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ANGELA HARRIS placed one manicured nail between her teeth, aching to bite the scarlet enamel. She thought she’d cured herself of the habit years ago. But old ways died hard, especially when she stood outside her ten-year reunion staring at an eighteen-by-twenty-seven enlargement of a picture Jack Sullivan had taken of her at their first high school dance.
“It’s like staring in a mirror, isn’t it?”
Jack’s deep, resonant voice drifted past the soft background music and chatter coming from the ballroom behind him. On a current of wine-sweetened breath, his words swept over her bare shoulder and caressed the sensitive shell of her ear. Her jaw slackened, releasing her captive nail from her teeth.
Show time.
“I can’t remember being that person,” she lied, not ready to turn and face the man who’d snapped the shot when he was a yearbook staffer and not a well-known professional photographer. Not that she hadn’t spent the majority of the reunion’s kick-off cocktail party staring at him. While she had given the impression of listening attentively to former classmates, she’d watched Jack do the same across the room. She studied his square-jawed face, which had hardened well with age, his emerald eyes, which still glinted with an edge of mischievous daring, and his athletic physique, which fit impressively into his expensive Italian suit. Oh, she’d seen him, all right—enough to know it wouldn’t be easy to go through with her plan. Enjoyable, maybe, but definitely not easy.
But she had to get Jack Sullivan out from under her skin. There had been long stretches of time when she hadn’t thought of him, hadn’t romanticized the short, sweet relationship they’d enjoyed. But those times were over. For the past year, he’d been increasingly a part of her life, even though he didn’t know it. She had to prove to herself, once and for all, that a long-term association with the man would be bad news.
Her plan was simple—sleep with him, prove to herself how meaningless sex would be, then move on to someone who could give her the commitment she demanded.
After all, she had a daughter to protect—the child of her best friend, Chryssie, whom Angela had adopted when Chryssie died five years ago. She tried not to think about Dani now, but how could she not, with Jack standing right behind her, his ocean-green eyes, so like Dani’s, staring at her?
She gathered her resolve. Jack didn’t know about Dani. Maybe he never would. But she definitely wouldn’t tell him until she squelched her lasting attraction to him. “That girl in the picture and I are no longer acquainted.”
“Oh, come on,” he contested. “You can’t have changed that much since graduation, my prairie angel.”
He took a step closer when he voiced the secret pet name, and his breath singed the back of her neck. Her lids fluttered. She could feel his hands just behind her—not touching her, but wanting to. Did she really want his touch again?
Then she gazed at that damned photograph. There she stood, dressed in the prairie style she’d favored then, along with every other diligent reader of Seventeen magazine. She looked so tellingly like a prim and proper schoolmarm from the Old West. Frills and ruffles covered her from her neck to the opaque hose tucked into calf-high boots. She’d covered up more than just skin in those days. But that was a long time ago.
Do it, Angela. You have to. Your future can’t begin until you close this door to the past.
“Do I look like a prairie angel now, Jack?”
With deliberate slowness, she glanced at him over her tanned shoulder. She’d practiced the look in the mirror a hundred times. Seductive, but with a hint of coyness. Would it work?
He took a deep breath. “I’ve spent all evening looking for her.”
“Do you really want to find her?” She kept her voice low and husky. “Or would you rather discover who I am now?”
Jack’s stare met hers and matched the challenge that was ten years in the making.
“Oh, I don’t know. I always liked you as a brunette,” he teased, twining one of the tendrils of her dramatically upswept and newly colored auburn tresses around his finger. “And your fashion sense has changed.” He glanced to where the halter top of her black crepe outfit ended, leaving her midriff bare until the material resumed at her hips and ended well above her knees. “But I wonder if you’re still hiding behind your clothes.”
She turned away, but only for an instant. He hadn’t lost his perceptiveness, that was for sure. Now, however, she knew how to distract him.
“There’s not much to hide behind anymore,” she quipped, smiling as his gaze dipped to her revealing neckline.
His face was inches from hers. “A woman like you doesn’t need much to hide behind.”
If he’d been wrong, it wouldn’t have been so difficult for her to laugh.
His proximity unnerved her, but she squared her shoulders, determined. She had to grab this opportunity before she lost her courage, before the enticing scent of his cologne and the audacious look in his eyes sent her running for safety.
Since graduation, she’d tortured herself with the question, “What if?” So he hadn’t known she wore a skimpy teddy underneath her prom dress, or that she’d started on the Pill two weeks before. She’d decided to give him her virginity, but he ended up giving her grief because she’d danced with a friend instead of with him.
They’d had a shouting match, which ended with Jack stomping off and Chryssie’s boyfriend agreeing to drive her home. Except for graduation and a brief encounter at a college party, she hadn’t seen Jack since. She had every right to ask herself, “What if,” to wonder how good it would have been.
Especially after she’d discovered the secret that propelled Jack from the back burner of her heart to the forefront of her life. Her only chance to control her future and Dani’s centered on permanently destroying the indomitable bond tying Jack to her.
She stood firm and feigned indifference to his insight.
“I take it, then, that your opinion of me hasn’t changed. I don’t know if I remember the exact words you said on prom night—”
“I said,” he interrupted, “that you were cold, frigid and repressed. I said,” he emphasized, his eyes piercing her like flame-tipped arrows, “that you’d never allow yourself to fall so completely in love with someone that you’d surrender every inch of your soul.”
As she heard the words again, so clearly, from a voice so familiarly throaty and cocksure, her confidence nearly faltered. “Those were awfully big words coming from a high school senior whose greatest sexual experience probably happened in the back seat of his Mustang convertible,” she said, urging herself back into the character she’d assumed for the night.
The corner of his mouth flickered upward to form an arrogant grin. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”
She managed an impertinent smile as she took a step away from him. “Maybe I will.”
He grabbed her hand. She willed it not to tremble.
