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        Alcohol use: multiple characters on page
      

      	
        Recreational Drug use: main character (mention, in the past)
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        "To love someone when there is no chance of that love ever thriving...that is romance."

      

      

      
        
        —Joey, Dawson’s Creek

      

      

       "I wanted to write about falling in love and why it can't last, but at the same time how it lasts forever!"

      
        
        —Dawson, Dawson’s Creek
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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lawson’s Reach “Pilot”

        Parker is convinced that a video store customer was hitting on him. Lawson is skeptical, especially because the woman is older than they are.

      

      

      VIOLET

      When I find my friend Danielle’s face behind the bar of the Rumrunner hotel, I head toward her like a heat-seeking missile. My mood must be clear because the moment she catches my eye she mouths, “The usual?”

      By the time she finishes delivering drinks down the bar and mixing my White Russian, I’ve settled into a seat, but indignation still has me restless.

      “Stop destroying my swizzle sticks,” Dani says as she sets the glass of cold sweetness in front of me. “I can’t believe you’re still obsessed with these.”

      I lift my glass in a toast. “To The Big Lebowski. Its cast included some of the finest actors of our generation, and it taught me about the yummiest cocktail I’ve ever tasted.

      “Where’s your boy toy?” she asks while pulling a beer for another customer. My job requires a certain amount of multi-tasking, but Dani’s busier back there than ants at a picnic. However, she’s bartended since the minute she turned twenty-one seven years ago, so she’s able to listen while she works.

      I stir my drink until the ice cubes spin. “That’s an excellent question. He was supposed to meet me at Mediterraneo for dinner an hour ago, but he never showed.”

      “Bummer.”

      “Go ahead. You know you want to say it.”

      She just zips her lips.

      “I know I should break up with him.” I tick the reasons off on my fingers. “He’s too young, he’s not very smart, he’s unreliable.”

      When she returns from delivering drinks, I finish the list. “But he’s hella hot, and it would be mad awkward at the office if I broke up with him.”

      She just smiles and shrugs, but I know what she would say if she weren’t so chill. “I know, I know. As soon as this is over, I’m swearing off baby surfer dudes.”

      “How old is he, anyway?”

      I tap my chin. “Twenty-two, I think? When he first came in to sign up for work as an extra, I’m pretty sure he filled in his birth year as 1975.”

      “Six years between you is a dog’s age,” a bright and bubbly voice says behind me.

      “Hey, girl. Whatcha drinkin’?” Dani asks Whitney—our other best friend—as she slips onto the barstool to my left. As per usual, guys up and down the bar stretch their necks to check her out. From her blond highlights to the big blue eyes made even bigger by artfully applied makeup, her look is designed to capture the male gaze, and it always does.

      “A glass of chardonnay, please,” Whit says primly before turning to me. “Thought I might find you here.”

      “You were looking for me?”

      Biting a lined lower lip, she digs through the Fendi baguette she must have spent a ridiculous amount of money on. I mean, I love that new show Sex and the City too, but I can’t afford to dress or accessorize like any of those women.

      “When I dropped Skye at your place, Lance was there.” Whitney slides a folded piece of paper across the bar, but when I try to take it, she won’t let go. “You have to promise not to kill the messenger.”

      I snag the paper. After a quick perusal of what’s written on it, I just shake my head. I should’ve known better. You never pair a leading man with a character actress.

      “That bad?” Dani asks.

      “What does it say?” Whitney whispers.

      “You didn’t look?” I ask her.

      “I would never,” Whitney protests. “But Lance did say he was afraid to tell you in person. He was just going to pin it to your door.”

      “Afraid? Of what?” I demand.

      Whit flinches. “Of you yelling.”

      I blow out an impatient breath and pick up the piece of paper again.

      “Did he break up with you?” Dani asks.

      The White Russian is hitting the spot, but I push it away so I’m not tempted to gulp it down. “He not only broke up with me, he’s moving to LA.”

