
  [image: ]


  ON FIRE


  [image: ]


  Copyright © 2017 by Rachel Kramer Bussel.


  All rights reserved. Except for brief passages quoted in newspaper, magazine, radio, television or online reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the Publisher.


  Published in the United States by Cleis Press, an imprint of Start Midnight, LLC, 101 Hudson Street, 37th Floor, Suite 3705, Jersey City, NJ 07302.


  Printed in the United States.


  Cover design: Scott Idleman/Blink


  Cover photograph: iStock


  Text design: Frank Wiedemann


  First Edition.


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Trade paper ISBN: 978-1-62778-206-7


  E-book ISBN: eISBN: 978-1-62778-207-4


  Contents


  Introduction: Fired Up


  Sensitive to the Touch


  Just Knowing


  Lily’s Last Stand


  Masquerade


  The Sweetest Thing


  The Exhibition


  Approaching Hardcore


  Behind the Blindfold


  Every Second of It


  A Place As Beautiful As This


  The Marionettes


  Satisfaire


  Con Artist


  The Arrangement


  My Wife, My Sub, My Love


  Barbed Love


  Sabine and Cael: Home


  Dreams Made Flesh


  Art of Darkness


  The Dance


  Paradise


  About the Authors


  About the Editor


  INTRODUCTION: FIRED UP


  What does it mean to be On Fire? The characters in these stories know! It means to burn with need for your partner, to be willing to do anything for them, to take risks because you know they’ll be there to catch you. In this collection of erotic romance stories, you’ll read about all kinds of ways that desire plays out between couples. They know each other inside and out, know what makes the other tick, and use that to their advantage. When the narrator of Jacqueline Applebee’s “Approaching Hardcore” reveals, “I’m a filthy girl. My husband, Dan, always says so,” we know that we’re in for a treat as we find out just how filthy she can be.


  Yet these stories are both tender and dirty, sometimes within the span of the same page. That is the beauty of these erotic storytellers—they don’t skimp on love or lust, instead entwining them in tales that will make your pulse pound, your heart race, and your breath sigh. Some of these are about new lovers, like the one who helps Deb get over her ex in “Just Knowing.” Some are about long-term relationships where a new revelation leads to the type of intimacy neither partner had imagined, such as in “Every Second of It,” by Lynn Townsend, in which she writes, “Twenty-three years of marriage, and if he knew that she masturbated, he had never mentioned it. Until now.”


  On the opposite end of the spectrum are couples who know each other so well, they know exactly how a command like “No underwear” will go over when given from a Dom to his submissive in “My Wife, My Sub, My Love,” by Victoria Blisse.


  The couples here also learn how to understand and embrace each other over time, using the power of love and trust to further their sexual and emotional closeness, as is the case in the fun “Sensitive to the Touch,” by Donna George Storey, about a stocking fetish fulfilled. These are transformative, powerful moments that I hope will move you as much as they did me.


  Sometimes the most wondrous thing is for lovers to watch their partners with someone else, with their full approval and consent—the couple made all the stronger for their extracurricular passions. This is the case in the paranormal “Masquerade,” by Angela R. Sargenti, and with the swingers in my own “The Dance.”


  However these couplings happen, whatever fire warms them from the inside out, transferring from one person to another, all of these tales are ones that are daring, taking risks of the body and soul, in order to reach a new height of pleasure.


  Rachel Kramer Bussel


  Atlantic City, New Jersey


  SENSITIVE TO THE TOUCH


  Donna George Storey


  If it’s my birthday party, Angelique, why do I have to buy you a present?” Jeremy tried to look offended, but he couldn’t keep his lips from twitching into a smile.


  Grinning back, I handed over a cotton-candy-pink business card embossed with swirling calligraphy. “Because I’m sending you to this lingerie store to pick out your favorite pair of stockings, which I will then wear as part of the celebration. Which really makes it a present for you, wouldn’t you agree?”


  Jeremy’s amber eyes were already twinkling at the word “lingerie,” and had taken on a positively incandescent glow by the time I got to “stockings,” but he was never one to give in easily. “I see your point. But I’d still be trekking across town to pay for my own gift. Shouldn’t you be the one putting out for me?”


