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Chapter 1

It had been almost six years since we’d seen one another. During those years I had thought of him often. I remembered the last few moments before I got back into my car to drive away. He’d run up the driveway as I pulled away, stopping when he reached the road. Shirtless, hands shoved deep in the pockets of his jeans, jaw set, and eyes narrowed, anger seemed to spark from every pore. I’d watched him in my rearview mirror, his image growing smaller before it finally disappeared.

It had taken me almost a year to get the interview with the artist Jesse Wolf Carver. A renowned indigenous carver, he rarely granted interviews and when he did they were short and not very sweet. Temperamental and extremely private he would only discuss his art. Little was known of his training, his history, or what he thought about anything other than his carvings. It wasn’t even certain that the name he used was really his own.

The carvings themselves were controversial. Enormous traditional Pacific Coast masks, many decorated the walls of his studio. Recent showings of his work included smaller carvings of masks and figurines in various poses. 

A few weeks before he reappeared in my life I had gone to a gallery in the Southeast never expecting to see any of his work displayed. Unlike his early traditional carvings these were intricate and extremely detailed. One figure in particular caught my attention. It was a woman, nude, her arms extended above her head as though she was reaching toward an unseen sky. Her head was bent back, long hair cascading down her back. Eyes closed and lips slightly parted she looked almost ecstatic. Her hands bent out at the wrists, fingers spread, seeming to welcome an unseen God into her arms. It stood on my mantle beside a small carved wolf family.

I was showing a client a painting by one of our local artists when he entered the gallery. I didn’t look up when the buzzer rang telling me someone had come inside. I knew Kathryn would see to whatever this new customer wanted. It was the sound of his voice that got my attention. After six years I still recognized the deep timber that seemed to vibrate within his chest. Frozen mid sentence I turned to see him staring directly at me. 

“And you say this is going to increase in value?” The gentleman at my side inquired.

I nodded my head but found I was unable to speak. Kathryn was at my side whispering nervously, “He insists on having you show him around. What do you want to do?”

This obviously irritated my client. “Seriously?”

I tore my eyes away from Jesse. “I apologize, Mr. Martin. I completely forgot I have this appointment. I am certain Kathryn will be able to assist you.” Without waiting for a response I moved across the gallery.

Jesse had not moved. It was as though he was a magnet and I was irresistibly drawn to him. “Mr. Carver, how nice to see you.”

His lip curled. “Really? Mr. Carver?” His eyes narrowed. I knew that look. It was not good. “Fine. Miss Stone. Oh wait, it’s Mrs. Newsom now, isn’t it?”

I tensed at the sarcastic tone. My husband had passed away almost three years ago and I had returned to using my maiden name. Anyone who knew me was well aware of that.

“It’s Miss Stone,” I responded stiffly. “I’m currently assisting another client. I’m certain Kathryn will be happy to show you anything you would like to see.”

“I highly doubt that since it’s you I’ve come to see. Miss Stone.” His dark eyes glistened 

My heart flip flopped and I swallowed hard. “And why would that be, Mr. Carver?”

“Let’s stop playing games Dani. We both know why I’m here.”

I glanced back at Kathryn and my client to see them both staring at us curiously. Turning back to Jesse I hissed, “Fine. Let’s go to my office.” Brushing past him I strode purposefully toward my office at the rear of the gallery. Opening the door and stepping inside I noticed my hands were shaking slightly. 

I turned to tell Jesse to take a seat to find he was standing directly behind me. He was much taller than I was and my eyes were on level with the open collar of his oxford shirt. I looked up slowly. The scent of him filled my head; the long remembered woodsy smell that he seemed to carry with him. Stepping back quickly I indicated the chair in front of my desk before moving behind the desk to my own chair. 

“Can I offer you a drink?” I asked politely. “Coffee, tea, a soft drink? Or perhaps you prefer something stronger?” I said the last sarcastically, taunting him with the alcohol problem I knew he struggled with.

He leaned back in the chair and comfortably crossed his long legs. “I don’t drink alcohol anymore. I haven’t had a drink in almost six years.” His voice was even and undisturbed. My comment hadn’t even ruffled his feathers. “Do you have any bottled water?”

I went to the small refrigerator I kept in my office and withdrew a bottle of water and a can of cola. Setting the water in front of him I returned to my seat, popping open the can of soda. I took a long sip of the cold drink before speaking. “Alright Jesse. What did you want to see me about?”

“I want to buy the carving back.” He stated it simply with no precursor.

I felt my face grow warm and I knew I was turning pink. One of the unfortunate side effects of being a fair skinned blond was my tendency to blush at the slightest provocation. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I lied and took another sip of my drink. 

“Come on Dani,” he practically snarled. “Let’s get on with it. You paid with a credit card.”

I mentally cursed paper trails. “I’m not selling it.”

Jesse tossed the closed water bottle from one hand to the other. “Yes you are. I’ll give you what you paid for it and an additional fee.”

I laughed sharply. “A fee? That’s rich.” Leaning my elbows on my desk I repeated what I had already told him. “I’m not selling it.”

“It was mistakenly sold. It was only for display.” Now he was lying and I knew it.

“How unfortunate. It had quite a large price tag.”

His eyes glittered dangerously. “I told you, it was a mistake.” He was practically grinding his perfectly white, slightly uneven teeth. “I’ll pay you double what you were charged.”

I never hesitated. Granted it was partly spite. “I have no intention of selling it.” Standing I asked, “Is there anything else I can do for you today?”

Jesse stood as well and he glowered at me. His lips were set in a tight thin line. Reaching into his pocket he pulled out a card case and tossed his business card on my desk. “Call me when you come up with a fair price.” Before I could respond he had turned on his heel and strode out of my office. 

Kathryn hurried in and closed the door behind her. “Who was that? What did he want?”

I realized I was trembling all over. “Someone I knew a long time ago. He wanted to buy something.”

“What?” Kathryn’s eyes were wide. She had never seen me like this.

I collapsed into my chair. “Me.” I said it softly at first. Then I looked at her. “He wanted to buy me.”

Chapter 2

Six years earlier I had been doing a series of articles on the arts of indigenous peoples. Jesse Wolf Carver was the last on my list. I had specifically left him for last because I honestly didn’t expect to be granted an interview. He was already known as temperamental, a loner, and even hostile to reporters. I’d written to his manager several times and hadn’t received a response. On a long shot I went to the town where his studio was located and after some clever detective work found out exactly where it was. 

I sat in a car across the road for about half an hour. Before I could muster up the courage to knock on the door, he stepped outside. He stood on his doorstep staring at me for a couple of minutes before striding up to the car.

“What do you want?” He literally growled.

At first I was frightened but in an instant that fear turned to anger. Who the hell did he think he was? 

I opened the car door forcing him to step back. “My name is Dani Stone and I’m doing a series of articles on...”

“I’m not interested.”

“Will you at least let me finish a sentence? You don’t have to be so damned rude.” 