“After all these years, you intend to try it?”
She lifted one eyebrow. “Too bad you don’t still have that Mustang, or you might find out.”
From behind them, the reunion chairperson’s disembodied voice thanked the alumni for a great evening and ran down the list of Saturday activities at the beach resort. Some of the crowd trickled into the hotel atrium, laughing and talking, making plans for the rest of the night.
Angela and Jack stood motionless. He let her hand drop, though they were still so caught up in each other, they barely acknowledged the group of friends who stopped to invite them for a poolside catch-up session.
“Are you up for it?” she finally asked. They’d only been alone for a few moments, but she still felt overwhelmed. She needed a diversion to give her time to recoup.
“For you, I’m always up.”
So much for down time. But she didn’t flinch at his all-too-clear meaning, and that seemed to shock him.
“I meant the beach,” she said, stepping closer, “but if you took me literally, why don’t we see what we can do?”
She turned away. Jack held his breath, fighting the urge to kiss her right then and there. All night, he’d been amazed at the changes in his prairie angel, and he’d wondered how much was real and how much was an act meant to punish him for breaking her heart in high school.
When she started down the winding stairway toward the beach, he hoped for punishment—long, unending torture like what he felt as she glided down the stairs with a wanton yet nearly imperceptible swing to her hips.
He followed Angela across the poolside deck, where she stopped to wait for him at the three-foot stone wall separating the resort from the beach. Moonlight glinted off foamy waves breaking gently on the shore about fifty yards away. A touch of the silver shine caught a diamond on Angela’s earring and beckoned Jack to her like a light called to a lost mariner.
Sure, Jack had let memories of Angela drift back now and then over the past decade. He hadn’t had much choice. Her willful eyes and her stubborn pout flashed into his mind at the strangest times. And with growing frequency. He’d received the reunion announcement only weeks after Lily’s betrayal. What better way to cleanse himself of her treachery than a trip down memory lane with his prairie angel?
He’d have written his renewed obsession off to the consequences of first love syndrome, had there been any real love involved all those years ago. But hadn’t it been only lust—fire-hot, cold-sweat, prepubescent lust? It had to be. Who knew what love was back then? Who knew now? Unfortunately, the passion they’d shared had remained unfulfilled. Sweet, prudish, obstinate Angela had refused him. Though from the look of things, very little of the Angela he once knew remained. He dared to hope that somewhere, the woman he needed still existed, despite the new, sensuous packaging.
“Do you remember taking me to the beach during high school?” Leaning against the wall, she lifted her ankle to unbuckle the thin strap of one of her spiky black heels. Her slim calves flexed and shimmered. All thoughts of his needs—except a physical one—vanished.
He knelt beside her and stared intently upward, aching to touch her. “We live in Florida. We went to the beach a lot.”
She slid her foot closer to him, accepting his invitation to help remove her shoes.
“Do you remember the time after the homecoming dance? We’d only been dating a few months then.”
For a moment, Jack couldn’t remember anything. His mind focused solely on her slim ankle and shapely calf. Before he worked the tiny buckle of the strap, he smoothed his hands over the soft silk of her hose, imagining the feel of her skin. When she nearly pulled away, but didn’t, he looked up and caught her biting her bottom lip.
He undid her shoes.
She cleared her throat. “You brought me to the beach on the night after homecoming our senior year. I didn’t know what you had planned, but when we left, you were furious with me.”
She leaned back on her hands and smiled. The moment of hesitation was gone.
“You wouldn’t get out of the car,” he reminded her.
“I didn’t want sand in my hose.”
“What about now?”
She slid her hands down, then under her skirt and closed her fingers around shiny black garter snaps.
“I can still think of better things to have in my hose.”
Jack’s mouth went dry. “So can I.”
In the uncertain light, he thought he saw her hands shaking. Did she want him as much as he wanted her? As much as he’d always wanted her? He’d suspected so since he first spied her staring at him from across the room. She’d dressed as provocatively as the fashion models he photographed. She’d watched him with a bold curiosity that questioned and promised at the same time. Every signal, right down to her naughty lingerie, conveyed seductive intentions. It crossed his mind that she’d come to the reunion specifically to have him, though he tried to muster enough humility to keep his desire at bay.
This is Angela Harris. The one girl who had the good sense to keep you out of her panties. But when she took his hands and guided them to her garters, he knew what she wanted from him. The tightening in his groin increased.
She leaned forward and traced his ear with tiny, gentle strokes. “Now you have the idea.”
He unsnapped one garter. Her skin, warm and humid like the night, quivered as he slid his hand around to undo its mate. Again, Angela’s teeth took hold of her lower lip. He stopped, resting his hand against the supple flesh of her bottom. As much as he wanted her—as much as she acted as if she wanted him—he had to know.
“Angela, why now?”
Her expression grew serious as she trailed a soft-tipped finger around his jaw and down his neck, stopping at the pulsating throb in his throat.
“Why not now? Don’t you want me? You spent the better part of our senior year trying lure me into bed. You tried every trick in the book.”
“But you never gave in.”
She unfastened the other set of garters herself and smiled. “Maybe your tricks weren’t good enough.”
He rolled down her hose with the palms of his hands, trailing the descending path with his fingers. Her spicy perfume intensified as if she’d spritzed her lingerie with the exotic scent. He couldn’t fight the urge to lean forward to inhale more of the heady aroma, a mixture of cinnamon, vanilla and woman.
Every curve of her leg, every inch of her skin felt pliant beneath his touch. She slid her leg closer to him. As he slipped the filmy material off her foot, a barely audible moan escaped her lips.
He stood, grabbing both her arms with a roughness he hadn’t intended. He lifted her, placing her on the wall so he could see her more clearly. “Then why now, Angela? We haven’t seen each other since college. What’s changed?”
Her eyes widened at his harshness, then softened as her hazel irises caught a glint of triumph. “I have, Jack. I’m a new person. Maybe I’m here to see if you are, too.”
