wine girl. I don’t drink hard liquor…” Shaking her head, she laughed and wrapped her arms around herself to squeeze her own shoulders. “One mouthful and I’m rambling already.”

Lowe wasn’t nervous about drinking. In the time she’d been talking, he’d had another three mouthfuls. 

“You’re not freaking anymore, Little Fawn.” He gave the bottle to her again. “It’s good for something.”

“Liquor will do that, I guess.”

Leaving her there pondering whether to drink more, Lowe went to the stacked mattresses and picked one up. Just like that, he plucked it up and carried it across the room. Stepping aside, he let it fall flat on the floor and used his foot to push it flush to the wall. 

“Do you want to sit?” he asked, taking off his jacket to lay it at the head of the bed. 

“On a bed?”

He loosened his tie and undid a couple of shirt buttons. “I don’t see any chairs.”

No, she didn’t see any either and he was Roman Lowe, it wasn’t like she had to worry about her virtue. Crawling onto the bed, she kicked off her shoes, conditioned not to put them on a mattress. 

“If anyone should be sitting on the jacket, it should be you,” she said, picking it up to offer it back as he sat on the opposite edge.

“Why?”

“You’re the superstar, Hollywood guy.”

He took the jacket and leaned closer. “What would the paps say if I was anything less than a gentleman?”

That put a smile on her face. Once he’d laid it out flat again, she scooched higher to sit, resting against the concrete behind them. He didn’t retreat and stayed at her side, shoulder against the wall.

“This must be a nightmare for you,” she said, sipping from the bottle. “Sitting doing nothing, nothing going on.”

“Nothing going on, sure.” He accepted the bottle when she handed it over. “But I’m used to it. There’s a lot of hurry up and wait on set.”

Making TV shows probably wasn’t as glamorous as people thought. Since she had one of the world’s number ones with her, she could find out. 

“I bet you have plenty of people to keep you entertained during the wait part.”

“People?” he asked. 

“Women.” 

LA, Hollywood, the whole entertainment industry seemed rife with flirtation and innuendo. At work, sex came up fifty times a day. Everyone wanted to know who was with who, who had a chance with who, and who they had to do to get what they wanted. The top was within the reach of everyone and no one.

His nasal inhale took a long time to come back out. “Not a lot of time for women on set.”

Honestly? She didn’t know much about Roman Lowe and didn’t own a television. Movies were fun. She loved the experience of buying popcorn and sitting in a comfy chair waiting for the lights to go down.

But she couldn’t tell Roman she’d only seen clips of his work, shown by Renata in meetings about the event, along with a bunch of others. Insulting the man would be insensitive. They’d be stuck there for God knew how long, she didn’t want it to get awkward.

“I’d love to know what it’s like,” she said, twisting to face him.

Lowe lingered over sampling more liquor. The sullen sort of displeasure in his eyes was new. So far, he’d only seemed to look at her in a positive light. Maybe asking about his work gave him the wrong idea about her interests.

The bottle left his lips. “Every set is different.”

“I’m not an actress,” she said, tugging her dress down her thighs. “I have no interest in being on the screen, big or small.”

“Then LA was a strange choice.”

“It wasn’t really a choice,” she said. “I had to leave home… my hometown, so I got on the internet and applied for jobs all over.” 

“And you got a hit in LA?”

She nodded. “I traveled to a few interviews in different states, but the LA job… I couldn’t really say no… and the pay was good, so…”

He smiled. “It’s good until you realize it’s expensive to live around here.”

She laughed. “Tell me about it. You hear about the big city, but nothing prepares you for it.” 

“How long you been here?”

“Almost three months.”

“Where are you from, Fawn?” he asked. “Originally.”

All the questions, she didn’t expect such a talented superstar to be interested in a nobody like her. 

“Wishbone, Washington,” she said, noting his quirk of amusement. “Yep, that’s me, Bambi from Wishbone.”

He offered the bottle to her, but she shook her head. 

“Come on, you won’t get in trouble, I promise. Got to keep the talent happy, right?” Maybe, but there were limits to what she’d do. Probably not a policy many in town subscribed to. Lowe put the liquor bottle in her hand. “So, Bambi from Wishbone, are you running from something or looking for something?”

Her eyes stayed on his as she drank. She gave him back the bottle and breathed through the burn.

“Running,” she admitted. Though Lowe’s lips were occupied by the bottle, his brows rose. Guess he hadn’t expected her to be so open. “I was with a guy for a few years, I broke up with him and… he didn’t want to let go.”