  Even though we were sitting on his couch alone, I leaned close, as if to share a scandalous secret. “I’ll be putting out all right,” I whispered. “But if you don’t play along with my birthday plan like a good boy, Mr. Stern, I’ll make you pay for it in the worst way you can imagine.”


  Jeremy caught his breath, and his body tensed for just a moment. Then came the part I liked best: that special, secret laugh that made my own insides all tingly. Jeremy’s everyday laugh was deep and a little too loud, especially when he’d had a beer or two, but this revealing variation had a nervous, almost feminine, quiver. Yet there was a hopeful note, too, like he wanted punishment, the more depraved the better. Over the past few months I’d paid close attention to those quick, velvety laughs, and especially to what I’d said or done to provoke them. It was as if I’d discovered a tender spot on his skin that was exquisitely sensitive to the touch. Like a scholar of his libido, I’d been filing away this information for a special occasion. What better time than his birthday to bring it all together into a celebration he would never forget?


  To be sure, some of his clues were hardly subtle. He made no secret of the fact he was a “leg man,” but then all my boyfriends were. I didn’t have much up top, but Mother Nature had made up for that by endowing me with long, shapely legs. Every lover I’d ever had expressed great admiration for my gams, usually as he caressed them in bed. Jeremy was special, though. He showed his true colors even before we started going out.


  A few months back we were chatting online about topics for our World War II seminar papers and he casually turned the discussion—I see now it probably wasn’t at all “casual”—to the shortage of stockings during the war. Wasn’t it interesting that what was once an ordinary article of female clothing suddenly became precious, a currency to rival cash, even an object of veneration?


  If I didn’t know better, I’d think you had a thing for stockings, I typed back. I was always much bolder in chat than in person. At that point Jeremy and I were no more than classmates who shared an extra spark, but we’d already gotten pretty flirty online.


  He didn’t reply for a full beat, and I wonder now if he’d let out one of those soft, guilty chuckles.


  jester57: And what if I do?


  angie621: So you’re a fetishist then? I fired back.


  jester57: Excuse me?


  angie621: You know, the type of guy who gets off just by stroking a silky stocking between your fingers, no woman required?


  Again there was a pause. A perverse image of my own making flashed into my head: Jeremy’s elegant, olive-skinned hand fingering a sheer black stocking. In spite of myself, I felt a flutter of pleasure deep in my belly.


  jester57: lol, stockings wouldn’t do much for me without the woman inside. Does that mean I’m NOT a pervert?


  angie621: Possibly not. You might simply be a connoisseur of a fine female leg


  jester57: To that I plead guilty. Btw, not to get too personal, but you have an exquisite pair of legs yourself


  The words alone seemed to reach through the computer to caress me. Exquisite. My cheeks immediately flushed and my legs, too, suddenly felt hot, seen. Yet as far as I could remember, I’d only worn jeans to our seminar. Had Jeremy somehow followed me home and spied on me as I undressed? I laughed out loud at my own prudishness. Since the semester began, I’d developed a serious crush on Jeremy. Who could resist those gorgeous black curls and that cute butt? If I had to choose a pervert to peep through my window at my nude body, he’d be at the top of the list. Still, I was curious to know how he’d found out about my secret charms.


  angie621: I’ll accept the compliment, but when have you ever seen my legs?


  jester57: You wore a skirt the second day of class. I’ve been waiting for you to wear one again ever since :(


  The sexy flutter instantly turned to a full-out throbbing ache. His secret was out. If Jeremy had been mooning over my legs since January, he was obviously mine for the taking. Of course, he’d already gotten under my skin.


  But he didn’t need to know that just yet.


  As I put the final preparations on our birthday party for two, I recalled other glimpses my new boyfriend had given me into the shadowy world of his desires. Most obvious was the way his eyes practically licked me from ankle to thigh when I wore a miniskirt and back-seam stockings on our first official date. Then there was the afternoon in the campus coffee shop when I jokingly snarled that I’d make our professor “get down on his knees and apologize” for correcting me on a source in front of the class when I’d been right all along. Jeremy jumped a little and let out that special laugh, but I pretended I didn’t see. Last but not least was the pile of girlie magazines from the 1950s I’d found in his bookshelf. The Playboys had belonged to his father, he explained, and he’d bought the vintage dominatrix magazine himself on eBay for a paper on popular culture of the Eisenhower era. Tame and campy as the magazines were, Jeremy had blushed and, yes, chuckled revealingly when I paged through them.


