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Chapter 1
"Good evening. May I help you?"
"Jennifer Hodges. I'm checking in…you should have my reservation?"
The clerk in the wild floral shirt clicked the keys of her computer efficiently, and then nodded. "Yes indeed, Ms. Hodges. One guest, king bed, for four nights?"
Jen passed her credit card across the broad expanse of polished wood, sighing with relief. "That's correct." She pulled out her driver's license and passed that over as well.
While the woman entered all the necessary information, Jen glanced around the lobby of the Florida Palms hotel. With its sea of white marble, granite and oriental carpets, the place looked like a tasteful cross between a Venetian palace and a high-end version of the Arabian Nights .
Not bad. Not bad at all. Luscious masses of flowers filled giant urns in discreet niches, gleaming brass fixtures reflected the setting sun, while an air of quietly elegant luxury sat comfortably over the entire hotel and its patrons.
"Here you go, Ms. Hodges. Fifth floor. The elevator is to your right and you'll find the pool clearly marked. There's a buffet breakfast on Saturday and our restaurant is open until midnight. Enjoy your stay." The clerk returned Jen's credit card and license, along with an envelope containing two key cards.
"Thanks. I'm sure I will." She tugged at the strap of her small carryon case and a couple of hundred dollars worth of leather followed her across the foyer like an obedient puppy.
The air-conditioning was a welcome caress to her hot and sticky skin. Once again she asked herself why on earth she'd picked Florida for her "mini-vacation". After the conference in Orlando finished, she could've hopped a flight to Alaska, or Toronto. Anyplace where the air didn't feel like a wet sponge and her lungs didn't struggle for every breath.
But no. From the comfort of her home office, she had decided to stay on in the Sunshine State, putting the airfare money into luxury accommodations for herself. It was going to be a spoil-me time.
Along with pamper-me, feed-me-dreadfully-exotic-things-and-don't-worry-me with-the-calorie-count, and possibly massage-me-to-within-an-inch-of-my-life. Also spa-me, since this hotel boasted one of the finest in the area for the pleasure of its guests.
Pleasure, mused Jen as she keyed in her card and opened her hotel room door, was what this little trip was all about.
Ooooh. Good start.
Her feet sank into lush dark green carpeting, and when she flicked on the light she was dazzled by crisp white linens on the king sized bed. A lovely dark wood bureau-slash-entertainment unit flanked one wall, while floor-to-ceiling sheers and drapes admitted the dying light of the sunset.
She crossed to the window, drawing back the curtains and revealing a sliding door. A tiny veranda with two chairs and a small coffee table sat outside, inviting lazy morning coffee times, or cocktails at dusk. Solid whitewashed walls enclosed the space, making it private yet airy.
Mmm. Nice. The lights on the ground below were flickering to life, illuminating a massive hotel pool, created to resemble a miniature Niagara Falls. Slides for the children were carefully sculpted into the stone and the whole edifice was covered with greenery and flowers—hibiscus probably. It could have figured in a number of postcards for exotic tropical resorts. The blue waters shone, silent and barely rippling as the filters worked diligently beneath the surface.
It was delightful, quiet and just what Jen wanted. August in Florida wasn't exactly the height of the tourist season, unless you were an Eskimo or something, so she didn't anticipate being overrun with conventioneers. Far enough away from the high traffic spots of the state, she was charmed with the peace and tranquility.
This trip wasn't about people. It was about her.
She glanced west towards where the sun had set and saw—pretty much nothing. Florida, she realized, is mostly an agricultural state, interrupted by lumps of theme parks. A low-lying swamp whose residents congregate in concrete and steel huddles to sport mouse ears. The horizon was, truly, the horizon. No hills or other annoying geographical features got in the way.
It was almost a surprise to find the elegance of the Florida Palms set in such stark scenery. But then again, for her—it was perfect.
With a sigh of pleasure, she kicked off her heels, stripped down to her panties, and in an unusual state of near-nudity, set about unpacking and making herself at home.
It was full dark when she opened the mini-bar, selected her beverage of choice—a nice scotch to celebrate this momentous occasion—and wrapped herself in her silky robe.