Twisting away, he put the bottle on the floor behind him. “I can understand why.”

When he tried to touch her face, she shook her head. “You can’t understand Kevin, least I hope you can’t.”

Her feeble joke didn’t amuse him.

Instead, he frowned. “Did he hurt you?”

“He tried to,” she said. “But I’ve taken control. I’m proud of the life I’m building… well I was. God knows what will happen after tonight.”

“Tonight wasn’t your fault, and you said it yourself, Brooker have other things to worry about. You won’t lose your job, I’ll make sure of it.”

Grinning, she stroked his arm. “I bet you know all sorts of people.” 

And could pull all kinds of strings.

“You like fame?” he asked. Noting her confusion, his head tilted. “Yeah, you said you don’t want to be in the movies, doesn’t mean you’re not turned on by notoriety.”

Something in the way his attention drifted caught her interest. There was something there, in his countenance and expression, something concerning. 

He’d touched her when the lights first went out. So touching was allowed, right? She shifted onto her knees to slide a hand onto his jaw, bringing his gaze back for her examination.

Looking into him, a rush of worry consumed her. What was that? What was in him that dimmed his light? Overwhelmed by distress and pity, she crawled closer to stroke his other cheek, still holding his jaw.

“What is it?” she murmured, wishing she could see beyond his façade. “What’s wrong?”
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HIS LIPS PARTED but no words passed them for a few moments. 

“I’m tired,” he said, maybe not ready to trust her too much. “I didn’t want to be here tonight. I have work to do, and I don’t like to be distracted by bullshit like this… Not the charity, that’s worthy. The cause is the only reason I came. It’s important to people I care about. But the drinking, the shoulder rubbing, gladhanding, the name dropping, I can’t stand it.”

Her interaction with him thus far proved the image was far from the reality. Okay, so she knew little to bupkis about the entertainment industry. She’d only got to LA a couple of weeks before starting her job with Brooker and wasn’t exactly boning up on the intricacies of Hollywood politics. And no one could judge, how could she have known something like this would happen?

One thing was clear. What little she knew about Roman Lowe was completely wrong. A better way to put it? Brooker’s information packets were completely wrong. According to those, he’d been a teen sensation, as famous for his partying and womanizing as he was for the movies he starred in. At some point, there was a fall from grace, and the studios stopped casting him. 

More recent updates suggested Roman Lowe had gotten his act together and secured a TV role in Undercover… something.

Could people ever change? Depended on the issue. If the partying trashed his career, maybe he’d matured beyond all that. Hopefully anyway. She had a low tolerance for shallow, immature people, didn’t everyone?

Lowe was proving himself neither and seemed sharp, even in spite of the alcohol.

Sitting there, gazing into him, her whole being sank into a hypnotic state. Men didn’t intoxicate her, hadn’t before this night. Lowe’s brown eyes drew her in, brought her nearer, tempted her curiosity.

The warmth of his fingers slid upward on her cheek, over her ear, through her hair, around to the back of her head and guided her forward, joining their mouths. Potent like the liquor, the slick need of his tongue begged her response; she was helpless to refuse.

In the last three years, only Kevin had kissed her. With him, it had never been like this. Kevin controlled her with physical affection, used attentiveness as a tool to manipulate her. Accepting Lowe’s kiss severed the last thread connecting her to that past. She didn’t belong to Kevin anymore, Lowe washed away that claim to replace it with another: his own. 

Gratitude rushed through her veins, boiling the fuel of arousal. She could unzip her dress, slide her hands over the globes of his impressive shoulders into his hair—

Gasping away, she touched her lips. Whoa, she’d been so ready to give herself to this man she’d only just met.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Shit, I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s okay.” Bambi grabbed his thigh before he could withdraw from their shared seat. “I… thank you.”

He frowned. “Thank me?”

“I came to LA to get away from what I was… And to show my ex he didn’t have the power to control me anymore. You just… he was the last man I kissed, the only man for a long time.” She smiled. “He doesn’t have any part of me now.”

Curling his fingers, they drifted across her cheek. “Do you want more liquor?”

She laughed. “Definitely.”

As he retrieved the bottle, she absorbed her salacious reaction to the guy. Buying herself some time to regroup, she enjoyed another drink then offered the bottle back.

“Do you have family, Fawn?”

“A whole bunch,” she said, fingering the heavy fabric of the jacket beneath her. “I have siblings. There are cousins all over. A couple of aunts and uncles in Wishbone. It’s not a huge place.”