      Which means I’ve lost my receptionist as well as my boyfriend—or whatever he was.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      I squeeze my eyes shut before answering the question posed from behind me. In fact, I find myself squeezing everything shut in response to the tone of that voice. Not that it’s grating or bullish, the kind of voice that rubs me the wrong way. This man’s luscious, mellow tone is catnip that has me wanting to rub against him.

      Please be hideous, please be hideous, please be hideous, I chant silently as I move my boho bag from the bar stool next to me. Armed with the Southern hospitality my grandma raised me to use, I scoot my seat away as much as I can in the crowded space. “It’s all yours.”

      When I turn to look at him, the words As am I resound inside my skull. Where did they come from?

      Let me count the ways.

      First off, the dark-haired, five o’clock–shadowed guy with the sinful voice and a naughty look in his eye is a dead ringer for that guy from Steel Magnolias and The Practice, Dylan McDermott. I’d long ago shelved fantasies that the actor himself would shoot a movie in town and sweep me off my feet, but this guy’s right here, and he smells like⁠⁠—

      “Crowded for a Sunday night, huh?” That voice startles me back to reality. Man, I hope he didn’t catch me sniffing him.

      “Yeah,” I agree, sounding like I’ve been huffing whip-its. “This place is always packed in the summer.”

      “That a White Russian?”

      “Here’s to The Dude,” I say before draining the glass.

      Get a grip, Violet.

      Dani’s empathetic frown shifts to a professional smile as she turns to the guy. “What can I get you, sir?”

      Dylan-lookalike scans the taps and asks for a Sam Adams. While Dani pours his beer, I reach over the bar and squirt soda water into a glass, needing something that’s neither sweet nor packing a punch to help me cool my jets.

      Whitney pokes at the piece of paper, now sitting in a puddle of condensed water on the bar. “So, what did he say exactly?”

      Humiliation heats my cheeks, so I take another gulp of water. “For starters, he said he didn’t like how I bossed him around.”

      Whitney winces.

      “I am his boss!” I protest. “Or I was.”

      “Maybe there’s a lesson there?” Dani asks.

      I snort. “Don’t sleep with the help? Or with surfer dudes?”

      “You are a bit intimidating, Vi,” Whitney says. “I mean, I’m afraid of you sometimes, and I’ve known you since we wore training pants.”

      “Well, that’s just stupid.”

      “Vi!” Dani admonishes.

      “Proving my point,” Whitney mutters.

      I roll my eyes. “Sorry. I guess Lance won’t have to be intimidated by me anymore. He’s leaving tonight.”

      “Whoa.” Dani’s brows go up. “How long has he been planning this?”

      “I don’t know.” I read over Lance’s scrawl again. “It just says some guy told him he was driving to California, and Lance realized that if he didn’t go for his dream, he’d always regret it. So he’s going to Hollywood to be an actor.”

      “Jesus,” Dylan says on a half laugh, half groan that has me wishing I could make that word come out of his mouth with lust instead of pity.

      When I meet his sidelong gaze, he apologizes. “Sorry, don’t mean to be eavesdropping, but”—he pauses for a moment to quickly look me up and down⁠—“what an idiot.”

      “He was a jerk,” Whitney adds, patting my arm.

      “He’s not a total asshole. Just kind of an airhead. A boy bimbo.” I do my best to laugh it all off. “I guess it’s my bad for trying to date above my pay grade.”

      My neighbor shakes his head and takes a sip of his beer. “The last thing LA needs is another actor wannabe.”

      A truism, but it sounds more personal for him.

      “At least you won’t have to see him again,” Dani says, straightening and whipping a bar towel over her shoulder.

      “Unless he actually gets work. Then I’ll have to see him on the boob tube. With my luck, he’ll book my favorite soap.”
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        * * *

      

      NATE

      I’d been enjoying the show put on by the spitfire redhead next to me at the bar, but when she tells her friends about the guy that left her to go west to be an actor, I suddenly need more space than the crowded bar allows for.