“I’m essentially the same, just older.” Now wasn’t the time to go into specifics. “But do you want the same person I was ten years ago—a juvenile gigolo who didn’t have the sense to hold onto the one decent girl who ever dared to be interested in him?”
For the briefest instant, Jack glimpsed fear in her eyes. He’d hit a sensitive spot. Sure, he’d hoped Angela would be at the reunion—still single and perhaps open to rekindling the sparks she’d doused in their youth. But he’d never expected his prairie angel to have turned into a wanton temptress. Part of him reveled in the prospect. The other part mourned.
She splayed her hands on his chest, running them under his jacket until she reached his pounding heart. “If I’m not that good girl anymore, Jack, are you still interested? Or were you just playing games back then, trying to get one of the last senior class virgins into your back seat?”
She moved her face closer to his. Her breath warmed his lips.
“I played a lot of games with you, angel,” he admitted.
“Then why not continue?” She punctuated her sentence with a kiss—a brief touch, barely enough to leave her scarlet lipstick on his mouth. Her eyes remained open, and he couldn’t tear his gaze from hers. He could read nothing there beyond the promise of a blinding, almost wrathful passion that would ensue if they carried this further.
When he heard the crowd approaching from behind, Jack didn’t know if he was frustrated or relieved. He stepped back, fighting a flash of guilt that rode on the same wave of nostalgia that had brought him home.
Angela grabbed him by his lapel and pulled him close. “I came here for you. Don’t tell me you’ve changed so much you aren’t turned on.”
“I can’t deny that. But maybe I have changed enough to want to know why you want me.”
She avoided his question. “We have company.”
A dozen of their classmates poured from the hotel and pulled lounge chairs around a distant corner of the pool. They tossed out beer and wine coolers and started their party again. Someone snapped on a radio but turned down the volume as the music echoed against the hotel rooms that formed a semicircle around the pool. Mike Nichols, class clown extraordinaire, waved to Angela and Jack before his wife admonishingly slapped him on the shoulder.
Jack nodded in acknowledgment, then turned his back, shielding Angela from the cluster of prying eyes.
“You didn’t answer my question, angel. Why now?”
Her gaze darted from his, then quickly returned. Again, the hesitation. It was almost as if she was persuading herself to go through with her seduction.
Before he called her on it, she spoke. “When we were in high school, you all but begged me to sleep with you. I don’t think you ever realized saying no wasn’t easy for me.”
“But you did. Many times.”
She looked down. Her dark lashes formed a delicate fan on her fair skin. When she looked up, the flecks of green in her hazel irises intensified, made glossy by moisture forming around them. “Then just when I decided to say yes, you didn’t ask.”
He braced himself by widening his stance. “What are you talking about?”
“Do the words ‘prom night’ mean anything to you?”
Her words hit him like a blow to the gut. He would have backed away again, but she still held fast to his lapels. Her melancholy expression changed suddenly to bitter anger. Fists clenched his jacket.
“I wanted to give you the most special present I could think of, Jack, but you left me on the dance floor before I had a chance. Do you know how that made me feel?”
The words tumbled out, deliberately quiet yet painfully loud as his brain spun in a time warp to the night in question. He shook his head. Contrary to what she probably believed, Jack remembered their prom as vividly as she did, though for entirely different reasons. He had every excuse to forget that night, but not because of Angela. They’d had a fight. He’d called her those awful names. They’d broken up. It was what happened after his departure that he wanted to erase.
“I had no idea.” He met her gaze with all the sincerity he possessed. The regret he’d harbored all these years escalated like a class-one hurricane hitting the Gulf Stream. How could he have been so blind? Girls like Angela didn’t make decisions to sleep with their boyfriends lightly. There must have been clues—clues he stupidly ignored—and he hurt her in the process. “I swear to you.”
Her mood quickly changed again, back to the seductive sprite who’d tempted him so deliciously all night. Her smile was slight, her eyes narrowed. “Of course you didn’t. We got into some silly fight before I had a chance to show you how I felt. Richard Lassiter took me home after he and Chryssie had one of their usual knock-down-and-drag-outs. We were a pretty pathetic couple, he and I. I was even home before midnight.”
Jack mulled over her confession, then thought about the last ten years. How would his life have been different if he had known? What about hers? Was it too late to find out?
“But that’s the past, Jack.” She tugged him a little closer. “I made up my mind a few years ago that I was going to find out what I’d missed. Any objections?”
This time her kiss was more demanding, immediately bringing Jack to the present. Her lips were warm and open to him, and she tasted like sweet brandy. Her tongue didn’t wait for his conquest, but began one of its own. Only moments passed before he remembered their rhythm, how she always tilted her head to the right, how she slid her arms under his and molded herself to his chest.
Then he thought of the heat he’d felt when he rolled down her stockings and how strong and smooth her legs were against his wandering fingers. He longed to explore the rest of her. Were her breasts still as round and inviting as they’d been when they were forbidden? Did she still have that crescent moon birthmark on the small of her back?
Would she still moan when he crooked his finger under her chin and then bathed her face in featherlight kisses?
The pressure of his need grew fierce. He ached to carry her to the beach, lay her on the sand and discover the depths of her passion. He’d come home searching for his lost innocence. He’d come in search of Angela. Now he’d found her, wrapped in provocative clothing and speaking with bold innuendo. And yet, brief hesitations and quivering hands hinted his angel hadn’t changed as much as she wanted him to believe.
She broke the kiss, panting slightly. She grabbed the handkerchief from his coat pocket, then dipped the dark cloth into the moisture that had gathered between her breasts.
“I’m hot out here, aren’t you?” She took the corner of the linen and smoothed away the lipstick stains from his mouth.