He toyed with the hem of her dress that had somehow ended up on his thigh. Was he as interested in what was beneath her clothes as she was in what was under his tux? 

Geez, what was wrong with her? Damn, they hadn’t drunk that much, yet she was all in already. Time to dial it back, except… she didn’t want to. Insane though it was, nothing ever felt so right.

Being wanton wasn’t her usual style, though alcohol did up her flirtatious confidence and lower inhibitions. Not like she was alone in that. Who hadn’t warped boundaries with liquor in their veins?

That couldn’t be it, not the only thing at work. In the past, before Lowe, she’d never felt such a strong need to be near another person. It must be the x-factor. That intangible quality stars needed to become famous and successful. If she was in the position of casting director, he could have the cow, the farm, and any other damn thing he wanted. Natural charisma would get him any part without an audition.

“How did they feel about you moving here?”

Right, home, they were talking about her home. “Most people from Wishbone stay in Wishbone… in my family anyway. They had their reservations.”

“I can understand that,” he said, making contact with her skin beneath the edge of her skirt. “It was a big move… did it feel good?”

His touch felt good. Did it suddenly get hotter? “Jury’s still out.”

His heat seemed to match hers. The sly knowing in his gaze was filled with just the right amount of confidence. 

“I’m glad you took the leap… Otherwise, God knows who I’d be stuck in here with.”

Being locked in was a new experience. If someone asked how it would be, she’d assume traumatizing. So far, it was the exact opposite. 

She reached across him for the bottle. Just as her fingers curled around the smooth glass, his did the same around her chin until she was staring into him. A shiver went through her when the strength of his finger compelled her chin higher. She wanted him to kiss her again… now.

“Are you cold, Fawn?” When he leaned in to ease away from the cool wall, his mouth came closer. She stopped breathing, fearing the taste of his breath would thrust her into orgasm there on the spot. “You can put the jacket on if you’d prefer.”

More clothes? No.

Opening her hands on his chest, she took the liberty of insinuating herself closer. “You’re a real gentleman.” 

Something she hadn’t encountered for a while.

His short laugh was almost a scoff. “Are you flirting with me?”

“You’ve already kissed me.” The adrenaline of want paired with the infusion of alcohol inspiring her confidence. “We’re past flirting, beau.” 

When he ran his hands up her sides and down over her breasts, she pushed into the caress. If she was allowed to stroke his chest, he should be allowed to touch hers. Fair was fair; didn’t hurt his attention melted her insides.

Taking the hint, he put her out of her misery and kissed her without an ounce of hesitation. He opened his mouth, scooped a hand through her hair, and hauled her tight to him like she’d belonged to him forever. 

The need was beyond physical. Just like in the elevator, that sensation, whatever it was, beckoned. Begged her to settle herself in him, to give in to him. Intuition betrayed surrender. 

Whipping off his loose tie, she fought to feel him as his hands explored her. Natural instinct didn’t dawdle, he snatched her over to straddle his lap. Her fingers worked on unbuttoning his shirt as his, under her skirt, squeezed her ass, pulling her flush against the bulge in his slacks. She rocked herself against his erection until a desperate rush of blood sped through her heart, intensifying the buzz of alcohol coursing through her.

Suddenly, he gripped her arms, separating their mouths. “Wait, baby. Shit, hold on.”

Wait? No. No waiting. She wanted him. Wanted to keep going, to explore some more, to feel as invincible as he stimulated her to be. Her body was drawn to his and although he still had hold of her arms, she swayed in, taking another short kiss before their foreheads met. 

Panting into the narrow ether that existed between their mouths, she slowly returned to reality. They were strangers. Complete opposites too. They couldn’t have anything in common. Just because they were attracted to each other… or maybe they weren’t really attracted to each other at all. Maybe they were only responding to the confined, stressful situation. 

“We shouldn’t be sitting on beds together,” she whispered.

“Not until after at least three or four dates.”

Her lips curved. They could have freaked out. Well, she could’ve freaked out, he was probably much better at dealing with romance stuff. More experienced anyway. 

Rather than panic and run, she stuck close, relaxed, and accepted his teasing comfort.

“We did have a drink together, that’s got to count as one,” she said, loosening to sit back. His hands slid from her upper arms to her wrists. “Though liquor’s probably where the problem started.”

“We should’ve done dinner first.” He threaded their fingers together. “Don’t think there’s anything around here to eat.”

“There are gummy bears and marshmallows in your gift bag,” she said, to which he reacted with amusement. “Kids from the community center made the suggestion.”