  Which is why, of course, I greeted him at the door in a short, black satin kimono and fluffy mules, my hair done in a nifty Bettie Page flip, my lips painted deep red and subtly peaked in a perfect Cupid’s bow.


  Jeremy’s eyebrows shot up at the sight of me, but he didn’t laugh. His lips stretched into an entitled smile, and he immediately moved in to claim his birthday kiss.


  I slipped away at the last moment so his lips only grazed my cheek. “Patience, please, Birthday Boy. I’m not fully dressed yet, as you can see.” I shot a meaningful glance at the slim package in his hand, appropriately wrapped in pussy-pink paper with a silky white ribbon.


  He replied with a mock bow. “A thousand pardons, Madame Angelique. Please accept your gift—or should I say mine?”


  I grabbed his hand and pulled him over to the sofa. “It’s yours, of course. But I think you should be very bad and open it right away before we even have cake and ice cream. I’m so excited! I think I almost enjoy other people’s birthday presents more than my own.”


  “You do seem to have a complicated relationship with gift-giving,” Jeremy observed with amusement.


  “Go ahead,” I urged, keeping my gaze trained on his long, lovely fingers as he tugged open the bow and carefully loosened the tape with his thumb. “Oh, come on, just rip it open!”


  Laughing, Jeremy tore the paper off and held out the box to me. It was, as I’d instructed, sexy leg-wear in my size, but a quick scan of the cover made it clear that his gift exceeded my wildest expectations. What I held in my trembling hands were not the usual $18.99 nylon thigh-highs, but genuine, 100 percent silk stockings imported from France. Another surprise—which I found strangely sexy—was that Jeremy had chosen the demure, bridal “ivory” color rather than the porn queen black you might expect from a fetishist.


  “Oh, my god, you went all out, didn’t you?” My heart was racing so fast in surprise and delight, I found it difficult to breathe.


  “You do enjoy other people’s birthday presents, don’t you?” Jeremy said thoughtfully. “By the way, you’ll need a garter belt to keep those up, but I assumed you have at least one.”


  “Of course I do,” I said, doing my best to recover my cool. “I’ll be right back.”


  I sauntered back to my bedroom, purposely adding a bombshell wiggle to my walk. Why was I so flustered by a pair of silk stockings? This was all wrong. The plan was to have him under my power tonight, not be under the sway of some French fetish fashion accessory myself. On impulse, I glanced back over my shoulder to check if he was staring at my slim, bare legs.


  He was.


  I smiled. Everything was back on track.


  Returning with the garter belt fastened snugly around my hips, I stretched out regally on the sofa and swung my legs up into Jeremy’s lap. “Excellent job on the birthday present, but now it’s time for some party games. How about Put the Stockings on the Girl?”


  “Sure beats Pin the Tail on the Donkey,” Jeremy laughed. As he carefully pulled the stockings from the package, I noticed he paused to rub one gently between his fingers. I remembered the night of our fateful chat and wondered for a moment if he really did have a genuine stocking fetish. Indeed his expression was so blissful, I felt a pang of jealousy—of the stocking or his fingers, I wasn’t sure.


  Jeremy caught me staring and blushed, as if he knew what I’d been thinking. Offering the stocking to me, he said, “Here, try it for yourself. When the saleslady let me feel the difference between nylon and French silk, I had to have the real thing no matter what the cost.”


  Curious, I stretched out my hand. He draped the stocking over my palm. I caught my breath. The delicate fabric was impossibly light, like a whisper. I gingerly pressed it between my fingertips, suddenly struck by the absurd fear I might damage it with the slightest pressure. The silk was meltingly soft, almost liquid. I had to fight the urge to rub it over my cheek or, worse still, brush it over my sensitive, and now very stiff, nipples.


  Jeremy, in the meantime, was occupied with the other stocking, bunching it carefully in his fingers until he’d gathered it up within a few inches of the toe. Frowning in concentration, he eased the stocking over my foot and pulled it lovingly up over the length of my leg.


  I let out a long sigh. If the silk felt like the whisper of a spring breeze between my fingertips, it was cool, gliding heaven against my leg. It was also having quite the effect between my legs as well. I’d skipped panties with the idea of taunting Jeremy when I had him kneeling at my feet, but now I was worried I’d leave a rude wet spot on my robe.