He straightened to his full height which caused him to tower over me. “I’m rude? You park outside my house and stare at it like you’re waiting for some zoo animal to appear and you call me rude? That’s rich.”

I couldn’t really argue with that. I had pretty much hunted him down when the lack of response to my requests should have told me he didn’t want to be interviewed. “Alright that was rather tacky. But you are impossible to reach. I sent several letters...”

“To my manager. Yes I know. Did you get an answer?” Before I could speak he continued. “No you did not. Do you know why? I don’t have a manager. I received your annoying requests and I placed them where they belong; in the trash. I have no interest in being interviewed, photographed, or in any way publicized.”

Stunned by his outburst I stood with my mouth hanging open and undoubtedly had a stupid expression on my face.

He leaned forward looking directly into my eyesand spoke slowly as though I were incapable of comprehending his words. “Do you

understand?”

I am rarely caught speechless but I was silent at that moment. I simply nodded my head and got back into the car. I think I may have mumbled a small apology as I started the engine. Driving along the road I cast one final look in my rearview mirror and saw he was still standing, staring after the car.

Imagine my surprise when less than an hour later there was a knock at my motel room door. Jesse Carver stood outside the door still glaring. He had struck me speechless twice in one day; an unprecedented feat.

“Come to the studio tomorrow at noon. But come alone. I don’t want a bunch of you fools tramping around my property. I’ll give you an hour.” 

With that, he turned and walked over to a motorcycle parked in the lot. In a flash he had ridden off leaving me standing like a fool, barefoot and dumbfounded. An auspicious first meeting, to say the least.

Chapter 3

The following day I pulled into his driveway at fifteen minutes before noon. I sat uncertainly in my car. He had said noon and I wasn’t sure if showing up fifteen minutes early would set him off and blow the entire interview. At two minutes to twelve I got out of my car and with my small briefcase in hand went to the front door. I had just raised my hand to knock when the door opened and he stood, staring at me with an amused expression on his face.

“I wondered how long you were going to sit there.” There was a sarcastic tone to his voice that made my skin prickle with irritation. 

Biting my tongue I responded as coolly as I could. “I didn’t want to disturb you in case you were working.”

He snickered. Opening the door wider he gestured for me to enter. I stepped past him into the coolness of the house. Simply furnished, it had high bare beam ceilings and an open floor plan. Glancing up I saw that the upper floor was a loft that circled the downstairs and the far wall was a window that stretched from the lower to upper floor offering a spectacular view of mountains in the distance. The house was as unique as Jesse’s art.

“My studio is out back,” he said shortly. Indicating I should follow him, he led me through the dining area and the kitchen to another door. We stepped into another large room with floor to ceiling glass windows on two sides that allowed the natural light to flood the room. One wall was covered in carved masks of various sizes, no two alike. Another area of the room was obviously the work space where Jesse created his art. 

“Have a seat,” he indicated a couch and sat across from it on a ladderback kitchen chair. Swinging his long leg over the back of the chair, he crossed his arms on the high back and waited for me to sit.

The couch was well worn and I sank into the cushions feeling awkward. “I want you to know I really appreciate you doing this. I promise you’ll have final say on anything...”

“I guess Indian artists must seem so quaint and kitchy these days. Bet you’ll make a lot of money with your articles. Indians are the flavor of the month.” His eyes challenged me.

I bristled under his stare and his words. “Look if you just agreed to this so you can be insulting, then maybe we should forget the whole thing.” I struggled to stand up but the couch was like a big puffy trap that sunk whenever I changed position.

Jesse laughed. In fact he laughed loud and long. That only angered me more and I felt my face grow hot. Finally I grabbed hold of the arm of the couch and managed to pull myself to a standing position. He stood at the same time and grabbed my arms. “I apologize. I really am sorry. Please, let me make it up to you.”

I clenched my teeth. Jesse never did interviews. This was an incredible opportunity. I blinked hard, took a deep breath, and responded in my most professional voice. “I understand you might feel used, but I honestly think you have a gift. Your work is beautiful and it is representative of your culture. If people know more about what you do and why you do it they can better appreciate your carvings. You won’t be just the flavor of the month, as you say. I want to raise awareness of where the art of aboriginal peoples comes from, what it means to them and their culture.”

Jesse lifted his chin slightly. Stepping back he extended his hand. “Peace?”

I accepted his hand and we shook. “Peace.”

A grin crossed his face. “But no peace pipe. I leave that to Adam Fortunate Eagle.”

I still felt as though he was making fun of me. But I wanted the interview and, to be honest, I liked his work. His masks were unlike anything else I had seen and I was more than a little curious as to how he managed such large pieces.

“I’m starting a new project today. Would you like to watch?” He was moving toward the back of the room and he opened a refrigerator pulling out two beers. “You like beer? It sometimes gets warm in here.” Without waiting for a response to either question he handed me an ice cold bottle of beer. “I can get you a glass if you prefer.” He looked around the room and I had the feeling the glass might be less than pristine.

“This is fine.” I struggled to twist off the cap. I wasn’t a beer drinker but I was more than a little thirsty. It was warm in the room. Watching me as I tried to open the bottle he tucked his under his arm and with a twist had mine open. Then he clinked his bottle against mine and said, “To art and collaboration.”

“I thought you could watch for a while and then we can talk if that’s agreeable.” Jesse had become quite charming. In fact he seemed like a totally different man.

“That would be wonderful. Should I just sit here? Would it be okay if I take some photos?” I hoped I wasn’t pushing my luck.

He shrugged. “Sure. Why not. Have a seat.” There he was getting all cool again. I couldn’t get a handle on this guy.

He strode to the other end of the studio and opened the curtains to reveal a stunning panorama. I gasped. Behind those curtains was an amazing view of the mountains in the distance. He slid opened the glass doors and a cool breeze scented with pine drifted into the room.

I took my seat and pulled my camera and my notebook out of my bag. It was beginning to look as though this might be my best interview.

Ignoring me, Jesse stepped up to a block of wood and stood staring at it for a moment. Then he was moving. I couldn’t see his face, his back was to me. As I watched the wood began to take a form and I could just about make out the beginnings of what could be a face. I snapped a few photos but I was soon so mesmerized by what I saw that I forgot everything else. His tee-shirt grew wet with sweat in spite of the breeze and suddenly he pulled it off and downed the last of his beer. I was excited by the way his muscles moved beneath his skin as he worked at the wood. His dusky skin gleamed with the sheen of perspiration and there was something incredibly sensual about it. His jeans slid down a little on his hips and when he stopped to get another beer from the refrigerator I saw the dark line of hair that disappeared down the front of his pants. He caught me staring and I blushed and began to fidget with my notebook as though I wasn’t thinking about what it would be like to run my hands over his chest.

Jesse returned to his work and continued working for almost three hours, stopping only to grab a beer a few more times. I wondered how he could do such beautiful work and drink as much as he did. But I was so enthralled with watching him I pushed the question to the back of my mind.