“I guess that’s a start.”

Climbing off him, she went to grab the bag from by the door and brought it back. Kneeling on the edge of the bed, she didn’t venture far and made a point of pushing it across to him without getting close. 

“Okay,” he said on a laugh, obviously getting the point of her playful, exaggerated distance. He dug out the candy packets and held up one then the other. “Which do we start with? Shame we don’t have a flame to toast the marshmallows.”

“Nobody carries a lighter anymore. Start with the gummy bears. They’re more nutritious, right?”

“Nutritious?” he asked, putting the marshmallows back to open the gummy bears. 

“They’re fruit flavor.”

He tipped the bears into his palm and held it toward her, side-nodding. “I promise no more kissing. Come over here. Ladies’ choice.”

Scooching a little closer, still on her knees, she selected a couple. 

“Are you allowed to eat these?” she asked, collecting the red ones to set them on the corner of his jacket.

“Why wouldn’t I be allowed to eat them?”

“You’re buff, beau. You must have a strict diet and exercise regime.” She held up a green one. “What’s your favorite color?”

“Blue.”

Bambi laughed. “I don’t have any blue ones. Do they come in blue? I have red…” She set another red one on his jacket. “Orange…” When she offered it to his lips, he accepted it. Next she picked up a white one and set it aside, away from the red ones. “I don’t like the white ones… Yellow.” Bambi showed him one of those and another in the other hand. “And green…” With one between each thumb and forefinger she raised them up and down. “Which do you prefer?”

“What’s wrong with the red ones?”

Pleased, she pushed her shoulders back. “They’re my favorite, we eat those last.”

“You eat your favorite last?”

She nodded, wondering why his lips thinned. “Why is that funny?”

“It isn’t.” The words came out in a rush as he grabbed the side of her head. “It’s adorable.”

“Oh,” she said, popping another between his lips. “I’m not only adorable.”

“No?” He nodded when she held up the white one. “I’ll eat whatever you don’t like.”

Bambi fed him the white one and accepted the yellow one from him. “You think because I’m a small-town girl that I’m naive and innocent. Is that what you like? Is that why you kissed me?”

“I kissed you because it’s been such a long goddamn time since I looked at a woman and saw something…”

“What something?” she asked, taking the rest of the candy from his hand to dump it on the jacket in another pile.
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“PEOPLE MAKE ASSUMPTIONS,” he said. “You didn’t look like you were making assumptions.”

“Assumptions like the woman upstairs?”

“What woman?”

Lying down, she tucked an arm under her head and adjusted each of the gummy bear piles so she could rest on his jacket.

“The woman, the model, who brought you off stage. What were you whispering about?” He didn’t respond. “Sex… you were making arrangements to sleep with her.” When he didn’t say anything, she tipped her head to peek at him. “I told you I’m not just adorable.”

“You’re a sexpot too?”

“In my head sometimes anyway,” she said, stretching her legs to point her toes. “I know what a woman in heat looks like… She wanted you.”

“Did you see me talk to her?”

No, now that he mentioned it…. “I looked away, I didn’t want to intrude.”

“Well, you didn’t. I don’t have any interest in women like that.”

Oh, now, that was something. “What’s a woman like that? Are you assuming she’s loose because she propositioned you? If a man asked a woman for sex, you’d think he was amazing.”

“Want to have sex with me?”

The question was so abrupt that she stopped organizing her bears to blink up at him. “Right now?”

He laughed. “Babe, I don’t judge anyone for being direct. Games piss me off. I meant I’m not interested in what looks good. I won’t lie, yeah, she invited me to her bed.”

That was just confusing. “And because she’s pretty, you don’t want to be intimate with her?”

“Looks aren’t nothing. How could she know she wanted to sleep with me when we hadn’t exchanged two words?”

Rolling onto her back, she tossed a bear into her mouth, chewing as she talked. “I thought there might be something between us in the elevator.” She shrugged. “You have an energy about you… I’d be upset if you judged me for experiencing it, please don’t judge her…” She pulled the pins from her hair one at a time. “You must be used to it. It can’t be new.”

Once all the pins were out, she straightened her arm to lay them on the bed. Something warm touched her knee. It ascended in a tingle that put a smile on her face. His fingertips. Getting higher. Higher. She clamped her thighs together, stopping his tickling in its tracks.

Tucking her chin down, she crooked a brow in question. “What happened to three or four dates?”

“We had a drink, that’s one. We’re eating, so that’s our second.”

She sat up without freeing his hand, though he didn’t seem to mind being so close when she rose to the optimum position to be checked out.