  “Do you like my gift?” Jeremy’s voice was hushed, reverent.


  “I love it,” I admitted in a half-whisper. “I’ve never worn real silk before. I put on stockings for the way they looked, not how they felt.”


  “These feel amazing.” He ran his palm up and down along the curve of my calf. “But they look pretty fabulous, too.”


  He was right. Under the golden lamplight, the stockings gave my skin an opalescent shimmer, as if my mortal flesh were suddenly transformed into the ethereal, glowing limbs of a goddess.


  “Do the other leg now,” I said, but it was less a command than a plea.


  Jeremy took the second stocking from my hand and repeated the sheathing ritual. As he worked, I realized we were taking slow, deep breaths in unison.


  “Do you want to fasten the garters, or should I?” he asked.


  “You do it.”


  “May I lift your robe?”


  My pussy contracted sharply. Now he’d discover my naughty little secret.


  “Yes.” My voice seemed to echo from a faraway place. Although Jeremy was technically serving me, with each new favor I seemed to surrender a bit more of my power. I closed my eyes and brushed my foot against the growing bulge in his pants.


  In my self-imposed darkness, hands clasped the hem of my robe, pulling it slowly open. When Jeremy made that soft “oh” sound, I knew his eyes were feasting on my perfectly smooth pussy lips, courtesy of the Brazilian wax job I’d gotten in preparation for his party. The scent of my private perfume flooded my nostrils, and I wondered if Jeremy could detect the intimate result of our stocking game. He could probably see the result, too, glistening in my pink cleft.


  But he said nothing as he fumbled with the clasps of the garter straps. Even this awkward touch sent shivers of pleasure down my spine, and I bit my lip to restrain a moan.


  “I don’t think I can do the back straps in this position,” he said. “You’ll have to stand up.”


  I struggled to my feet and struck a pinup pose, my ass practically in his face. He was quicker with the garters this time, and I was disappointed when his warm fingers fell away from my thighs.


  I turned back to him. “Are you up for another game?”


  He gazed up at me, his eyes flickering like candle flames. “What did you have in mind?”


  “In honor of your birthday, I came up with a few adult amusements involving legs and stockings I thought you’d especially like. But these stockings, they’re so beautiful, I’m not sure we should go through with it.”


  “Try me.” Jeremy’s voice was husky.


  I smiled and climbed back on the sofa, swinging a leg over his lap so I caught him in a straddle. My pussy was practically dripping now, and I was sure I’d leave a wet mark on his pants, but I was past caring.


  “Well,” I began, “I know how much you admire a fine pair of female legs.”


  Jeremy murmured assent, not that I was expecting an argument there.


  “So I was going to make you show me just how much you do by kneeling down and kissing my legs very slowly from my ankle to the band of the stocking. Every inch of flesh would deserve at least an hour of dedicated veneration. But then if you were a very good boy, I was going to let you kiss my naked thighs, all the way up to my pussy. Is that something you’d like to do?”


  The woozy grin on his face was answer enough, but I waited until he swallowed and choked out a “Yes.”


  “Then I had some other ideas for games, but they’re a little kinky. Do you think you’d be up for that?”


  His eyes hooded, Jeremy whispered a faint “Yes.”


  “Next I was going to lounge back on the sofa and make you stroke my beautiful legs while you ate my pussy until I came all over your face. But even though it’s your birthday, I wasn’t planning on doing anything for you. Except watch while you jerk off on the stockings, then rub your gooey spunk all over my thighs and tits. Then I’ll make you rub my clit with your slick finger until I come again.”


  Jeremy was squirming and sighing at “stroke my beautiful legs,” but at the words “jerk off on the stockings,” he stiffened visibly and let out that sexy, helpless laugh. That’s when I knew for sure I’d done my homework right.


  But I wanted to hear him admit it. “Is that something you’d like to do?” I whispered.


  Blushing deeply, Jeremy closed his eyes and nodded.


  “I thought so. Unfortunately we have a problem. These stockings you bought are just too lovely,” I continued. “I couldn’t bear to get nasty boy spit or spunk all over these gorgeous things. So if you want to get dirty next time, you’ll have to buy me cheap, black, slutty ones we can ruin.”


  “I will,” Jeremy breathed. “Next time.”