The onset of night had cooled the air enough to allow her to sit on the veranda so she took her drink and her cell phone outside with her.
Time to call home. Time to call—David.
*~*~*~*
"Hi. You've reached 555-9193. Please leave a message and I'll get back to you."
Jen sighed and closed the call for the third time. She'd left a message the first time around, over two hours ago, then wondered where the hell he was.
"David…I'm at the hotel. Room 522. It's lovely, very Floridian, and I'm going to get myself pampered to death here." She'd laughed. But it had been a bittersweet laugh. If David had done a bit more pampering she might not even be here.
If David had…had what? Noticed her more? Paid more attention to her needs, her wants? Not lost himself in his high-powered job, putting in endless hours and immersing himself in the thrill of the financial world?
She shrugged and tossed her phone onto the table. He was who he was. After three years together, she knew that. She accepted it. Most of the time. And she loved him. Most of the time.
The stars were blinking at her and she blinked back. The air was like a soft kiss as she stretched out her legs, crossing them at the ankles and resting them on the table. No worries here—she could be as informal as she pleased.
And she could think of what she pleased, too. 
She could ask herself why this gnawing bug of dissatisfaction had driven her away from David, away from everything familiar, sending her on this small self-indulgent vacation.
She wasn't sure she wanted the answers.
Hell. I'm tired. And sticky.
The shower was a sybaritic delight, all chrome and fancy bottles of something fragrant, coupled with thick white fluffy towels. It was so typically hotel-ish, since Jen happened to think that no one in their right minds would ever buy white towels for their homes.
She grinned as she slipped out of her robe and shoved her hair into a plastic cap.
Pulling aside the pristine shower curtain to reach in and turn on the faucet…she jumped.
And shrieked.
 
 
 
Chapter 2
"Would you say that again, Ma'am?" The tall man pinched the bridge of his nose, leaning on the wood counter as he held the house phone more closely to his ear.
"There's something in my shower." The voice was whispering.
"Okay. There's something in your shower. Can you describe it?"
"It's…big, and hairy…and oh my God I want it gone. I'm sorry to be a bother, but could you send somebody to room 522? They'd better be licensed to carry, too. An AK 47 would probably work. Or a flame thrower."
"Uh. Ma'am. If this is an attempt to get your husband out of your room, I should tell you that this hotel frowns upon that sort of thing."
There was silence for a moment, then a surprising gurgle of delighted laughter made his ears heat up. Whoa.
"Nooo. It's a bug, for heaven's sake. A huge, hairy bug. With a lot of legs. Probably more than it should have. I'd say it was a spider and call National Geographic, but I swear I've never seen one this big. It could be an alien life form. And if you don't get someone up here soon, it'll probably decide to dominate the planet. Starting with this hotel."
He couldn't help laughing at the absurdity of her comment. "I'll be right there."
He hung up on her muttered "Oh thank God."
Room 522. He quickly checked the registry database. Ms. Jennifer Hodges. One adult in a single king. Hmm. No guests scheduled to arrive. Apparently Ms. Hodges liked to sprawl.
And didn't like bugs.
He beckoned over a sleepy bellboy. "Cover the phones for a few minutes, Enrique. I have to go exterminate a threat to humanity on the fifth floor."
"Another pesky guest, Boss?" The bellboy grinned.
"Pesky bug this time." Cris shrugged and headed for the elevators. He was used to all kinds of odd requests at odd times. It was his hotel, pretty much, and he cherished it as he would a child. Holding the title of "Concierge", the company had long since gotten used to letting the burden of actually running the place rest on his shoulders. When the old manager had retired, he'd taken over. His salary reflected that fact, his small penthouse suite was exactly to his liking, and he couldn't imagine ever doing anything else.
Of course, Angelita had hated it from the beginning. Which was probably why they were contentedly divorced and she had remarried a Miami real estate developer. Cris should have foreseen disaster up front, but hell. He'd been in lust, she'd been one hell of a lay—it had seemed the natural thing to do.
He wondered why thoughts of his ex-wife should resurface while he was on his way to kill a bug.