      Excusing myself as if I’m going to the restroom, I veer instead toward the lobby and the door that leads to the beach. When I checked into this oceanfront hotel two days ago, expecting to be able to watch the sunset over the waves, I had to remind myself that I’m now on the left coast. Lucky for me, instead of the Atlantic, my room faces the other body of water that flanks the island called Wrightsford Beach. In the time since my plane landed in the Wallington airport, I’ve heard several locals call it the “innercoastal” waterway, even though the sign reads “intracoastal.”

      One of many quirks I’m sure I’ll discover during my stay in the city some are calling the Hollywood of the East.

      After I find a lonely spot on the hotel deck, I lean on the faded wooden railing. A few deep breaths while staring at the great expanse of the ocean always calms me down, and after a few moments, I feel less agitated.

      Unfortunately, that gives my dad’s voice full rein inside my head.

      You’ve got commitment issues, son. In the past four years, you’ve quit more jobs than I’ll ever have.

      After I finally graduated from college, which took an extra year because I transferred twice, I found a job that was as far away from Hollywood—and my father—as possible. It’s true that I didn’t last long at the first company, nor the ones that followed it. Each and every position I found was mind-numbingly tedious. Each time, I moved on. So sue me.

      The joke my dad tells ad nauseum is that they based the movie Reality Bites—or Singles or Kicking and Screaming, all of which he cast, by the way—on my life. Which is totally unfair.

      Or mostly unfair.

      I don’t get high every day. Anymore.

      I am not a “master at the art of time suckage.” I can get a lot done when I want to.

      I may know all the words to “Conjunction Junction,” but I can also make a kick-ass spreadsheet.

      I just haven’t found the thing that makes me want to settle.

      Or maybe growing up in and around Hollywood just ruined me for the real world. Making widgets is boring. He was right about that.

      Long story short, when my family decided to add Wallington to our ever-growing list of satellite offices, taking on the project of getting it open seemed like a way to show him that I’m no longer the screw-up stoner-surfer I was in high school.

      His response when I asked for the job?

      Sure, what the hell. Even you couldn’t screw this up, Nate.

      That’s about the highest praise anyone gets from my father. Unless you’re my older sister Monica. She’s always been the golden child. Straight As from kindergarten to college had her coasting into law school at UCLA. Now she’s my dad’s right hand. He even changed the name of the business from Fowler Casting to Fowler Stern Casting, adding her married name. She negotiates all the deals with agents and producers, getting the company producer credits and royalties in return for my dad’s connections with the hottest actors, while her actor husband mostly stays home with the kids.

      I’m just not like them. Or anyone else in my family. Even my cousin Jay, heir to his father’s casting dynasty in New York and Boston, delights in rubbing elbows with Broadway stars. Meanwhile, I’d rather spend my days doing anything on the water.

      In fact, at the moment I’m regretting leaving my boards in a storage unit back in Santa Monica. But something in me needs to prove to my dad—and maybe to myself—that I’m at the very least responsible enough to run a casting office in this backwater town.

      How hard can it be? The Beverly Hills office will handle all of the top-of-show and headliner casting. All I have to do is find local actors to fill small roles. In LA, you have to beat them off with a stick. Sure, the pool won’t be as large here, and maybe the serious ones do go west, like the guy who broke up with the redhead, but I read up on this town before flying east. It’s served as a location for a growing number of B-movies and even a couple of blockbusters. That kind of success must draw actors as well as stage crew members.

      I mean, who wouldn’t want to work in a place like this instead of smog- and traffic-clogged Los Angeles?

      And if all the women are as charming as that girl at the bar, I might even want to stay awhile.

      Just don’t run away again, okay, Natie?

      That was my sister. She’s usually on my side, despite the fact that my dad treats me like I don’t belong in the family business, or even in the family at all. This may be my last chance to prove him wrong. One way or the other.
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        * * *

      

      VIOLET

      After the hot guy excuses himself to visit the facilities, I try to get Dani’s attention. By the time she finishes helping customers at the other end of the bar, I’m bouncing on my barstool with impatience.

      “You need another drink already?” she asks, as she clears my empty glass.

      “No, I’m good, but listen.” I draw a circle in the air between my friends and me and lower my voice. “Can we have a little girl-to-girl check-in about that guy?”