  “Tonight I guess I’ll just have to punish you for getting it wrong by making you caress the stockings while I fuck you right here on the sofa.”


  Though still flushed and breathless, Jeremy was obviously trying to restrain a smile. “Well, okay, if you insist….”


  This time we both let out a low, sexy laugh.


  Once the game was decided, Jeremy was out of his pants in record time. I’d never seen his cock so stiff and ruddy, the head glistening with precome. I quickly pulled off my robe and sank down onto his shaft with a sigh.


  Jeremy raked his fingers lightly over my flushed chest. “This is turning you on, too, isn’t it?”


  “No more questions from you, Birthday Boy. Just touch the stockings while you suck my nipples. I’ll take care of the rest.”


  Dutifully Jeremy took one taut, pink nipple between his lips and began to flick the other with the pad of his thumb. His free hand slid slowly down to my left thigh.


  I rocked into him, grinding my clit against his muscular belly. With his hot, wet mouth on my breast and the delicious tugging of his fingers at my other nipple, I knew it wouldn’t take me long to come.


  Suddenly a searing shock shot through my body, and I let out a moan of surprise. My mouth still gaping, it took me another second to locate the new sensation: Jeremy’s hot fingers teasing my inner thigh through the butter-soft stocking. Each new caress made my pussy muscles contract around his cock as if they were rehearsing an orgasm.


  Sexual ecstasy had suddenly risen to a whole new level.


  I began to move over him again. “Oh, yes, keep doing that, oh, fuck.”


  “Keep doing what?” Jeremy’s voice was distressingly calm for a man being ridden to a lather by a horny woman wearing nothing but a garter belt and stockings. Could he make up games, too?


  “Keep rubbing my leg like that,” I begged. “Please.”


  His fingers dropped away from the sweet spot to my knee. His touch felt nice enough, but the eye-popping electric pulses to my pussy immediately faded. I jerked my hips against him in frustration. “No, not there, higher, in the middle, right there, oh god, yes.”


  “You mean here? Is that what’s making your sweet little box squeeze me like a milking machine?”


  I nodded, but it wasn’t just my cunt now. My left foot ached and twitched deliciously; my outer thigh trembled. Every inch of my skin was slick with sweat. Jeremy had somehow discovered a spot that was so intensely sensitive to the touch, the lightest caress threatened to make my body burst into a billion flaming pieces.


  “Tell me how much you want it, Angelique. Tell me or I’ll stop.” Now he was pumping up to meet my thrusts, and his words were as desperate as mine.


  “I want it, fuck yes, don’t stop.” Another stroke of his fingertip on my thigh, maybe two, and my cunt wasn’t practicing anymore. I was coming for real, the burning knot of lust in my belly shattering open, a howl tearing my throat raw as my hips jerked through the contractions. Jeremy clutched my thighs and rammed himself into me, announcing his own climax with a series of low grunts.


  When we’d caught our breath, I finally granted him his first lingering, very French birthday kiss.


  Jeremy tapped me playfully on the nose. “That was incredible, Angie. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you have a thing for stockings.”


  I narrowed my eyes at him. “Does that make me a pervert?”


  He brushed his finger lightly along my inner thigh, and I shivered. “Don’t you think we should do a little more research before I answer that question?”


  How could I disagree?


  JUST KNOWING


  Kristina Wright


  It was one of those parties where I knew a few people, but most everyone was a friend of a friend. The kind of end-of-summer celebratory bash of firefighters and EMTs, their families and friends, happy to have survived a busy season. I was on the fringes of the community—a first aid instructor and lifeguard volunteer who knew some of them through places I’d worked and classes I’d taught. If I was lucky, I’d meet a few new friends. That’s all I was looking for, really. Work, family, and volunteer commitments kept me busy. I patted my pocket, hearing the crinkle of a condom wrapper. A lucky charm for a girl who just wanted a little fun. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself as I slipped through the side gate and nearly ran smack into my ex.


  “Hey, Deb. How are you?”


  “What are you doing here?” I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice. Nate wasn’t a firefighter or EMT; he was an assistant city manager with a desk job.


  “Mark invited me. I’m going to do some volunteer work for the fire department and he wanted me to meet a few of the guys. How are you?”


