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It was the week before Christmas and Mari was up before her alarm clock.  Normally this would be annoying, but in this case, she was snuggled in Leo's strong arms.  It wasn't a bad way to start the day.  She stroked his muscled back, and his lips curved into a sleepy smile.  Pressing a kiss on his upper arm, Mari lay her head back on her pillow to admire him.  His shaggy, black hair hung over his eyes.  Thick lashes, a shade lighter rested on his cheeks as he slept on.

They had met on the beach this summer. What started out as a summer fling, extended into the winter months.  They weren't serious, though.  Mari had been in complete agreement with Leo about that.  She had just come out of a long-term relationship, and Leo told her up front that he wasn't the type to settle down.  

That seemed perfect at the time, especially since she had been looking for Mr. Right Now, instead of Mr. Right, in order to build up her self-esteem a bit.  It helped that Leo was a good listener and mixed one hell of a margarita.

After her ex cheated, Mari had been devastated and moved out of their condo in New Haven.  She went to the shoreline and rented a beach cottage in Stony Creek.  The water and sun had soothed the hurt when Keith immediately got engaged to his side piece.  

All her friends chipped in to give her a membership to the exclusive beach resort in her neighborhood as a consolation prize for wasting five years of her life on an attorney whose main purpose in life was to make partner by thirty.

Five years. 

Every Christmas he had dropped hints that this year would be the one where he'd give her a ring on Christmas Eve. And she had believed him.  Every year.

What a fucking idiot she had been.

So, she had bought a sexy bikini and learned how to walk in heels and forced herself to strut around the beach resort with her black silk cover up slipping off one shoulder.  Unfortunately, that lasted until she twisted her ankle after the heel got caught in a grate.  After that, she went back to her comfortable one piece and hobbled around on a crutch.

The good news is she had a lot of time to read books and work on her suntan on the weekends.  The bad news was the ankle brace wasn't the hunk magnet that the stilettos were. Still, Garth Brooks had it right when he said, "Heartaches are healed by the sea."  By the time August rolled around, she was back to wearing her sneakers and feeling like her old self again.

Slipping out of bed, Mari smiled as Leo rolled over on his back. The blankets slipped to reveal the deep V of his oblique muscles.  She considered climbing back in bed with him, but she had a presentation this morning.  Reluctantly, she gathered up her things and hit the shower.  As she lathered up her hair, Mari went over everything she needed to do to get ready for Christmas.

Because they were casual, Leo and Mari decided on no presents or going to events with each other.  The last thing either of them needed was well meaning relatives or friends to get the wrong idea.  Leo and Mari were all about fun.  Wild sex and crazy adventures that didn't require you bringing your heart.  And yet...

Mari doused her head under the heavy spray.  Nope.  Nope.  She wasn't going to ruin a good thing by getting her feelings involved.  Leo was the best thing that happened to her this year and she was going to hold on to the good times for as long as she could.

Leo worked at the beach resort as a life guard and a bartender.  She remembered the first time she saw him. She had almost stumbled on her heels.  He was everything Keith was not, tall, muscular, and sporting five o'clock shadow a few hours early. After watching him stroll around the pool in those tight red shorts and being his best customer on Friday and Saturday nights, Mari finally got the nerve to ask him out.
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