      Dani raises a brow. “You mean as opposed to a bartender-to-customer check-in?”

      “Yeah. Except we’ve never really had that relationship. I mean, I was your boss here.”

      “For one summer,” Whitney points out.

      “It was almost half a year,” I say.

      “If you want to do this ‘check-in,’” Dani says as she opens the dishwasher, releasing a cloud of steam that momentarily separates us, “you’d best get to it because I do have other actual paying customers. Besides, he could be back any minute.”

      After a quick look over my shoulder to make sure he’s not indeed walking our way, I whisper, “I just wanted to find out if either of y’all were into him before I make a move.”

      “Which guy are we talking about?” Whitney asks. She’s been flirting with two guys standing behind her for the past ten minutes, but if she were to turn her attention on Dylan’s doppelgänger, I’d lose him in two seconds flat.

      I point to the empty seat on my right. “That guy.”

      Dani cocks her head to the side as she dries a glass. “He is pretty cute.”

      “Pretty cute?” Whit says, fanning herself with a coaster. “He’s bangin’ hot.”

      “Okay,” I say, doing my best to squelch my disappointment. “Forget it.”

      “I’m not saying I’m into him,” Dani says. “He’s not really my catnip.”

      “Do you even have a catnip? Like, have you taken that diaphragm out for a test drive?”

      Dani looks around, her eyes wild. “Jesus, Violet. Just announce my private business to the entire bar.”

      “I just think that using a diaphragm on top of the pill, plus asking the guy to use a condom is a bit much. I was there when the Planned Parenthood lady explained that to you.”

      Whitney scrunches up her button nose, which makes her look even cuter. “Lord have mercy, Dani. Is that what you do?”

      “I’m not talking about this while I’m at work,” she hisses. “But I’ll tell you one thing that’s for sure: No way am I having a one-night stand with a traveling salesman.”

      “Is that what he is?” Whitney asks.

      Dani shrugs. “He sure ain’t from around here. He put his drink on his room tab, so I know he’s staying at the hotel. And that suit he’s wearing? Looks expensive.”

      “Maybe he’s here for a job interview,” I say.

      “Where would a guy with a suit like that work around here?” Whitney shakes her head definitively. “Trust me, he did not get that at Belk’s.”

      She’s right. Wallington’s rich people are old-money types who’d only wear seersucker this time of year. Between UNCW and the growing retiree population, professors and doctors make up our white-collar contingent, but I didn’t get either of those vibes from him.

      “Maybe he’s some sort of engineer here to work at GE,” I suggest.

      Dani throws a bar towel over her shoulder. “My bet is pharmaceutical rep. But it doesn’t matter. With my family’s track record, if I even looked at him sideways, I’d get pregnant.” The whirlwind of pouring, shaking, wiping, and serving stops for a moment, and she lays both hands on the bar. “You know what I’d love? If there was some sort of crystal-clear sign so you’d know exactly when you were ovulating.”

      “Like you turned blue?”

      “Maybe not that extreme. Maybe just a little dot that lit up.”

      “I can see that introducing all kinds of problems.”

      “Guys could have one too.”

      “With their sperm count?”

      “Yeah. Then everyone would know what they were getting into.”

      “What about romance?” Whitney asks.

      Dani wags a finger back and forth. “There ain’t no romance that can survive spitting out a kid every ten months like every other woman in my family does. Everyone except Aunt Doris, of course. May she rest in peace.”

      Dani moved out of her crowded family home years ago to live with her “poor” maiden aunt Doris, who was, according to my dear friend, the happiest Goodwin in the county. When she passed away a couple years ago, she left her home to her favorite niece.

      “Well, I’ve got plenty of condoms, and I’m on the pill. I’m thinking…” I check over my shoulder again and catch sight of a certain tall, dark, and handsome man threading through the crowd. Leaning across the bar, I whisper, “I’m thinking a one-night stand with a not-here-for-long guy is exactly what I need to bounce back.”

      Dani frowns. “What about just going home and getting a good night’s sleep? You do have a business to run.”