  Mark and Connie were the hosts, though I was guessing Connie didn’t know Mark invited my ex. She knew how bad the breakup had been, and while I didn’t talk about it in public, I went out of my way to avoid running into him. Seeing him now, looking exactly the same, was a shock to my system.


  “Gotcha. Excuse me,” I said, pushing past him. No reason for him to know anything at all about me.


  We broke up for all the right reasons. He cheated. A lot. We fought all the time and had nothing in common but an interest in movies and sex. In taking a long, hard look, post-breakup, I realized the sex wasn’t very good—or very frequent—anyway. He liked a lot of sex, to be sure—with a lot of people. I wanted the variety, and commitment, to be had with one man. It took a while, but I realized he would never be that man.


  A year later, and I still hadn’t found the guy. It had taken six months to even date again. And then I couldn’t look at any man without seeing Nate, without wondering who else he might be fucking. It had been a year of self-discovery. A year of recognizing the issue wasn’t me—it was never me. It was always Nate and his suffocating neediness. I was never going to be enough for him, but I was enough for myself. And I was enough—more than enough—for everyone who came after him. I turned down more offers than I accepted, by far. I accepted a few just for the sake of feeling alive and desirable. But I still wanted more.


  And I wanted to be more than who I was with Nate. It had been a year of casual dating and the occasional three-glasses-of-wine dinner where I’d end up in a bed that wasn’t mine for a couple of hours. Mostly fun, but still. What I wanted, what I really wanted, was to fall for someone and fall hard. Happiness is its own best revenge.


  I spotted Connie on the other side of the pool and walked around to her, saying my hellos as I went. Coward, my conscience said, as I contemplated faking a migraine so I could leave early.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said, before I even got there. “He kind of cornered Mark for an invite, and Mark didn’t tell me. I was going to text you, but it was too late.”


  “It’s fine,” I said, though it wasn’t. He’d shaken me. I hated that a year later he could still shake me. “I need a drink. I’ll be back.”


  “He’s alone. I don’t know if it matters,” she said, before I wandered off to the far side of the yard, waving at a few people I knew.


  Did it matter? I ran my mind around the edge of that thought, afraid to pick at it. Did it really matter if he was alone, now? Now, instead of when we were together and there had been a revolving door on his bedroom? No, it didn’t matter. Alone at a party didn’t mean alone. Nate would never, could never, be alone. There would always be someone else. A couple of someone elses, if he had his way. And Nate, charming, manipulative Nate, always had his way.


  I grabbed a beer from the cooler underneath the well-stocked bar table, ignoring the tremor in my hand as I popped the top.


  “Beer? Since when do you drink beer?”


  I spun around to face Nate for the second time in ten minutes. “I do a lot of things I didn’t used to do.”


  He smirked that smirk I once loved but now made me want to slap it off his face. “I bet. I miss you.”


  I’d heard it before. Most often in texts at two A.M. “I bet,” I said, mimicking his sweet tone. “I don’t miss you.”


  “God, Deb, it’s been a year. When are you going to let it go?”


  “Don’t start. Not here,” I said, trying to move past him, but I was caught between the table and him.


  “You know you miss me.”


  “No, I know you’re a cheating liar, and I’ve moved on.” I gripped my beer so tightly my knuckles were white. This was going to either end with me crying or screaming. And I hated him for that.


  “I’ve changed,” he said, a familiar refrain. “Give me another chance. It’ll never happen again.”


  I held my hand up like a puppet and finished his monologue for him. “You love me. Those other girls didn’t mean anything. You’ve learned your lesson. Blah blah blah.” I dropped my hand. The anger went out of me, and I just felt tired. “It’s over, Nate. It was over a year ago. Hell, it was over before it started.”


  His smile disappeared. “I have changed, you just can’t see it because you’re stuck in the past. I feel sorry for you.”


  That sparked angry tears. “You feel sorry for me? That’s funny. I’m not stuck anywhere. I’m focused on the here and now—or I was until you decided to drag me back to the misery that was our relationship. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”


  I did touch him then, nudging him out of the way.


  “You haven’t moved on,” he said. “You’re sad and alone.”


  I nearly choked, I was so angry. Angry that he’d have the nerve to say anything to me, to suggest I was somehow the sad one for wanting more than a bed buddy every weekend. Angry that he was partially right—I was alone. Maybe not always sad, but very much alone. And it sucked, even if I’d rather be alone than be with him.