Finally he stepped back and picked up his tee shirt, wiping it across his sweaty face and body. Turning to me he said gruffly, “I’m going to take a break. You want to ask questions now or after I take a shower?”

I was speechless. “Well, whatever you prefer is fine with me. I mean, I want you to be comfortable.” I was stammering.

Coming toward me he continued wiping the shirt across his skin. I gave up trying not to stare. He obviously didn’t mind. “Well I don’t want to offend you.”

“I’m not offended,” I assured him. 

His eyes bored into mine. “I’m glad. I think I will go ahead and get cleaned up. Help yourself to another beer. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

My voice squeaked as I responded. “Take your time I’m fine here.”

He chuckled and left the room. I wasn’t particularly interested in having another beer but I was more than a little thirsty. It had gotten steamy in the studio and it wasn’t just from Jesse’s hard work. I found a bottle and pried the cap off a fresh beer, downing a good portion of it in one swallow. Not only was the man talented, he was sexy and he knew it.

Wandering around the workshop I looked at his carvings. They were dramatic, colorful, and exhilarating. I couldn’t wait to learn what inspired him. Finally I leaned against the door and gazed out at the mountains in the distance. There was a small structure in the backyard that looked like a hut. More surprising I saw a hot tub off to the side. It made me laugh to see something so modern in the midst of the bucolic countryside.

“What’s so funny?” his deep voice came from right behind me. I turned quickly and took a deep breath when I realized he still wasn’t wearing a shirt although he had a towel hung around his neck.

“I just noticed your hot tub. It seems so out of place.” I avoided staring at his chest which wasn’t easy since I was eye level with it. He glanced over my shoulder. 

“Would you like a soak?” His voice was silky and I felt my body respond to both the sound and the closeness of his half naked body.

“Oh no. I was just looking.” My face was hot again. “I appreciate the offer but I don’t have a swimsuit anyway.”

His eyes flicked over my body then back to my face. “That’s no problem. I don’t mind.”

I felt my mouth drop open. “I-I... We should probably get to the interview.”

Jesse shrugged and sat the couch. His damp hair hung past his shoulders and clung to his back. I followed him and sat down at the opposite end of the couch, pulling out my notepad. He leaned back against the arm of the couch, folded his hands behind his head, and crossed his legs. He looked casual and sexy. 

Clearing my throat I asked my first question. “Where do you get your ideas? I know that masks are part of your heritage but yours are quite unique.”

He didn’t answer me right away. His eyes held mine until I felt a fire start in the pit of my stomach and begin to spread outward and downward. It was a struggle to draw my eyes away and look down at my notepad. Apparently that released enough tension and he was able to respond. His response was not what I expected. He laughed.

“Why do all you press people ask the same questions? Where do I get my ideas? Where the hell do you think I get my ideas? From the Great Spirit Guide? Maybe I smoke the pipe in a sweat lodge and the ancient ones inspire me. You want to know where I get my ideas? I drink a lot of beer, I listen to heavy metal, and I read graphic novels. Where do you get the ideas for your questions?”

I had enough. I snapped my notepad shut and rose awkwardly to my feet. “Well, I appreciate your time. Obviously you think this is some kind of a joke. But this is my work. I came prepared to respect yours, but I see you don’t respect mine. Don’t get up. I can find my way out.”

Turning on my heel I started for the front door. But Jesse was in front of me before I could even leave the studio. “I apologize. Please. That was rude. I know that. I’m terrible at interviews. I never know what to say or what people want to hear.” He held his hands up, “Give me another chance and I’ll behave.” A smile tickled the corners of his mouth. “Anyway I’ll try to behave.”

He was so darned irresistible. His smile lit up his whole face, his teeth a bright white against his dusky skin. Add to that the fact that he was half naked and his body was beautiful and I was sunk. “Okay. One more chance. But if you start acting like some prima donna I am out of here.” I kept my voice steady but my heart was pounding. 

Jesse held his hands up in surrender. “You’ve got it. You’re the boss.” With that he grabbed another beer out of the fridge and looked at me questioningly. Sighing, I nodded yes. Hopefully the alcohol would help me to relax and keep my mind on my job and not the sexy young man sitting near me.

He took a long swig of his beer and wiped his hand across his mouth. “What I said was true you know.”

I took a more delicate sip of my beer. “What was true?”

He took another swallow of beer. I was amazed he could drink as much as he had been and still look sober. “I listen to heavy metal, I drink beer and sometimes harder booze, I read graphic novels, and I also play a little guitar.” He leaned toward me and in a voice just above a whisper added, “And sometimes I smoke weed.”

I knew I was staring at him but I couldn’t help myself. “I can’t write that.”

“Why not? It’s the truth.” He leaned back again and stretched out his long legs.

“Jesse I don’t know if you’re telling me the truth or not. I do know a lot of people admire your talent. Because you’re young there are probably a lot of young people who admire your talent. Do you want them to think the way they can succeed or be great artists is to get drunk and high and waste time reading graphic novels?”

He sat up again. “Now wait a minute. Maybe drinking and getting high isn’t a good thing to do. But there is nothing wrong with graphic novels. Have you ever read one?”

“Well, no.” I took a deep breath. “You’re exasperating. I want to write a story about you that’s inspiring and will showcase your art. That’s all I want to do.”

“You don’t want to write about a drunk Indian?” There was a chuckle in his voice. “Okay, leave out the drugs and alcohol if you want to. But the heavy metal and graphic novels stay in. Deal?”

He held out his hand to shake. I realized it wasn’t going to get any better than that so I took his hand to shake. He drew my hand to his lips and turning it over, he softly kissed my palm. Looking up at me he murmured “Sealed with a kiss.”

I just stared at him. He was an enigma. I slowly withdrew my hand and realized it was shaking slightly. 

“Let me make things up to you. I’ll pull on some clothes and I’ll take you to dinner and we can talk while we eat. I’ll be more relaxed.” I started to protest but he held up one hand to stop me. “Please.”

There was no denying him. Those dark eyes and that captivating smile smothered any hesitation I had. “That would be very nice.”

“Give me ten minutes. Hang out and make yourself comfortable,” he called back over his shoulder as he left the studio.

Shaking my head I wandered around the studio and took another look at some of his work. A shelf in the back of the studio contained several small carved animals. They were intricate and the details made them incredibly lifelike. Like tiny inanimate wolves, foxes, owls, and other woodland creatures, they were posed in mid stride or with wings spread as if prepared to fly away. I was amazed at the realism displayed in the work. Unlike his masks which were pure imagination, these carvings were miniature examples of life.

I jumped when I heard Jesse come back into the room as though I had been caught snooping. He took my breath away when I saw him wearing khaki pants and a soft cream colored sweater. He looked nothing like the guy who had answered the door earlier. 