      “That would be the wise thing to do…” I say, dragging out the word “wise.”

      Whitney giggles. “But that’s not what you’re gonna do?”

      “I don’t think so,” I sing-song. “Anyway, things are going great at work. The producers were totally jazzed about the actors I got them for the first two episodes of Lawson’s Reach. I’ve got everything at the office under control. I will have to find a new receptionist to replace Lance, but that’s not happening tonight. I could just use a little ego boost.” I place a restraining hand on Whit’s arm. “You know that if you even blink at him sideways, it’ll be over for me.”

      “Oh, don’t be silly, Vi. But don’t worry”—she glances at something behind me before leaning close to whisper—“he’s all yours.”

      Just then, Dylan Twin—I really should get the guy’s name if I’m going to seduce him—eases into the chair next to me and takes a sip of his beer. Ratcheting up my performance a hair, I say, “Pshaw, I totally dodged a bullet with Lance. If I stuck with a flake like him, I’d be cleaning up his messes the rest of my life.”

      Dani points her soda gun at me before filling a glass. “Which is what happens when you get married, no matter who it is.”

      Whitney sighs. “Such a cynic.”

      “Just know a lot of examples,” Dani mutters as she heads to the other end of the bar to deal with a waving cocktail waitress.

      My prey is staring off into space, so I offer up my hand. “Hey, I’m Violet. Welcome to Wallington.”

      He smiles, and an honest-to-god dimple appears. “Thanks. I’m Nate. Nathaniel. Either one.”

      We shake hands, and I’m rewarded with a little zing that tells me I’m not totally off base. There is something between us. “You don’t have a preference?”

      “Nope.” He releases my hand, but swivels to face me. “But I thought this was Wrightsford Beach.”

      “It is.” I wave a hand in a north-to-south direction over my head. “This island and a chunk of land on the other side of the intracoastal make up Wrightsford Beach. But it butts up against Wallington, and they’re both part of New Hanover County, so most people call the whole area Wallington.”

      Before I can ask what he’s doing in town, Dani swoops back in.

      “I have a theory about you and men, you know,” she says, ignoring my wide-eyed message: I’m busy here. “You control everything else in your life to the nth degree. But men? They’re like cute little puppies, and you’re the fire hydrant.”

      I glance at Nate with a nervous laugh. “I don’t think I like where this is going.”

      “They drain you dry, and then they pee on you.”

      Whitney gasps. “Dani, ew!”

      “Metaphorically,” Dani concedes.

      I turn to Nate with what I hope is an unruffled smile. “Please excuse my friend and her graphic analogy. Which is totally off, by the way.”

      “At the very least you could stop dating younger men,” Dani mutters.

      “All the older local guys are taken. Or boring.” I place a flirty hand on Nate’s forearm, doing my best to get back on track. “Sorry, no offense.”

      “Well, I’m not local and… how old do you think I am?”

      Whitney and I look him up and down before answering in unison, “Thirty-five.”

      Nate almost chokes on the last of his beer. “I’m twenty-five.”

      “Really? No way.”

      “You do seem older,” Dani nods. “At least not younger than us. We’re twenty-eight.”

      “Thanks, I guess?”

      Whitney leans forward to catch his eye across the bar. “I mean, you are wearing a business suit.”

      He smooths a tie that doesn’t need smoothing. “I’m in town on business.”

      Dani shakes her head. “Honey, this is a beach town. Unless you’re in court pleading for your life or somebody else’s, or that life’s over and you’re in a funeral home saying goodbye, nobody wears a suit.”

      I tap my knee to his. “My dentist wears shorts under his lab coat.”

      He straightens but doesn’t move his knee. “Where I’m from, there’s a class line between suits and shorts.”

      “Not here,” I say, turning to face him fully, letting my knee skim along the length of his thigh. “You button up for church on Sunday, but that’s it. And even then, you just wear a nice pair of khakis and a button-down. Short sleeves in summer, long in winter.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he says with what I am pretty darn sure is a flirty smile.
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CHAPTER 2


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lawson’s Reach “Pilot”

        When Lawson invites Charli to sleep over, she’s not sure it’s a good idea.