“You have access to some of the most beautiful women in the world, don’t you? Women who’ll come for you on call.” His lips stayed shut. “Women who’d do anything to please you… I’m not one of those women, Mr. Lowe.”

She flopped onto her back without loosening her legs.

“You don’t prefer direct?”

“There’s only one man I’d be on sexual call for: one committed to me. A man committed to our relationship.”

“Fidelity’s a prerequisite?”

When she relaxed her legs, he dropped an elbow to the mattress, holding his head on his palm, only the gummy bears between them.

“You think that’s how to take the small town out of the girl?” she asked. “Promiscuity?”

He picked out the rest of the red ones to add them to her pile, eating the white ones as he went along. “You’ve got to do what makes you happy.”

“What if I don’t know what that is?” she asked. “Is that too deep for a third date?”

A smile quirked his lips and he rolled away to retrieve something. When he flipped back to face her, he showed her the marshmallows. “Third is the dessert date.”

“You have a routine? A tried and tested route to seduction?” she asked. “I bet you’ve done this a thousand times.”

“Found myself locked in an isolated corner of a hotel with a beautiful woman? This is my first time.”

“It’s drama though, isn’t it? I bet your whole life is like a movie… Wild parties, jetting all over the world. Beautiful women on yachts in the Mediterranean, the Bahamas, the South Pacific… You must have lived some life.”

“Don’t count me out yet, Fawn. I plan to keep going another few years.”

“On your show,” she said. “Is that how you plan your future? Contract to contract? How many seasons are you tied in for?”

Damn, if only she could remember the show’s full name. 

“Leads of Undercover Ops? Four.”

Phew, he’d clued her in without need for the question. “You have another four years… Do you love it?”

“Working on the show?” He shrugged. “It’s work.”

“I would think you’d have to love it.”

“Do you love what you do?”

“Not yet,” she said, shifting to get more comfortable. “I’ve only been doing it a few weeks. I haven’t signed a four-year contract either. If I don’t grow to love it, I can always move on. It’s not like what you do. You have a whole cast and crew depending on you… and legions of fans you can’t disappoint.”

“What I do has its moments.”

“You’ve been doing it a long time.”

He opened the marshmallows and plucked one out for her. “You ever had a one-night stand?”

She laughed. “What is this? Deflection Derby? Yes, I’ve had a one-night stand. No, I don’t plan to have one tonight.”

“Just trying to figure you out.”

“That’s why people date, isn’t it? To figure each other out. But it goes both ways.”

He popped the mallow between her lips and scrutinized her as she lingered over chewing.

“I’m tired of talking about me,” he said, grazing his thumb over her lower lip. “I don’t want to talk about me. Tonight’s about you, Fawn. Have you got kids?”

“No. Do you?”

Knowing so little about Lowe worked in her favor. She’d learn about him the old-fashioned way.

“Not yet.”

That answer led to a natural next question. “Do you want them?”

Laying a forearm on the mattress, he descended toward her. “One day.”

Her smile grew. “This is a little intense for a third date… shouldn’t dessert come after a movie or something.”

“You wanna break up the conversation,” he asked, brushing a fingertip across her brow. His digits seemed drawn to her. “Or want something to make out to?”

“I thought you said no more kissing.” The smirk that lit his eye came closer; kissing was exactly what was on his mind. Just before he got to the end zone, she drew back. “You’re squashing our bears.”

He retreated, giving her room to gather the pile of multicolored gummy bears into her palm.

“Care for the bears, huh?”

“I care your jacket’s worth more than I make in a year.”

She wriggled closer, pushing him onto his back with a forearm, resting it on him, holding the handful of bears above his mouth.

“I care that you care,” he said, his arm creeping around her shoulders. “There aren’t many left.”

“Only these and the red ones.”

Taking hold of her wrist, he guided it down and opened his mouth to consume all the bears in one shot. Oh, wow… His lips lingered on her palm, parting hers in anticipation of… something. Mmm. Just watching him eat churned her hormones, quickened her heart.

“I’ve never been jealous of gummy bears before.”

His head bobbed as he swallowed them down. “Anything else you want to put in my mouth…”

Sitting up before she was tempted to do just that, the red bears were a better, safer, point of focus.

“Did you always want to be an actor?”

“No,” he said, linking his fingers behind his head.

“How did you get into it? You started young, didn’t you?”

“I bet I’ve got something downloaded on my phone,” he said, shifting to fold the jacket over to retrieve the device from his pocket.
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