“Is that a trick question?” He could barely breathe. His tie choked him like a hemp noose, and sweat trickled down his back, pasting his shirt to scorched skin. Yet he knew the fire fevering him couldn’t be cooled with water or ice. He needed Angela to douse this flame as only a woman could.
As only this woman could.
“It’s always cooler near the water,” she suggested, sliding off the concrete wall and taking the two small steps to the low gate leading to the beach. Her hands furrowed into a stack of oversize towels left by the resort staff for patrons taking late-night swims. “Want to take a dip?”
“Swimming in the gulf at night is dangerous.” She’d lived in the state all her life. She knew the perils as well as he did, maybe better.
But the fiery glint in her eyes verified a secret wish.
The danger turned her on. He turned her on.
“You’ll protect me, won’t you, Jack?”
She lifted two fluffy towels, hugged them to her chest and started toward the shore.
For a tortuous moment, Jack watched Angela disappear down the driftwood walkway, past the reach of the dimmed resort lights into the inky blackness of beach and surf. The clouded sky and slivered moon muted her form like a mist, surrounding her like an ethereal creature of fantasy and dream.
Had he the patience, he would have marveled longer at the irony. He’d come to the reunion to rediscover the lost innocence of his youth—an ideal fairy tale conjured by his jaded soul. Instead, he found Angela transformed into a siren, capable of seducing his soul away from him.
But his patience ran out a long time ago. A decade ago, to be exact. With a cursory thought to the condom in his wallet and the crowd around the pool, he slipped off his loafers, tossed them beside Angela’s abandoned strappy heels and followed the path her bare feet left in the sand.
She stood beside the darkened pier, the towels spread at the shore’s edge, her bare back glistening in the moonlight. Questions flew through his brain like shooting stars—each blazing, yet too quick for a mind befuddled by raw desire.
Except one.
“What do you want, angel?”
He placed a downy kiss just below her ear, then lower, feathering warmth along the base of her neck. She cooed and hugged herself, torn between languishing in the tingly sensation shooting through her body and fighting the overwhelming need to run away. Smoothing strong hands down her arms, he worked them free, then maneuvered her in a half circle until she faced him.
“Tell me what you want,” he insisted again.
Lord, didn’t he know? Couldn’t he feel her heart hammering against her ribs? Couldn’t he sense the quivering of her skin? Didn’t he realize that if he released his arms from around her, she’d probably fall to the sand like a castaway shell?
“I want you.”
A grin shaped his lips and lightened his eyes. “How do you want me? Do you want me here? Now? In the water or on the towels? Clothed or naked?”
She shook her head as emphatically as she could while he renewed his attention to her neck. She tugged at his lapels, removed his jacket and tossed it to the ground. “I don’t know. I don’t care.”
He stepped back. “You have to care, angel. I want you to know exactly how you want me before I proceed.”
She eyed him warily, then felt a wicked smile spread on her face. “You’re teasing me. You’re drawing this out.”
“Ten years have passed since I last tried to seduce you.” His forehead creased slightly, betraying the gravity of his words. “This is already drawn out. Tell me what you want.”
Her gaze focused on the towels she’d tossed to the sand. They reminded her of the countless times he’d tried to make love to her in high school only to be thwarted by her fears. She wasn’t about to make that mistake again. It had cost her ten years of wondering what she’d missed.
“I want tonight to be like prom night would have been.”
His smile was lopsided. “I was pretty clumsy back then.”
She shook her head. “Feel free to add any improvements in your technique.”
He slipped his hands into his pockets, a smile glittering in his eyes.
“What’s so funny?” she asked, unable to suppress an uncomfortable giggle.
“This.” Again, the memory of the innocence he’d long since lost came crashing at him like a wave in a storm. His palms were sweaty, and his heart raced double time. Only Angela could do this to him. Only Angela could fill him with that delicious uncertainty that made every moment an adventure and every instant a discovery.
“I feel like I should check my watch to make sure I get you home before curfew.”
She slid her hands up his chest and clasped them around his neck. “We’ve got all night, Jack.” Kissing the tip of his chin, she combed her hands into his hair. “Make love to me, Jack. We’ve waited long enough.”
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RELUCTANTLY, Jack unhooked Angela’s arms from around his neck and guided them to her sides. He tugged off his tie, then opened the top button of his shirt.
She stood nearly motionless, her only movement the capture of her bottom lip between her teeth.
“You’re willing to surrender your soul to me, angel?”
Her voice wavered. “Maybe just a little piece. For a little while.”
“I want more.” He leaned forward and kissed her left temple, inhaling the subtle scent of her perfume—a familiar fragrance that reminded him of football games and video arcades. “I won’t hurt you.”
But he had once. Tonight gave him the chance to undo all the wrongs he’d pressed on the one woman who deserved nothing but tenderness. As sophisticated and elegant as she looked this evening, her eyes betrayed the shadow of the innocent, naive girl she’d once been—the girl he needed to save his battered soul.
She swallowed deeply then reached behind her to undo her halter top.
He took her hands in his and kissed her knuckles. “Let me do that. I would have, back then.”
“Would have what?”
He encircled her waist with open hands. “I would have taken this off…slowly. I would have savored every kiss, every touch, every peeling away of clothing.”
Her left eyebrow lifted skeptically. “You think so?”
“I would’ve tried. For you, angel, I would’ve tried.”
His lips pressed against hers, softly at first, ensnaring her with a ribbon of blissful comfort that caused her muscles to relax from the top of her shoulders to the ends of her toes. She didn’t trust him, really—she couldn’t, after all she knew about him. Yet in this, she felt safe. He couldn’t hurt her. To hurt her, she’d have to really care about him, like she thought she had before.
But she didn’t anymore. She wouldn’t. She couldn’t.
She parted her lips and allowed his tongue to slip inside. His hands did no more than knead her waist and hips, but the fire between them needed little kindling. She pressed against his full, muscled length and dug her fingers into his skin.