      

      

      NATE

      I may be a fuck-up in my family’s eyes, but I’ve never had a hard time finding girls to hang out with. The problem has always been keeping them. My sister says I’m afraid to find out what’ll happen if I stick around long enough to get beyond casual hookups, but she’s hardly a paragon of relationship success. It’s obvious to everyone but her that she and her husband have problems.

      I should probably be focusing on plans for my first full day at the office tomorrow, but I literally can’t take my eyes off this Violet girl. From her hoot of a laugh to the freckles across the bridge of her nose to her sharp tongue, she’s adorable. That actor who traded her for Hollywood is going to be kicking himself for letting her go, especially when he inevitably crashes and burns.

      His loss and my gain. I haven’t had this much fun just talking to a woman since… well, ever. I can only imagine how the sparks would fly if we moved things between the sheets.

      When she decides to pack it in for the night, I tell myself I want to be sure she’s okay to drive. As far as I can tell, she only had the one drink, but I’m just not ready to say goodbye.

      I sign off on my tab and step away from the bar. “Let me walk you to your car.”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary.”

      “Of course it is,” I say, following her to the lobby. “It’s late, and it’s dark.”

      She pauses in front of the guest services desk. “Wallington is a city only in name.”

      “That may be true, but this place is full of out-of-towners who’ve been drinking too much. I may be from elsewhere, but I’ve only had one beer.” I hold out a crooked elbow. “Humor me?”

      She takes my arm. “Well, that is very gentlemanly of you.”

      After we pass through the automatic doors into the still-humid air of the parking lot, I let the truth escape. “You wouldn’t say that if you knew what I was thinking.”

      “Oh, and what is that?”

      Her tone is as flirtatious as the looks she’s been giving me all night, but I need to be sure, so I release her elbow. “Let’s just leave it there, so you can go home thinking I’m a good guy.”

      She leans against a car, one brow raised.

      “The guy that broke up with you.” I shrug. “He’s blind and an idiot.”

      She tips her head to the side. “You up for propping up my ego a bit more?”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “I think it’s the same thing you have in mind.” Her voice has dropped in pitch, making it even sexier. “I mean, I could be up for a nightcap. In your room.”

      I nod slowly. “The only thing that’s going to happen if you come to my room doesn’t involve drinking.”

      “Maybe that’s what I’m suggesting, in a roundabout way.” She picks up the end of my tie and begins to reel me in, her eyes never leaving mine. “Give a girl a break here. She just got ditched.”

      I lean back until the fabric is a taut line between us. “I could be a good guy and walk away right now.”

      “Or you could be a bad boy…?”

      “That’d make you very happy.”

      “Hmm. Maybe I need a taste bef—” Instead of finishing her sentence, she grabs one of my hands and captures a finger with her teeth. When her tongue curls around it, I think I might explode.

      After dragging my finger past her lips, I grasp both sides of her face and bring my mouth within a hair’s breadth of hers. Inhaling her sweet scent, I brush my lips across hers. Once, twice… but before I get to the third, what needs to happen is crystal clear.

      She’s soft, but strong.

      I’m hard and deliciously powerless here.

      Panting, I pull away, “I’m up for whatever you are.”

      “Let’s go get naked, then,” she whispers.
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        * * *

      

      VIOLET

      I mean, I do usually have at least one date with a guy before ripping my clothes off, but—fuck it. If someone’s going to call me bossy, I may as well embrace the persona. Besides, I’ve got another stressful sixty-hour work week ahead of me, so I could use a little Sunday night pick-me-up.

      So far, mission accomplished.

      Insistent fingers spear through my hair. Equally eager lips, teeth, and tongue caress and nip and lick their merry way over my skin. Since the moment the heavy hotel door thunked shut behind me, this gorgeous man has had me pressed up against it to worship every inch of my mouth, neck, and shoulders.

      He's winding me up, and I want more, faster. I push him away from the door. “Move it along, cowboy.”