  I stood there, mute in my fury, when an arm was slipped around my waist.


  “I don’t know where you got your information, man, but the lady is neither sad nor alone.”


  It took a moment to register who had come to my rescue. I wasn’t able to hide my surprise, but it didn’t matter because Nate was staring at the man beside me.


  “David,” I said. I was about to ask him what he was doing here, since I hadn’t seen him in months, but he leaned down and kissed me.


  It was a long, thorough kiss. It was the kind of kiss shared between lovers who have been together long enough to be okay with public displays of affection, but not so long they’ve grown tired of it. It was a kiss that warmed my lips and worked its way down. By the time he let me up for air, my nipples were hard and I felt a telltale moisture gathering between my thighs. I couldn’t remember the last time a kiss had had that affect on me. Maybe with Nate, in the first year we were together. Maybe.


  “Hey, sweetheart,” he said, staring into my eyes and ignoring the fact we had an audience. “Sorry I’m late.”


  “It’s okay.” I sounded breathless and aroused even to myself. “I missed you.”


  I don’t know where that came from. Maybe because it was still fresh in my mind from Nate, maybe because that kiss had scrambled my brain. Maybe because I was thinking back to the few dates I’d gone on with David after Nate and I broke up. He was a good guy, everyone said so; I just hadn’t been ready for a relationship. Then he’d gone off to do some training with the Coast Guard, and I’d been wrapped up in moving on. And now…


  “Oh, sorry,” David said, not taking his eyes off me and not sounding sorry at all. “I’m David Callahan.”


  Nate didn’t look like he wanted to shake hands, but he stuck his hand out anyway. Maybe just so David would stop staring at me. “Nate Williams.”


  “How do you know Deb?”


  It took all I had not to laugh at the expression on Nate’s face. Shock that David didn’t know who he was. Shock that I wasn’t talking about him every waking moment and he wasn’t the center of my universe anymore.


  “I’ll explain it later,” I muttered.


  “Well, I have other things I’d rather talk about.” David nuzzled my neck. Then, to Nate, “Catch you later, man.”


  And then, hand in hand, we walked away. I wasn’t just smiling, I was practically floating. From the kiss, I realized. Not from putting one over on self-centered Nate.


  “Sorry about that,” David said, when we were far enough away Nate couldn’t overhear us. “I heard what he said and wanted to punch him.”


  “I preferred the alternative you chose. I’m glad you’re back. You can do that again anytime you want.”


  It was his turn to look surprised. “Yeah? That wasn’t the impression I got a few months ago.”


  I thought back to those early months after the breakup. They were a blur of tears and alcohol and trying to stay busy so I didn’t ache—and failing miserably at everything I did, including dating.


  I gave his hand a squeeze. I found myself oddly reluctant to stop touching him.


  “I was a mess, David. I liked you, a lot. I liked…everything we did.” I could feel myself blush over our one and only night together. It had been the best sex I’d had in years, and I had all but run out on him when it was over. “I was just afraid to get attached.”


  People came and went around us, waving and nodding, but seemingly reluctant to invade our space. I caught Connie’s eye and smiled. She smiled back and gave me a thumbs-up.


  “It’s nice to see you smile,” he murmured, edging me away from the pool. “Nicer that it’s because of me.”


  I couldn’t stop looking at him. He was this oasis in a yearlong desert. I couldn’t remember if I had noticed how buff he was, how his dark, tousled hair fell over his forehead and almost into his eyes. How could I not have noticed how sexy he was? The answer was simple, of course. My emotions and my sexuality had been buried under a thick layer of depression. Not anymore. I felt…free. Liberated.


  “You have a wicked look in your eyes,” he said, matching my mood exactly with a look of his own.


  “Do I? I’m feeling pretty wicked.”


  He tapped my beer bottle. “I know it’s not from that. You haven’t taken so much as a swallow.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t really like beer. I just wanted something to knock the edge off seeing him.”


  He grabbed the beer from me and took a long drink. “And now?”


  I gave him the kind of meaningful look that felt a little rusty but hopefully conveyed my message. “Now it’s a different kind of edge.”


  As he handed the beer back to me, just the brush of our hands ramped up my awareness. I stared at him as I tilted the bottle and drank. I laughed at his expression, shaking my head.
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