Their kiss grew ravenous when his hands dipped to cup her bottom. She was flooded with the delicious thrill that once accompanied such a simple indulgence—and still did. Her skin prickled with a wicked warmth.
His lips left hers to trail once again to her neck, where he suckled her pulse points and nipped at her ear. She leaned her head back, moaning as his deft hands undid the hooks of her halter top, untied the back, then slid down to undo the zipper on her skirt. With a gentle tug, the crepe fell to her ankles, leaving her in nothing but panties and garter belt, the straps dangling and tickling her bare thighs.
Silently, she unbuttoned the rest of his shirt, pulling the crisp material away from his broad chest and over his muscled shoulders as slowly as she could. She ran her hands down his chest, watching her fingers mingle in the curled chest hair, feeling the taut sinews beneath his skin, wondering if she would have had the confidence to appreciate such male beauty before.
“Did I ever touch you like this?” She undid his belt and zipper, then splayed her fingers around his tapered waist, dipping into the waistband of his briefs.
His heavy eyelids and slightly opened mouth gave her the answer she sought.
“What a fool I was,” she murmured.
He grabbed her elbows just as his pants fell to the ground. “You weren’t a fool, angel. You were wise to stay away from me. To keep me away.” He pulled her to him, so close she could see the darkened pupils of his eyes. “I wouldn’t have gone slow. I would’ve fumbled and groped, and it would’ve all been over in a New York minute. But not now, angel. Not tonight.”
He wrapped one arm around her and lifted her with the grace of a dancer.
“Tonight—” he punctuated his promise with a kiss on the tip of her nose “—I’m going to make up for the ten years we could have had.”
Spoken with such assurance, his pledge nearly rocked her resolve. If she’d made love to him then, would they still be together now? Impossible. They’d been children, teenagers with little in common except an interest in journalism and unrequited lust. Consummating that lust would only have ended their dalliance sooner, as it would now.
Wouldn’t it?
His lips banished the question from her mind, intoxicated her with his taste, his scent. His muscled arms held her tight and secure against any residual fear or doubt. Even when she heard his feet splash into the water and felt the tepid gulf water rising around them, she thought of nothing but taking his body into hers.
When the water reached his waist, he lowered himself to his knees, immersing Angela to the tips of her breasts. The entwined sensations of warm water, cool night air and Jack made her nipples pucker and darken. When he turned her and guided her legs around his waist, she moaned. He was thick and long and ready. But the sound of her need died against the pressure of his lips and tongue. Her flesh thrummed. Her blood pounded. The lapping of the water against the pier faded beneath the allegro cadence of her heart.
They kissed for what seemed like forever. Finally, they broke, gasping as if they’d been submerged. He lifted her higher and gazed at her hungrily.
“You are still so gorgeous.” He placed a surprisingly sweet kiss in the valley between her breasts, then nuzzled his nose against her moist skin. “How could I have ever…”
His sentiment died on his lips, lips he used instead to bath her in langorous kisses. His hands on her rib cage, he lifted her breasts, flicking her nipples alternately with tongue and thumb pad until she threw back her head and murmured his name.
He eased her down, thrusting his sex against hers, using the friction of flesh and saturated material to intensify the sensations ravaging her body. He kissed her hard, with precision, as if he took in every measure of her mouth with his tongue and her body with his hands.
“Oh, Jack,” she cried, not knowing when, if ever, she’d felt so trapped and so free at the same time. Jack held a portion of her heart like a sparrow in a cage. Only his touch could free her—and send her soaring. She reached into the water, grasped the edge of his briefs and tugged.
“Not yet, angel. Hold on.”
She shook her head, dizzy with desire, weakened by need.
“Just a minute more. Heaven’s just a minute away.” He caressed her buttocks and hips, kissed her shoulders, slid a wet hand up her spine, bracing her as he carried her from the water and placed her on the thick towels she’d draped along the shore.
The pier acted as a shadow canopy, the moon a dim candle just bright enough to be caught by beads of water sliding down Jack’s chest, over his flat stomach, curling the hair on his powerful thighs. He lay alongside her, warming her with his heat, kissing her with lips that tasted of wine and salt water.
He slipped out of his briefs, then ripped her panties away with barely an effort. He tugged at the dangling straps of the garter belt he’d left draped around her hips until she pressed fully against him.
“Do you still want this, angel?”
He spoke the question with his mouth hovering near hers. His breath made her quiver. His hands slid between them.
“Jack, I…” She lost her voice when he dipped a finger inside her.
“You’re so wet. And not from the water. From me. You’re wet because you want me.”
She knew what he sought, as strongly as she knew what she wanted from him. He needed her to tell him. In words. Again.
“Yes, Jack, I want you. I’ve always wanted you. I can’t breathe right now from wanting you.”
Her breasts yearned for his touch. Her neck implored for his kiss. She needed him all over her, inside her, penetrating every boundary until he filled her with the force of his passion.
For the briefest moment he left her, but after she heard the jingle of his belt and a tear of foil, he rolled and made up for lost time with deep, long kisses down her neck.
He straddled her, and she dug her nails into his shoulders, through his damp hair and across his back, nearly bucking when his mouth sought her nipple with a powerful tug. She arched against him, tossing her head from side to side. The edge was too close. She couldn’t slip over without him.
“I’ve waited ten years, angel. I can’t wait a minute more.”
“Then don’t.”
She wrapped her legs around him possessively, gasping at the sensation of his tip against her throbbing folds. She fought to swallow. He lifted her hips, stroked her with his hand and sex until she opened her mouth to scream. Just then, he entered and kissed away her cry.
His eyes widened in amazed pleasure. “You’re so tight. Oh, angel, I didn’t…”
She clutched his buttocks. “Love me, Jack.”
With his thrust, she yelped, at once shocked and enraptured by the pleasure-pain of their joining. He rested within her, taking her mouth completely, kissing her thoroughly until her body adjusted. Soon she moved beneath him, tilting upward to fully accept him inside her.