      When he stumbles back, hands in the air, I can’t help but laugh. “This isn’t a stick-up.”

      “You’ve stolen something from me, that’s for sure.”

      He’s still walking backwards into the room, so I grab ahold of his lapels. “Just so you know, I don’t usually make a habit of one-night-stands.”

      He stops and looks down at my hands briefly before meeting my gaze with a wicked smile. “Yeah?”

      “I mean, I do like to get to know a guy first.” Hesitation may ride my words, but my hands are busy belying them, pulling him so close there’s only breath between us. “But I could be convinced to make an exception.”

      “Well,” in between dotting featherlight kisses across my jaw, he whispers, “We can get to know each other.” Kiss. “Tell me something.” Kiss. “I’d know about you.” Kiss. “If we talked all night.”

      Kiss.

      Knees weak, sex wet, I can only come up with, “Uhhh…um.”

      He moves to my neck. “How about I start?” Kiss.

      “Good idea,” I manage.

      “My…” Kiss. “Zodiac sign is Aquarius.” Kiss. “I don’t like chocolate.” Kiss. “And my favorite color is green. The green of your eyes, in fact.”

      He leans back to meet my eyes, which are likely mostly black at the moment I am so turned on.

      Swallowing, I do my best to find my words, but when he lifts my hand and begins to kiss his way up my arm, I lose the game of hide and seek. “I… like… um… kissing.”

      He pauses at my inner elbow, and the corners of his mouth lift. “Good to know.”

      “Good to be known.” My voice is as wobbly as my knees. “Oh, and I’ll eat all the chocolate.”

      Sadly, he releases my hand. Happily, he uses the opportunity to shrug out of his suit coat and toss it over a chair. Then he reaches for the side zipper of my dress. “May I?”

      “Oh yes, you may.”

      As he slides the zipper down, I fumble with the buttons of his dress shirt.

      Swallowing, his Adam’s apple bobbing, he pulls at his tie. Before he can take it off, I stop him. “Leave that for last. It’s growing on me. The shirt needs to go, though,” I say, my voice huskier than usual.

      Deft fingers make quick work of the rest of his buttons, and he tosses his shirt aside too, but of course he’s got a Hanes underneath it.

      The wickedness is back in his grin when he nods at me. “Your turn.”

      I reach down to unhook the strap of my heels, but he stops me with an ah-ah that I’d use to warn my dog off the couch. “Those have grown on me. Take something else off.”

      Pressing my lips into a pout, I fling a hand at him. “No fair. You’ve got like⁠—” I pause to scan the broad shoulders, lean torso, and long legs before me. “Five more things to take off. I’m way ahead of you.”

      He scans me up and down, the perusal so slow and thorough that I’m reminded of his hands on me when we were out in the parking lot, of the way they seemed to approve of my generous figure. I can’t take it anymore, so I shake my head. “Done with this.”

      His face falls. “Done?”

      “Let’s see if I can be clearer.” Crossing to him, I unbuckle his belt and shove his dress pants down before whipping my dress over my head. As I toss it aside, his gaze locks on my cleavage.

      Thank you, Victoria’s Secret.

      I point at his feet. “Shoes off, shorts off. Everything off but the tie.”

      I lean in to nip his full lower lip before growling, “Then meet me on the bed.”
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        * * *

      

      NATE

      I have never met a woman like Violet. It’s not just that she’s a Carolina girl and I’m used to the ones in California. She’s in a whole other category.

      She strips down to nothing but scraps of lace that barely contain the contours of her hips and breasts, whips the covers off the king-sized bed like a warrior princess, and I’m ready to be conquered.

      Not that there was a question that I’d be into her. I’ve had a rocket in my pocket since she brushed her knee against mine in the bar. In the parking lot, when she stepped close enough that I could detect her scent—freesia, maybe, and whatever pheromones smell like—I was a goner.

      Now that I’m free of shirts and shoes and slacks, but still wearing the tie she mocked in the bar, she uses it to pull me on top of her.