Coming to stand beside me he looked down at the small carvings I had been inspecting. “I see you found my little forest creatures.” There was an uncertainty to his tone I had not heard before.

“They’re really amazing,” I murmured. “How do you get so much detail into such tiny carvings?”

He shrugged as though it was no big deal but I could tell from his response he was proud of these small creations. I pointed at a carving of a mother wolf with a pup curled next to her. “This one is incredible. I can even see their eyes. I love wolves.”

Jesse picked the carving up and I was fascinated by the way the small wooden animals looked in his large hand. “Wolves mate for life you know.” His eyes held mine. “They’re very loyal. People could learn a lot from them.”

I had the feeling there was some unspoken message in the comment and stored it away to consider later. Jesse took my hand and laid the carving on my palm before closing my hand over it. 

“This one is for you.” His hand was warm around mine, and he held it there for a minute longer than was needed.

I opened my mouth to protest but he shook his head as if anticipating my words. Instead of declining I thanked him. 

“Well let’s go have some dinner and you can pick my brain.” 

I’d assumed we would be going in my car and was pleasantly surprised when he opened the garage door revealing a shiny black SUV. 

“You don’t mind if we take my truck, do you?” I wanted to laugh at what he called a truck. It was a late model very expensive looking vehicle. 

“That’s fine. My car is a little messy.” I was understating that. I had been practically living in my car for the past few weeks as I went from one interview to another. The back seat was littered with notes, maps, and more fast food containers that I cared to think about.

The inside of Jesse’s car was immaculate. As he drove onto the road he reached out and turned on the radio. I wasn’t expecting the blues that poured from the speakers. “What happened to heavy metal?”

“I was in the mood for something a little different. Do you mind?”

I assured him I didn’t mind in the least. Jesse drove carefully, never going over the speed limit. I wanted to ask where we were going to eat but I felt it might be rude. As though he read my mind he asked, “Do you like Mexican food?”

“Yes very much.” I would probably have said yes to anything. The opportunity to get a truly personal interview was tempting. Add to that the fact that he was a heck of a good looking guy and the night promised to be a winner.

Chapter 4

I was a little surprised when we pulled into the packed parking lot of a small, obviously local Mexican restaurant called Monterrey. If I had been on my own I probably would have passed right by. Several motorcycles were parked alongside the building, a few groups of people stood around outside, many with drinks in their hands. 

“Um, it looks crowded,” I observed.

Jesse parked in front of the restaurant, ignoring the fact there was no space and smiled at me. “It’s not a problem. I know the owner.”

I got out of the car nervously. Many heads had turned when Jesse parked and I was certain someone would object to his choice of a spot. I was wrong. As we walked toward the entrance people slapped him on the back, called him by name, and a couple of girls in skimpy attire kissed him warmly. Mexican music blared into the parking lot and when Jesse opened the door the scent of food engulfed us. It was wonderful. Although it was loud inside the restaurant the atmosphere seemed friendly. 

One of the servers caught sight of us and waded through the tables and past the bar calling out Jesse’s name. Giving him a warm hug he turned to me, his eyes sizing me up from my face to my feet and back again, lingering momentarily on my breasts. “Que linda”. I wasn’t fluent in Spanish but I got the idea.

Jesse laughed heartily, “Behave yourself, Miguel.”

Offering me a conspiratorial wink he turned back to Jesse and said something in Spanish that was well beyond my understanding. Whatever it was, Jesse responded and they both laughed. I made a mental note to find out what was said at the first opportune moment. Then Miguel led us to the back of the restaurant where it was much quieter than the bar area. 

As we sat down Jesse told Miguel, “A pitcher on the rocks.” Nodding Miguel hurried off to fill the order. “You like margaritas? Not that it matters; even if you didn’t you’ll love these. Best margaritas in a hundred miles. Maybe two hundred.”

I wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about having more to drink but I was still hedging my bets on getting a good interview. This was going to be the best one ever. It was a plus that I had gotten Jesse to even agree to an interview. To get the personal insight into his life was a jackpot. 

Miguel returned with the largest pitcher of margaritas I had ever seen, a bowl of tortilla chips and two small dishes, one with salsa and one with queso. Filling our glasses, he tapped the table. “Give me shout when you’re ready to order amigo,” he said. Then he disappeared into the front of the restaurant.

Jesse clinked his glass against mine and smiled. “Drink up.”

I took a sip of the margarita and had to admit it was wonderful. Jesse was studying me, eyebrows raised questioningly. I laughed. “You’re right. This is delicious.”

Giving me an “I told you so” look he took a long swallow of his drink. I briefly wondered if he would be alright to drive after dinner but pushed the thought away. Once we ate and spent time in the restaurant he would be fine. As I said, I wanted this interview.

I started to take my notepad out of my bag but Jesse reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “Don’t do that. Not yet. Let’s just enjoy some drinks and a nice dinner. Then we can talk business.” He flashed that stunning smile, which seemed even more dazzling, and I couldn’t resist.

“So tell me about yourself. How did you end up prying into people’s lives for a living?"

I should have been insulted but he asked it so disarmingly I couldn’t get mad. “I studied journalism in college with a minor in art history. I’m actually interested in television news but so far I haven’t gotten anything in that area. I’m going to get my masters’ and that should open up more avenues for me.” I sipped my margarita as Jesse refilled his now empty glass.

“I’ll bet you would look great on television. Most of those newswomen are sexy these days.”

Taking a bigger sip of my drink to hide my discomfort I replied, “I don’t know about being sexy.”

“Sure you are.” He reached across the table and pushed a few loose hairs away from my face. Then his fingers trailed down across my cheek and my spine tingled. “Maybe change your hair a little, show a little...” he indicated my breasts.

I giggled nervously. “I don’t think newscasters aim to be sexy or wear low cut clothes.”

“No?” He ginned widely. “They should. You should. You’re very pretty.” He filled my glass and I didn’t stop him. At least when I had the glass to hide my face and keep my hands from fidgeting I was safe. 

I picked up a chip and dipped it into the salsa. Before he could stop me I had taken a big bite of the chip. It took a couple of seconds before the fire filled my mouth. My eyes began to tear and I coughed slightly. Jesse picked up my glass and handed it to me. “Here you go! I tried to stop you.”

I gulped down the entire glass in an effort to put out the flames that had now spread down through my chest and into the pit of my stomach. As spicy as the salsa was, it was also incredibly tasty. Jesse picked up a chip, dipped it in the queso, and handed it to me. “This might help.” Then he filled my glass again. 

There was only a little of the drink left in the pitcher. As if by magic Miguel appeared with a fresh pitcher and set it on the table. “How about a double order of beef fajitas?” Before I could respond he nodded at Miguel who hurried off to fill the order. As if sensing my hesitation he said, “I’ve been right so far, haven’t I”

I had to agree. I was having a good time. I didn’t feel as uncomfortable as I had earlier. Agreeing he had been on target with his choices to that point I asked, “Can I ask a few questions now?”