“Move with me, angel.” Jack braced himself above her on one arm, allowing the other hand to tend to her breast. “You’re so sweet and tight. Ooh, angel.”
His words were like a litany, a song of adoration that made her soar. “Yes, Jack, yes.” The words tumbled from her lips, urging him on.
The first orgasm ripped straight through her. She shuddered and shivered as ecstasy transfused through her veins.
“Oh, Jack.” She gripped his shoulders, pulling him forward until his body draped hers.
“We’re not done.” He slowed his pace, but continued to move inside her.
“But, I…” She protested, sure there couldn’t be any more—at least, not for her.
“Not good enough.” He nuzzled her neck and flipped her over so she lay on top of him.
“I can’t.”
He clutched her hips. “Yes, you can. And you will.”
Still rigid and muscled, he eased into her. The new sensation brought her bolt upright. Movement came as naturally as breathing.
“That’s it. You’re so beautiful. So amazing.”
He kept one hand on her hip, holding her, encouraging her to accept the overwhelming feel of him joined with her and under her control. With his other hand, he caressed her breasts, cupping her flesh lovingly, grazing her nipples with his thumb.
She brought her knees under her and braced her hands on his chest. Arching, she accepted the fullness of him, raising and lowering herself until he grabbed her hips with both hands and rocked into her with the urgency of a desperate man.
He cried out her name when he came, and she accompanied him over the boundary and into the chasm of delirious pleasure. She fell forward, rasping but sated, against his moisture-slickened chest. After a brief, still moment, he wrapped his arms around her, enfolding her in a cocoon of warmth.
When his breathing slowed, he rolled over, pinning her beneath him. The look in his eyes was a mixture of delight and confusion.
“This was your first time in a while, wasn’t it?”
She swallowed the irrational tears building behind her eyes. Her first, and last, sexual relationship had been almost nine years ago. “Was I that inexperienced?”
“Inexperienced?” His voice lilted with carefully controlled laughter. He stroked her cheek lovingly, soothing away her fear. “You made me feel things I’ve never felt before. It’s just that you were so tight. I can’t believe…”
She finally mustered the conviction to look at him squarely. “You can’t believe that I don’t hop in and out of bed with dozens of men on a regular basis?”
He shook his head, then kissed her sweetly on the cheek. “I can’t believe I deserved such a rare and special gift.”
For the briefest instant, in the tilt of her smile, Jack spied the innocence he’d missed all night. Despite the smudged red lipstick, dark-lined eyes and wanton lovemaking, the naiveté was still there in his prairie angel.
In the distance, Jack could hear that the crowd at the pool had increased. He reached for his jacket, draping it modestly over her, just in case. No doubt the gossip had raged when they left the pool. They had once been an item—an unlikely pair, but a couple nonetheless. How unusual could it be for high school sweethearts to get back together after a decade apart?
Of course, Jack reminded himself, they hadn’t had a reconciliation. Just sex. Great sex. Unbelievably great sex.
Sex that might lead to something more, if he played his cards right.
“I think we should get dressed.”
Her eyebrow tilted upward. “Afraid we’ll get caught?” she asked. “My sister’s not here to ground me, Jack.”
Despite her lighthearted ribbing, Jack didn’t laugh. He had just made a decision, a choice he hadn’t believed he’d ever make. Not after his fiasco with Lily.
But Lily wasn’t Angela. None of the women he’d wasted his time with measured up even remotely to her. He’d come to the reunion to seek his lost innocence. He’d come to find Angela. He’d be damned if he let her go now.
“This isn’t over, Angela. Not by a long shot.”
She motioned for her clothes. “You seem awfully sure of yourself. How do you know I didn’t want just a one-night stand? You remember those, don’t you?”
He flinched, wondering how much she knew about his past and the regrets he’d logged since prom night his senior year. But that conversation was a long way away, especially if he wanted Angela to remain in his life past the weekend. He put his pants on, neglecting his briefs, and stuffed her panties into his pocket. She’d slipped on her skirt but needed help tying the top of her halter. He worked carefully, not trusting himself to touch her again so soon.
He spoke straight into her ear, willing himself not to falter under the fragrance of her perfume. “Tonight was unbelievable, angel. I want you. I’m not touching you, but I can feel you all over me. I’m not kissing you, but the sweet taste of you is still in my mouth.”
“So, should we call this an appetizer?”
He shook his head, wondering at the challenge she posed. “The first course. And I intend to partake of the whole meal.”
“Hungry again?”
“Famished.” He pulled on his shirt and straightened his jacket. “But tonight, I’ve had a healthy portion. I’d like to know more about the menu before I dig in again.”
She shrugged, then extended her hand so he could help her up. He did, but she didn’t immediately let go.
Looking into his eyes, she studied him. He could see the questions in her expression, and the surrender, as well.
“Okay, Jack. I appreciate whetting the appetite. I just hope when you’re ready, I’ll still be in the mood for the full five-course meal.”
He smiled wickedly and led her toward the resort. “Seven courses. And if you aren’t, it’ll be my turn to entice your palate.”
She smirked at him before swinging past him with that seductive little walk of hers. She stopped not two steps away, grabbed her shoes and threw a coy glance over her shoulder.
“Can we extend a metaphor, or what?”
With that, she was gone, waving demurely at her classmates, who grew instantly quiet as she passed.
If he didn’t know that the pool water was a sultry eighty degrees, he would have jumped right in.
 
EXHAUSTED, Angela showered away the sticky salt water, scrubbed off her makeup, changed into her pajamas and climbed into bed. She flew through the nightly ritual as quickly as possible, trying not to think, willing herself not to analyze what had happened on the beach. But with the lights off and her body encased in a silk negligee instead of her familiar knee-length nightshirt and floppy socks, she couldn’t help feeling ridiculous.