      I may be a bit of a loner—“disaffected loser” would be my dad’s wording—but it’s easy to connect with a gorgeous woman once we’re skin to skin, so I take a trip down south on this luscious body. All worries about the week ahead disappear as her skin shudders underneath my lips.

      In fact, her sweet-but-not-too-sweet scent erases all thought.
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        * * *

      

      VIOLET

      Most guys go straight for my boobs. I mean, I guess they’re pretty special. And I do pay beaucoup dollars to have them lifted and shoved together in what is apparently an appealing fashion to the rougher sex.

      But this guy? After a brief pass, his mouth keeps going.

      Which I ain’t gonna complain about.

      His teeth find the lacy bit of lingerie that barely covers the red hair underneath that I keep trimmed but not waxed. Any guy that wants bare down there is basically a pedophile, in my opinion. When he teases those curls away from the place my friends and I call the Butter Bean, I shudder with raw need. Then another finger joins his teeth to inch the thong down my hips. Impatient as always, I can’t not help, so I lift my hips.

      The corners of his lips lift in an expression that matches mine. Like we’ve gotten away with eating the last slice of pie. Making quick work of my thong and tossing it over his shoulder, he grabs my hips and pulls me to the edge of the bed with surprising strength. A giggle slips out of me as he shoves my knees wide and kneels on the floor.

      Hands stroke up and down my thighs, thumbs getting closer and closer to the finish line. Before I can even think of a word or two of direction—something most guys need—fingers curl deep inside, his tongue finds the Butter Bean…

      And every single one of my cells clenches. A moan of pure lust grits out of me. His growl in response vibrates on my pleasure zone like no battery-operated device ever could. When he taps the old G-spot as he sucks on the Bean, I go nuclear, shock waves blasting from top to bottom and back again.

      “Condom,” I manage, my voice thready and probably way too needy.

      After a last little massage that spreads my girly wetness around like he’s planning to make good use of it, he sprints to the bathroom. Before I can have a little debate over why some guys keep ’em in their wallet and others in their dopp kits, he’s back, and I use the tie—the thing really is handy—to pull him close. Then, eyes on the prize, I grab the condom, rip open the foil, and have it covering his impressively long, hard, and ready-to-go erection before you can say Jack Robinson.

      He shoves me onto my back. I scoot across the bed. He follows, a tiger on my tail. I let him catch me and then he’s inside. Not slow, not gradual, not gentle. He just homes in on his target and blasts me to kingdom come.
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        * * *

      

      NATE

      Panting, soaked in sweat, it takes a good long time for my brain to reboot after I collapse half-on, half-off of Violet. I probably look like a wacked-out zombie, but for once, I don’t give a shit.

      In LA, every guy is perfect. Coiffed, gym-toned, moisturized. Their colored contact lenses match their shirts. To make matters worse, once a pretty actress figures out that I can’t get her a job even though my family runs a casting company, I’m dead in the water.

      But this girl. My mind’s so fried from whatever that was that I. Cannot. Compute. She called this a one-night stand, but all I can think right now is if I get the chance to do that again, I’ll take it.

      Eventually, my heart rate slows, and my immediate need involves getting rid of the condom, so I whisper a “Be right back” and head to the bathroom to toss it.

      When I return, a sliver of moonlight cuts through the drapes, the perfect lighting for her creamy skin. I slip back onto the bed, unsure if she’s fallen asleep. Her hand finds mine and tells it she wants more attention. My palm obeys, stroking gently over soft skin. She actually purrs as I stroke over a shoulder, a hip, a calf. Just as my little guy is thinking he might be up for another round, an “Oh, crap” startles me away from her.

      She slaps a hand to her face, and then the other joins it to scrub. “Ugh.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      She blows out an impatient breath. “Yes. But no. I’m just a shit puppy mom.” She leans over to give me a totally unsatisfying peck on the cheek, and before I know it, the bathroom door closes behind her. I’m still sitting there, stunned, when she emerges, seeking and finding her clothes, covering that Venus-like body, a rueful smile creasing her face.

      “This was great. I mean it. And maybe we can do it again sometime if you come back in town, but right now, I gotta go.”
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