Jesse laughed heartily and I thought about how great his laugh sounded. “As long as you don’t pull out the notebook you can ask me anything.”

“It’s a deal.” 

“Let’s make it a game. For every question you ask, I get to ask one. And if you don’t answer you have to take a drink. Same applies to me, so it’s fair.” Were his eyes twinkling or was it the light?

“I don’t know...” I said softly trying to focus my thoughts.

“Aw come on. It’s a good deal.” He pressed.

It was too tempting to pass up so I said okay and we started. “I’m going to let you go first because I am just such a nice guy.”

I giggled again and thought I sounded silly. “Okay. How come you don’t like to give interviews?”

“Hmm. I guess it’s because I feel like I’m a sideshow freak when I have to answer questions. I don’t mind questions about my art. But it always comes around to private stuff. Do you have a girlfriend? What does your family think about your work? That has nothing to do with my carving.”

I nodded. It made sense. “Fair enough.”

“My turn. Do you have a boyfriend?”

I leaned forward and laughed aloud. “Really? Didn’t you just say...?”

“I sure did. Now answer or drink up.” He had leaned forward as well and our faces were inches apart. 

“I don’t have a boyfriend at the moment.” I was staring into his eyes and I felt as though I was drowning. Suddenly Miguel appeared with a sizzling skillet of meat, peppers, and onions and I drew away quickly. Hoping to hide my embarrassment I took a sip of my margarita. I was surprised to find the glass empty.  Miguel set a covered stone dish on the table.

“I brought the corn tortillas you like,” he told Jesse. Then he winked at me. This made me even more uncomfortable. “I’ll bring another pitcher?”

Jesse gave me no opportunity to respond before telling Miguel it was an excellent idea. Then Jesse began to prepare a fajita, all the while expounding on the deliciousness of the food. “These are the best fajitas I have ever tasted. I’ve even been to Mexico and they didn’t have food as good as this.” He pulled a piece of seasoned beef from the fajita and held it before my face. “Smell that. It’s wonderful.”

I opened my mouth to agree the scent was great and he popped the meat between my lips. My mouth was filled with the flavor of spices and beef. Even if I wanted to complain I couldn’t disagree with his assessment of the meat. He grinned at me. Then he set the fajita on my plate and proceeded to prepare his own.

There was little conversation as we dug into the food, only stopping to wash bites down with frosty margaritas. At one point Jesse used his napkin to wipe salsa from the corner of my mouth. I didn’t resist. Instead I giggled. I heard myself giggle and for a brief moment I thought I sounded silly. But that moment passed and I went back to eating and drinking.

When our plates were empty and we had finished another two pitchers of margaritas we both sat back. I felt amazingly satiated and more than a little intoxicated. The lights were brighter, the room tilted every time I turned my head, and the sounds of singing from the other room filled the air. 

“How do you feel about dessert?” Jesse asked.

I laughed out loud at the suggestion. “I think I would explode.”

“Well we can’t have that.” He leaned across the table again. “I’m afraid you didn’t get very much of an interview. I hope you had a good time.”

My speech slurred slightly as I responded. “Well that is a little problem.”

“Tell you what. We can head back to my place and you can ask all the questions you like. I’ll even try to make us a pitcher of margaritas as good as these.”

I raised my hands defensively and laughed a little too loudly. “No more margaritas! And are you sure you can drive?”

“I’m fine. But you probably need to hang around my place until you sober up. I’m afraid I let you have too much.” His dark eyes glittered and I suspected he didn’t feel as guilty as he would have me believe.

Struggling to keep my voice low and steady I responded. “You won’t get any argument from me.” In spite of my suspicions about Jesse’s intention of getting me drunk, I felt more self conscious about my slightly inebriated condition. 

Jesse got up and held out his hand. “Come on and I’ll make some coffee instead of margaritas. Sound good?”

Taking his hand I got up slowly. It was only when I tried to turn my head to pick up my purse that the room took a spin of its own. I must have looked as though I was about to fall because Jesse grabbed my upper arms. “Whoa. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” That was far from true. I hadn’t been that drunk since spring break my sophomore year in college. I was dreading the walk to the car. Once again Jesse seemed to sense what I was feeling and he slipped his arm around my waist drawing my body close to his.

“Just hang on to me,” he whispered in my ear. His breath tickled my ear and coupled with his hand on my waist and his woodsy scent, my body grew warm. It was as though a fire started in the pit of my stomach and spread throughout me before settling between my legs. My legs were unsteady and it wasn’t only alcohol. I slid my hand around his waist and held on tight. He guided me through the tables and I was aware of him telling people good bye but my focus was on putting one foot in front of the other. 

There was still a pretty big crowd outside and a couple of people tried to get him to stay but he brushed them off, laughing. “Not tonight guys.”

I gathered from the response it was assumed he was going to spend the night with me. I didn’t care. I only wanted to get to the car and maybe stop the liquid heat that had gathered at my core. All thoughts of an interview had dissolved along with any professionalism I might have had.

He helped me into the front seat and reached across me to put on my seat belt. His hair tickled my nose and I felt his fingers at my hip as he searched for the clasp. As it snapped shut he looked at me. His face was so close to mine I could feel his warm breath on my mouth. His eyes searched mine and I found myself wishing he would kiss me. He didn’t. Instead he murmured, “All set.” Then he headed around to the other side and got into the driver’s seat. He cast one more glance at me as he started the engine. “You okay? You’re not going to be sick are you?”

I shook my head and heard my shaky voice respond. “I’m fine. Just a little embarrassed.”

Jesse drove slowly and carefully. “Don’t be embarrassed. I was the one who kept filling your glass. I’ll make some coffee and you can hang out until you feel better.”

The car windows were down and the cool evening air blowing in my face did make me feel a bit better. Although I was far from sober when we reached his house I was feeling well enough to walk. I managed not to stumble and when he reached out to support me I pushed his hand away. “I’m okay. Really.”

He shrugged but I noticed he walked close by my side from the garage and into his living room. The huge room was unlike his studio. Well furnished it had the look of a room that wasn’t used very often. “Relax and I’ll put on some coffee.” His tone was cooler and I wondered if I had offended him. However I couldn’t wrap my head around anything and just plopped down on the couch with a murmured, “Thanks.”

I tried to look around the room but my vision was still uneven and I found I felt better when I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. It was quiet except for the sound of cicadas rubbing their legs outside the house and the vague sounds of Jesse in the kitchen. I felt peacefully blasted. In a few minutes I had drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 5

I awoke disoriented, trying to remember where I was and how I got there. I was stretched out on a couch and covered with a light blanket a small pillow tucked beneath my head. One lamp glowed in a corner of the room. Gathering my thoughts I realized I had fallen asleep in Jesse Carver’s house. I had gotten drunk, stumbled around, and ended up unconscious on his couch. Feeling incredibly foolish I slowly sat up. There were two bottles of water on the coffee table which had been moved close to the couch. Grabbing one I downed it quickly. My mouth felt like I’d gargled with sand and the coolness of the water was a relief. I opened the second bottle of water and swallowed half of that before replacing the cap and setting it back on the table. Pushing the blanket aside I got up slowly. I desperately needed to use the bathroom but I had no idea where it was. In fact I had no idea where Jesse was. If he was asleep I certainly didn’t want to wake him and humiliate myself further. My purse was on the floor next to the couch where I must have dropped it when we came in. 