Embarrassed.
Thrilled.
What had she been thinking? Making love to Jack had been marvelous—as wonderful as she’d imagined, even slightly better. But it wasn’t over. It couldn’t be. She’d had a taste and she wouldn’t be able to resist another bite.
How would that fit into her plan?
In the past decade, her life had been nothing like what she’d planned. Normalcy was nonexistent. Even her successes had a bittersweet flavor. She’d finished college a year early. Her internship at Waynscot International, a fledgling marketing firm, turned into a fulltime position just before the company found a niche and market shares soared sky-high. She was twenty-one and making more money than she’d ever imagined.
Then she’d gotten the call from California.
Chryssie, her best friend, was dead, and Angela had become a single mother. Her life would never be the same.
After pounding her pillow with her fist, she finally settled down. That was all old news. She’d adjusted to the changes tragedy had imposed on her, and in the four years that followed, she’d started her own marketing firm, researching companies, gauging the gaps between the product and consumer and creating business plans to close the separation with cutting-edge promotions and advertising.
Then, a year ago, she’d gotten news that would drag her back into a relationship with the man who’d broken her heart.
Suddenly, the silky smoothness of her short nightgown didn’t seem so foreign or uncomfortable. Despite a few moments of uncertainty, she’d slipped easily into the role of seductress. With Jack around, it wasn’t difficult. The man could melt ice with a glance.
She hadn’t known much about her sexuality. She’d had neither the time nor the inclination to explore that aspect of her life beyond one college fling. After Jack’s rejection, she’d searched for someone to share her bed. Sex became something to do—an act more expected than anticipated. Disappointed with her one and only experience, she’d focused on her career.
But tonight proved that ten years was more than worth the wait. She relished the residual ache of their lovemaking. She languished in the memory of his touch. The sensation of his weight lingered on her. The scent of his cologne clung to her like the silk of her negligee.
She’d only sampled a tidbit of pleasure at his hands, and she couldn’t deny his power. For a moment, she’d almost lost herself in the emotions of the experience. Only the last vestiges of anger had kept her in control. She’d come so close to releasing some of the resentment. But to what end?
She’d come to the reunion to put the lingering fantasies to rest. That’s all. Jack Sullivan might be a delicious lover, but he’d never make a faithful husband.
Or father.
Her heart still cried when she remembered the day she brought Dani home. The four-year-old orphan, so scared and unsure, clutched her worn rag doll, afraid to stay alone for more than a minute, terrified Angela would disappear like her mother had. Over a year passed before Dani reverted to the free-spirited child she’d once been—and still was. With her love for the child as her guide, Angela had managed to create a secure family for her and Dani, one she wouldn’t disrupt for anyone—not even Jack Sullivan.
If she let out all the stops, nature would take its course. She and Jack would have their affair and then she’d be through with him. “What if?” would be answered, and she could go on with her life.
How hard could leaving him be?
 
AS SOON AS SHE switched off the faucet and shook her toothbrush, a knock on the door sent Angela scrambling for her robe. Room service sure worked quick around here.
“Hold on a minute.” She tugged her sash into a semblance of a knot. “Who is it?”
“Your breakfast, madam,” answered a muffled voice.
Raising herself on tiptoe to see out the ridiculously high peephole, she spied a large covered tray. And little else.
Cautiously, she opened the door.
“Good morning, angel.”
Jack lowered the tray, dazzling her with a smile that rivaled the morning sun. Dressed in a loose-fitting gray tank top and black shorts, he looked ready to hit the mild surf.
She tore her gaze from the sleek lines of his triceps bulging beneath the weight of the tray, but not before he caught her looking.
Sarcasm covered her embarrassment. “I should have guessed you’d show up, begging for a meal, first thing this morning.” She leaned cockily against the door.
“Don’t get too excited, sweetheart. The kind of hunger I’m entertaining this morning is strictly culinary. I just thought you might want to talk over a cup of sobering coffee.”
She swung the door open in invitation. “Sobering? I wasn’t drunk last night. Maybe I should have been. Then I’d have an excuse.”
With his back to her as he cleared a table near the balcony, Jack didn’t suppress a knowing grin. There she was, his saber-toothed angel.
“I just knew you weren’t all willingness and sex appeal.” He uncovered steaming plates of eggs Benedict, fresh melon and croissants for two. “As I recall, your sharp tongue got you several stays in the vice-principal’s office.”
She pulled back the curtains and opened the balcony door, surprised at the uncommonly cool morning breeze. She scanned the sky for signs of rain. Several dark clouds loomed in the west, but the rest of the sky was newly washed with the bright marmalade hues of morning.
“My sharp tongue often comes in handy.”
She turned to find him sitting at the table, popping pieces of croissant into his mouth like peanuts. He leaned back leisurely, as if he was paying the one-hundred-and-fifty-dollar-a-night rent on her suite. Not that he couldn’t afford it. She wouldn’t be surprised if he’d taken the penthouse down the hall. Being a world-class photographer brought in world-class fees.
“Comfortable?” she asked.
“I’d be more comfortable if you’d join me. Your eggs are getting cold.”
He stood and pulled out a chair for her. She couldn’t resist. In her nervousness last night, she hadn’t managed more than a few nibbles of dinner. This morning, she was famished. Besides, in the daylight, Jack looked more like an old friend and less like a conquest—despite a devastating smile that went from his curved lips to his ocean-green eyes.
After a sip of orange juice and a bite of egg, she caught him watching her over his coffee.
“Thanks for breakfast,” she said.
“You’re welcome. But I have to be honest—I have ulterior motives.”
Angela laughed as she balanced a piece of egg on her fork. “I expected as much, though I didn’t think you’d admit it so blatantly. Maybe you have changed.”
“Maybe I have.”