I made up my mind I would just leave. I’d sneak out the door and drive to the motel and try to put this behind me. I didn’t even care about an interview. I just wanted to redeem myself and regain my sense of dignity. Tip-toeing to the front door I opened it slowly. My car was still parked at the curb and I scurried to the door using my fob to open it quickly. If anyone had seen me they probably would have thought I was a burglar. 

Starting the car I cast one look at Jesse’s house.  Maybe I should have left him a thank you note. It was an irrational thought and I shook my head before driving off into the night. Hopefully I would never have to face Jesse Carver again. 

I parked in the spot in front of my motel room and once inside hurried to the bathroom. I barely made it to the toilet before my body released the copious amount of liquid I had poured into it over the past few hours. I sat there for a few minutes, my head in my hands. I couldn’t believe I had let this happen. The opportunity of a lifetime and I get drunk like a college student on her first date. Date? What had made me think of it as a date? It was an interview, it was business. 

I lay across the lumpy bed and stared at the ceiling. I tried to go over everything I’d said and done during the evening.  The thing that kept coming to the front of my mind was Jesse’s strong arm around my waist and his face just inches from mine as he snapped my seat belt. Once again I felt myself grow warm. I wondered what might have happened if he had kissed me. I wasn’t a virgin although I was far from experienced. I couldn’t deny I was attracted to him. A dead body would respond to that man. Shaking my head impatiently I got up and undressed. Without even putting on my nightgown I slipped into the bed. I couldn’t change what had happened. I was just grateful Jesse had been decent enough not to take advantage of my inebriated condition. Although as I drifted off to sleep I couldn’t help but wonder what would that mouth have tasted like and what it would have felt like to have his naked body pressed against mine. 

Chapter 6

I awoke to a loud knocking sound and it took me a moment to realize someone was at the door of my room. I slipped out of bed naked and quickly pulled on the robe I had left on a chair. Opening the door I was blinded by the bright sunlight. All I could see was a tall, dark shape. Using my hand to lessen the glare I was stunned to see Jesse standing there. Embarrassed once again I pulled the robe tighter around my body acutely aware of my nakedness.

“You didn’t have to sneak off.”

“I-I...” I stammered foolishly.

Then he laughed that darned deep laugh. “It’s okay.” He held my briefcase and camera. “You forgot something and I had a feeling you might need these. I also had the feeling you might be too uncomfortable to come back for them.”

Ducking my head to hide my flaming cheeks I admitted he was right. “I have to apologize. I don’t usually drink and I guess I got carried away.”

“It’s not a big deal. Like I said last night, I kept filling your glass. I didn’t realize you’re a lightweight.”

“I wouldn’t say that!” I protested indignantly.

“Uh huh.” He chuckled. “Well you didn’t get to finish your interview so I thought I’d bring your things by and take you out to breakfast.”

Somehow Jesse always left me speechless. I stared at him standing at my door, a big grin on his handsome face, while I was disheveled and naked under my robe. “I just woke up,” I told him lamely.

“I can see that. I can wait.” He smiled more widely.

“I have to take a shower.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Okay.”

I looked over my shoulder into the small room with the unmade bed and my belongings scattered around as though the room had been ransacked. Turning back to Jesse I said, “The room is small. There’s no place for you to wait.”

His eyes held mine. A bolt of lightning hit me right between the eyes. No, it hit me right between my legs. I stepped back and held the door open. Jesse came inside and looked around. “It is small.” He pushed the door closed behind him. Then he held my briefcase out to me. I reached to take it and our fingers touched. Raising my eyes to his I felt that jolt again.

Jesse’s hand slid up my arm and he pulled me closer. For a second our faces were almost touching. Then he slowly brought his mouth down over mine and my head almost exploded. The kiss started out gently then his tongue separated my lips and I welcomed the intrusion. My robe opened slightly and he released my arm and slid his hand inside to my waist. When he touched my naked skin I felt my knees weaken. He’d dropped my briefcase and slid the other hand into my robe pulling me tightly against his body. His desire was evident even through his clothes and it only inflamed me more. He moved his mouth to my neck and I ground my hips against him, hungry to feel more of him. His lips traveled up to my ear and he whispered softly, “Go take a shower.”

Gasping with both surprise and desire I looked up at him. “What?”

“Take a shower, get dressed, and I’ll take you to breakfast.” His eyes were smoldering.

“I thought...” I faltered.

“Oh believe me I am more than a little interested.” He moved his hips against me to let me know he was feeling as excited as I was. “And I think we’ll get there. But first I need breakfast. So take a shower, get dressed, and I’ll wait in the car.” Then he turned and went out the door never wondering if I would do as he said.

I stared at the closed door in shock for a couple of minutes before hurrying into the bathroom. I’d never gotten washed, dressed, and made up so quickly. I chose the one sundress I had packed. The small yellow and pink flowers on the white background set off my complexion nicely. Adjusting the thin straps I stepped back to examine myself in the mirror. My hair was still damp when I snatched up my purse and my briefcase and dashed out to the car. Jesse was leaning against his bumper and talking to a very attractive young woman. I felt a twinge of jealousy which I immediately pushed away. I had no right to be envious. It wasn’t as though we were dating. In fact I didn’t know what we were doing. As soon as he saw me he brushed past the girl, who I could now see wasn’t more than sixteen or seventeen, and came to my side. Glancing at the briefcase he shook his head. “Not that again.” Then he took my arm and led me to the passenger side of the car. As I stepped into the front seat he took the briefcase from me and tossed it into the back seat. 

“This isn’t work. This is breakfast.”

I didn’t argue. I honestly didn’t know what to say. I was not what my friends would call fast or easy. I never slept with a guy on a first date and I absolutely never slept with a co-worker or someone I was interviewing. But Jesse was making me throw all my rules right into the ocean where they floated away while I rode a wave of desire. Because that’s what it was. I desired this man. I’d been attracted to him since the moment he showed up at my door the day before. What’s more I knew the attraction was mutual.

“So are you a big breakfast eater or are you a nibbler?” He drove onto the main road and soon we were on the highway.

“After last night I might need to keep it light,” I responded wryly, well aware I was more than a little queasy. I was amazed I didn’t have a roaring headache and hangover. More amazing was Jesse’s clear headedness. He had consumed a lot more alcohol than I had.

“Okay. No problem.” He shot me one of those smiles I had come to like so much. “And no Mimosas or Bloody Mary’s I guess?”

“Oh goodness no!” I exclaimed. 

“So why did you sneak out on me last night? Were you afraid I might take advantage of you?” There was a hint of teasing in his voice.

“It never crossed my mind. I just felt foolish and I didn’t want to wake you.” I smiled at him. “I appreciated the water though. I had to go to the bathroom, I didn’t know where it was, and it seemed easier to drive back to the motel than go searching your house.”

He laughed heartily. “You had to piss so you drove twenty minutes instead of looking for the bathroom? You must have been drunk!”

The ridiculousness of my behavior hit me and soon I was laughing too. We spent the next half hour talking about the previous night. Any discomfort I’d felt was gone. Jesse had the ability to make me laugh at myself.

He finally pulled off the highway and I was surprised to see we were near the ocean. A few more turns on nearly empty streets and he pulled into the parking lot of a small beachfront café. “Here we are.”

Before I could get out of the car he was at my door, pulling it open. He held out his hand and I allowed him to help me out of the car. Then, still holding my hand, we went into the restaurant. It was cool and quiet inside. Once again it was obvious these people knew Jesse. The hostesses face lit up when she saw him, although the smile faded slightly when she saw me. 

“Hey Jesse. How have you been?” Her tone implied they might have a relationship outside of the restaurant.

“Good. Can we get a table outside?”

I watched the girl twitch her hips provocatively as we followed her out to the deck. The tables were all empty and Jesse chose one near the railing so we were close to the beach. She leaned over as she placed menus on the table giving Jesse a good view of her generous cleavage. He smiled, “Thanks Starr.”

I almost laughed. That couldn’t be her real name. No one would name their child Starr. When she was out of earshot he leaned toward me. “It really is her name. I’ve seen her driver’s license.”

“How did you know what I was thinking?” He continued to amaze me. It was as though he could read my mind.

He shrugged his shoulders. “I wondered when she told me.” Then he opened his menu. “It’s too bad you aren’t hungry. They do terrific things with eggs here.”

I’d thought I wasn’t hungry but the menu had so many delicious sounding offerings I knew I was doomed. As I was deciding Starr returned and set a Bloody Mary in front of Jesse. Then she smiled coolly at me.  “Can I get you one also?”

“I think I’ll just have coffee.” I flashed her my brightest eat your heart out smile. 

She turned sharply and practically stomped away causing Jesse to chuckle. I looked at him sharply. He was looking intently at the menu as though all the secrets in the universe were written there.

“What?”

“Hmm?” He didn’t look up but I could see the corners of his mouth twitching as he contained his laughter.

I kicked him lightly under the table. “Oh shut up. Don’t be so smug.” I wanted to laugh too. 

“I have no idea what you mean.” He looked up at me with that penetrating gaze. “Is something wrong?”

I made a face at him. Before I could respond a waiter came to our table with my coffee. “Are you ready to order or do you need a little more time?”

Jesse raised his eyebrows questioningly and I simply nodded. I’d decided to throw caution to the winds and ordered a Belgian waffle with fresh strawberries and cream.  As our server walked away Jesse leaned toward me. 

“Feeling brave?” He stirred his Bloody Mary with his stalk of celery then sipped it. 

“One look at that menu and I knew I was doomed.” I looked out at the beach where a few people were walking along the shore. “Maybe the ocean air made me hungry.” Looking back at Jesse I found he was staring at me. “It’s not polite to stare,” I murmured, ducking my head.

He chuckled softly. “Why would you think I am polite? I know I haven’t given you any false impressions. I was very careful to be my absolute rudest.”

“Is that true?” Crossing my arms on the table I leaned forward. “Why would you do that?”

Jesse leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. I wondered if he was mocking me. “It’s what you expected. Isn’t that what everyone says about me? I’m rude; difficult to get close to. I swear too much.”

“I don’t pay a lot of attention to what people say. But if you’re interested they also say you are a big flirt, have a stable of girlfriends, and are totally disrespectful to women.”

His eyes narrowed. I wondered if I had pushed too far. “That all sounds pretty accurate.”

I decided to jump in with both feet. “I don’t think so. I think you like to put on a show because you don’t want to let anyone close to you. If I had to guess I would say it’s because you have been hurt more than once in your life. You may have had your heart broken. But underneath all that macho bravado you’re a pretty nice guy.”

“Really?” He asked sarcastically. “And just what leads you to that conclusion?”

“First, you didn’t have to come to my motel and offer to give me an interview. Second, you gave me something very special, the wolf carving. Third, you didn’t embarrass me when I got drunk at dinner. Fourth, you didn’t take advantage of me when went back to your house. Fifth, you returned my belongings and once again you didn’t embarrass me.”

He leaned back over the table until our faces were close. “Is that it?”

“No. You could have had sex with me this morning. I was obviously willing. Instead you’ve taken me out for a lovely breakfast and haven’t tried to ply me with alcohol even though you know I’m a lightweight.” I grinned. 

His eyes widened when I said that. Then he laughed. And goodness, he had such a wonderful laugh. “I like you Dani. I want to get to know you better. Yes, I want to sleep with you. I think that’s going to happen. Sometimes the things you wait for are even better than the things you get right away.”

“Ah, delayed gratification. I get it.” Feeling bold I moved my face even closer to his. “I hope you don’t delay too long.”

He tilted his head to one side. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The server arrived with our food and we moved apart so he could put the plates on the table, but our eyes remained locked. I had never been so bold with a guy before. But I only had a few days before I had to head home and put my series together. 

“Can I get you anything else?” 

Jesse looked up at the waiter and held up his empty glass. “I’ll take another Bloody Mary.” He looked back at me questioningly.

“I believe I’ll have a Mimosa,” I grinned.  Jesse grinned back as the waiter went to get our drinks.

“Have I corrupted you?”

“I think you just reminded me it’s okay to relax and have fun sometimes.”

We chatted over breakfast occasionally tossing crumbs to the pigeons that landed on the railing that separated the dining area from the beach. Once, Starr came out to ask us not to do that. We both nodded seriously. As soon as she went back inside we looked at one another, giggled like naughty children, and simultaneously tossed another treat to the greedy flock.

As we finished eating we each ordered another drink. When the waiter had taken our bill and returned for Jesse’s signature and gone back inside, we took our drinks and climbed over the railing to walk on the beach. I pulled my maxi dress up above my knees and suddenly Jesse lifted me up and over the rail. Then he handed me both drinks and easily leapt over himself. Taking my hand he led me down near the water. A man and two small children were tossing a ball to a dog, their laughter carried on the clear air. We strolled along the shore, the water sometimes coming over the tops of my sandals and wetting the bottom of my dress. 

Neither of us was speaking and suddenly he stopped and pulled me close to face him. His eyes were dark and serious and he seemed to stare right through me. Slowly his mouth came down on mine and I felt a thrill go through me unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. The kiss seemed to last forever, first gentle, then more demanding. When he drew back I was breathless.