His serious tone brought her gaze up, but he wasn’t looking in her direction. Jack’s stare extended to the distant horizon. The sky, painted by the newborn sun, still reflected a few streaks of pink, orange and purple. It was beautiful, but not unusual for Florida. The scenery hadn’t taken his focus away. A faraway thought had.
“Care to tell me how?”
The question was out before she could stop it. Did she really want to know if Jack had changed? What if his answer upset her plans?
He grinned and leaned forward to sample his breakfast. “I might. If you agree to reciprocate.”
“My life story for yours?”
“Just the last ten years. I think I have a handle on the eighteen before.”
Angela poured herself a cup of coffee, then added cream and sugar. “It’s been a long time. Do you really expect me to believe you remember my past?”
“Contrary to your memories of me, angel, I did care about you. I listened when you talked. I remember when your father died in our sophomore year. I remember going with you to your sister’s wedding the February before we graduated. How are Kelly and her husband? What was his name?”
Feeling slightly chagrined and knowing full well from his expression that he knew what her brother-in-law’s name was, she jabbed at a strip of bacon. “His name was and is Garrett. They’re still married and they have two kids, ages twelve and eight. My mom travels around a lot with the business, just like she and Dad used to. We see her about four times a year, a couple of weeks at a time.”
“We?” Jack probed.
Angela just managed to avoid choking as she swallowed, then grabbed her juice. “Me and Kelly. The family. They live next door.”
Good recovery.
“What about your mother?” she asked quickly before she nearly blew it again, “Is she still married to Paul?”
Jack took a swig of coffee. “I’m afraid Paul bit the dust about four years ago. She’s with a man named Sam or Steve, last time I checked, anyway.”
Angela dropped the subject. Obviously, his resentment over his mother’s multiple husbands hadn’t receded.
“So, where are you living now?”
Over the rest of breakfast, they filled each other in on the more innocuous portions of their lives. Jack told her about his new studio, a renovated warehouse in Ybor City, the historical Latin district east of Tampa. She explained how companies hired her marketing firm to determine strategies for connecting target consumers with their products. They talked about his travels all over the world as a photographer and the recurring bouts of jet lag that eventually brought him home. She talked more about her sister, brother-in-law and nephews, careful not to mention Dani.
His daughter.
“What about your personal life, Angela? You haven’t said much about that.”
“Neither have you.”
“Oh, come on,” he said with a skeptical attempt at surprise. “Don’t tell me you didn’t pick up the tabloids when no one was looking. My face was plastered on them for two solid weeks.”
“I didn’t need to,” she answered. “Tampa isn’t that big. Gossip gets around.”
“I’m sure it does,” he muttered derisively before sitting back and hooking his hands behind his head. “Let’s see, my love life, in a nutshell. Relatively uneventful until recently. Beautiful women, beautiful places, one beautiful model, ugly results. Any questions?”
She piled the empty plates on top of each other. “It wasn’t my question in the first place.”
He saluted her with his orange juice. “True. But since you’ve chosen a life-style that keeps you out of the professional gossip trade, you’ll have to tell me on your own.”
“There isn’t much to tell.”
Standing, Angela picked up her coffee and moved onto the balcony. Though the July breeze had a cool hint of impending rain, she felt stifled and hot. She couldn’t discuss that aspect of her life with him, no matter how much her heart told her she should.
“Touchy subject?” he asked as he joined her.
She shrugged. “Not at all. I just think we’ve acted normal enough this morning. We’ve evaded the one topic that seemed uppermost to us last night.”
With that, she caught sight of her reflection in the sliding glass door. She’d barely had time to finish her morning ritual before he came knocking. Though she’d showered, washed her face and brushed her teeth, she still hadn’t straightened her hair or put on makeup. She looked more like she did on an average day at home than in the middle of a carefully planned weekend of seduction.
But she didn’t have time to go inside for a quick fix before Jack swooped and pulled her into a deep, lingering kiss. His hands circled her waist, demandingly molding her to him. Her breasts were crushed against his hard chest. Through the delicate material of her robe, she could feel every taut muscle.
Her response was immediate and jolting—an electric shock of passion. Every nerve snapped to attention. Every inch of her skin tingled. His power sapped her breath, and when she tried to replenish her lungs, she inhaled the overwhelming scents of bay spice and gulf breeze.
“Is this the topic you meant?” he whispered into the hollow of her neck. He looked into her eyes, and she lost herself in the ocean-green depths of his irises. With his finger, he traced the planes of her face, then crooked his knuckle under her chin, holding her steady while he bathed her face in downy kisses.
She moaned.
He grinned.
Her mind swirled with conflicting signals. She knew she should be in control, but she couldn’t clear her head. She didn’t really want to. Thinking logically caused her to lose Jack the first time. Over and over, she’d told herself that to seduce Jack, she’d have to surrender to the storm of emotions and physical responses he would stir. She’d thought she could handle that. But now she felt as if she was in the eye of the very storm she’d steered toward. Fear scurried up her spine like a sailor up a mast.
“You’re trembling,” he pointed out between kisses.
“Congratulations,” she rasped.
He stopped his assault. “I don’t want you to be afraid.”
She couldn’t pass up the perfect chance for momentary escape. Slipping by him, she searched for the haphazard pins that still held her hair in a wild cascade of curls.
“I’m not afraid of you.” She stepped to the bureau and rummaged through her handbag for a brush.
He was behind her, rubbing his palms up her silky sleeves to massage her shoulders and neck.
“I didn’t say it was me you were afraid of.”
She pulled at her bangs with her brush. “Who then? Our classmates? I thought I proved last night that I didn’t give a damn for their opinions anymore.”
With his thumbs, he traced her spine, marking every inch or so with a kiss to the back of her neck.
“Not them, either.”
She stiffened and stared into the mirror to await his attention. Yet for a tortuous minute, he continued his hands-on study of her waist and hips. Then he looked over her shoulder and met her gaze.
“You, my dear, are afraid of you.”
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