“Let’s go back to my house.” It wasn’t a question because he already knew the answer. I simply nodded. 

We returned to the restaurant to find our server and Starr arguing at our table. Spotting us the waiter began pointing in agitation. Jesse set his glass on the railing, then, took mine to set beside his. He said nothing, offering only a wide smile before leading me around the side of the restaurant to the parking lot.  I could feel their eyes following us, but they were speechless. 

Jesse drove with one hand on the way to his house, his other hand holding mine. His hand felt big and comfortable and I felt warm and secure sitting next to him.

Chapter 7

Jesse drove into the garage and as the door slid closed he turned to look at me. “Do you want to finish your interview?”

I knew he was giving me the opportunity to change my mind. I had been practically trembling during the drive. I had plenty of time to reconsider. I wasn’t going to change my mind.  I was going to step way outside my comfort zone. 

Leaning toward Jesse, I laid my hand gently on his cheek. “Is that what you want to do?”

He caught my hand and brought it to his lips. Then he got out of the car and hurried around to pull me from my seat. His arms went around me and his mouth crashed down on mine hungrily. He tasted hot and salty. His tongue searched all the corners of my mouth and mine responded eagerly. 

We stumbled through the garage door into the house. As we made our way to the stairs his hands explored my body, his mouth moving along the side of my neck, his tongue flicking in my ear. I was breathless. I began unbuttoning his shirt, pulling it out of his jeans and running my hands over his hard chest.  Neither of us were prepared to go up the stairs and made it as far as the living room before falling onto the couch. Jesse pushed my dress up above my hips and one hand slipped between my thighs while the other hand was pulling down one of the straps on my dress. 

I fumbled with his belt buckle and the button on his jeans. All the while his tongue was teasing me; my mouth, my ears, my neck. Then his mouth, hot and hungry moved down and he released one of my breasts from my dress. I gasped loudly as his tongue flicked my already hardening nipple before sucking gently on it. 

The blood was pounding in my head. I tangled my fingers in his hair pressing his mouth against my breast, urging him to continue.  His fingers slipped beneath the elastic on my panties and stroked me softly. I arched my back and spread my legs wider, desperate for him to continue. 

“Please, please,” I begged.

I could feel the heat between my legs begin to turn to liquid and raised my hips higher. Sensing I was on the edge but wanting to hold me off longer he moved his fingers away and grasped my hips.

Pushing his shirt off his shoulders, I managed to get it off him one arm at a time.  He knelt over me and his eyes smoldered. Reaching up, I ran my nails down his chest leaving faint stripes in their wake. Then I slid one finger down following the dark trail of hair that disappeared into his jeans. He inhaled sharply, hissing. Pushing myself up I pulled my dress over my head until I wore nothing but my pink lace panties. 

Wordlessly he pressed me back on the couch and began kissing me again, working his way down the front of my body until he reached my navel. Then, unexpectedly he moved to my feet, running his tongue up over my calves, my knees, and my thighs, one at a time. Giving me one more intense look he moved his mouth over my damp panties and pressing his mouth against me, he breathed hotly into my core. I heard myself moan and I pushed up against his mouth wanting more. Hooking his fingers into the elastic that clung to my hips he pulled my panties off. Holding my hands tightly at my sides, he began running his mouth from my navel down to my hips, nibbling on them one at a time. I writhed desperately, begging, “Please,” with each breath.

Still holding my hands captive his mouth poised above my throbbing sex before separating my lips with his tongue and flattening his tongue against my swollen clit before taking it into his mouth, teasing it gently with his teeth and tongue.

I heard myself practically scream as stars exploded behind my eyes and my body trembled violently. By the time I came back to my senses Jesse had slipped out of his jeans. I gasped when I looked down to see his turgid member. He was larger than any lover I had been with and I briefly wondered what he would feel like inside of me. I didn’t have to wonder long. I reached for him but he pushed my hands away. 

Then he was above me and he lowered himself slowly onto my body. I felt him at my entrance and I felt my insides spread as he slipped up into my belly. My head exploded again as I experienced another intense orgasm. Jesse lay still as my vagina spasmed around his hardness. Slowly he moved in and out. He kissed my mouth, my eyes, he sucked on my neck and the sensation drove me wild. Running my hands down his back I grabbed hold of his firm buttocks and pulled him tighter against me with each thrust. His belly slapped against mine and with every plunge into me I felt him grind against my clitoris. I didn’t think it was possible for a man and a woman to be so tightly joined. 

I climaxed over and over and I could tell he was holding back. Then his rhythm changed. I knew he was close to orgasm and I bucked beneath him wanting to bring him to the same ecstasy I’d been experiencing. He held my arms above my head and looked into my eyes. “I want to watch you,” he growled. “I want to see you.”

I felt the beginning of another tightening in the pit of my stomach and I knew he felt it too. Then with three penetrating thrusts he exploded inside of me and I felt his heat spread into my belly and mingle with my own juices. 

He collapsed on top of me. I could feel the pounding of his heart against my breast. His face was buried in my neck and I inhaled the musky man scent of him, delighting in the way it tickled my nose. 

Turning me on my side he squeezed next to me, his arms wrapped securely around me. His eyes seemed to bore into my head questioningly. Smiling, I ran my finger over his lips. He returned my smile, then, reached up to pull the throw that was flung over the back of the couch to cover us.  I snuggled against his broad chest, feeling contented in his embrace. Neither of us was in a hurry to move. We dozed in the warmth of one another’s bodies, the sound of birds outside the window tweeting a lullaby. 

Chapter 8

I woke to feel Jesse rubbing his chin against the top of my head. “Umm, do I have to move?”

He chuckled and I could feel it in his chest. “I think we would be more comfortable in bed.”

Opening one eye I looked up at him. “Are you trying to kill me?”

His dark eyes sparkled like pieces of shiny onyx. “Definitely not. I want to keep you very alive and moving.” His mouth covered mine and, in spite of being worn out, my body immediately began to respond. I pressed my hips against him. “I see you are very much alive,” he slid his hand between my thighs, “and moving.”

I gasped as his fingers stroked my most sensitive spot.  I opened my legs to give him more access. He murmured into my ear, “Not here. Come upstairs.”

Jesse stood up and pulled me to my feet. I felt his hardness against my belly and was amazed to find he was more than ready to continue our lovemaking. Taking me by the hand he led me upstairs to his bedroom. Like the rest of the house, one wall was a window. But upstairs the view was treetops as they curved up into the hills. Cottony white clouds hung low over the mountains. They seemed close enough to touch. His bed was enormous and a huge Mandela hung on the wall behind it. Obviously hand painted, it showed a wolf, head bent back, mouth slightly opened, as it howled at a full moon. 

I didn’t have the chance to see much more before Jesse tossed me onto the bed and jumped on beside me, laughing. “You look so serious.” Then he rolled onto me and grinning, he buried his face in my neck, nibbling gently.
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