Perhaps it had been that laugh. Ms. Hodges had one hellaciously sexy laugh. It had made him stir in places he tried hard to keep under control.
There were times when it wasn't easy, like when a group of Vegas showgirls had chosen the Palms for a convention. The barely-there bathing suits and the very-obviously-there assets had upped the drool factor on every male within a twelve-square mile radius. His included.
He'd thought about enjoying a discreet liaison with one of them. But the operative word was "discreet". His position exposed him to any number of come-ons from any number of women, which he declined with graceful humor. It just wasn't worth it. He was too busy running the hotel to go fucking any good-looking babe who fluttered her eyelashes his way.
The elevator doors slid smoothly open on the fifth floor, and Cris turned towards 522. Time to get serious, put on his Indiana Jones hat, kill something, and hopefully soothe the poor woman who'd been scared out of her skin by a bit of Floridian wildlife.
Putting on his most efficient "I'm-here-to-help-you" smile, he tapped quietly on the door.
*~*~*~*
Jen heard the knock with a sigh of relief. She hadn't been exactly standing on a chair like the quintessential scared-shitless female, but it had been close.
"Ms. Hodges? Concierge."
She peeked through the spyhole to see a crisp white shirt. Good. The authorities were here. Or the hit squad. At this point she didn't care. She just wanted that damned critter in her shower dead.
She opened the door. And gulped.
"Hello. I'm Cristobal Martinez de la Rosa. The concierge. You have a problem with bugs, you said?"
Jen stared. She couldn't help it. He was the most gorgeous thing she'd seen since Antonio Banderas. And he took a beating next to this guy. Tall, with tanned skin peeking from the unbuttoned white shirt, Mr. De la Rosa was a woman's dream made flesh. Dark eyes were smiling at her, gleaming teeth sparkled from between sensual lips, and his hair was tousled a little, rumpled and silky, just begging for the touch of a woman's hands.
Jen sighed, lost for a second or two in the vision of romance hero that had just materialized in her doorway. 
He raised one eyebrow. "Nice hat."
Oh shit. She ripped the shower cap off her head, grabbed her robe together at the neckline and blushed. Why did I take off my makeup? Fuck, fuck, fuck.
"Uh, I was about to take…oh!" Her mind cranked out of its fantasy and back into reality. "In the shower. That-that thing." She pointed at the bathroom door.
Mr. De la Luscious grinned. "I'll take care of it."
"Thank God. I'm sorry to be a nuisance at this hour, but I just couldn't…" She shuddered, stepping back as he moved past her and into the room.
He disappeared, leaving the scent of clean masculinity in his wake. Jen inhaled, breathing slowly as her heart rate accelerated. He was one hell of a handsome man.
And she shouldn't be having any of the deliciously decadent thoughts she was currently enjoying. Then she told herself to stop it. It was her vacation, her down time and how she chose to spend that time, even in her mind, was her own business.
So what if she'd just mentally stripped and seduced a hotel employee? So what if she'd mentally orgasmed as well? Nobody had to know.
Suitably reassuring noises came from the bathroom—loud thumps followed by the rush of water. Once again a healthy dose of testosterone and a strong arm had triumphed over a lesser species. 
"All gone." His voice was reassuring. "And I must apologize on behalf of the hotel. We're usually bug-free, so I can only assume that this fellow hitched a ride with a previous guest and then found a nice quiet hiding place."
His eyes were dark as sin, and Jen couldn't drag her gaze from his. She gulped down a lump of something that might have passed as lust. Okay. It was lust. "It wasn't anything poisonous then?"
Right. Discuss nasty leggy spiders with a guy you're fantasizing about fucking into oblivion. Nice going, Jen.
"No, not at all. It was a common Florida one, I think, although I'm no expert on these things. It was a big one too…I can understand your reaction." He was smoothly reassuring—the consummate professional.
Shit.
"Well, that's good to know." Jen glanced around. "Um, I'm not likely to run into any more, am I?"
"Absolutely not." 
Well, well. Cristobal Martinez de la Rosa could be quite effectively adamant when he chose. Jen sort of wished he'd be adamant about a few other things. She sighed.
"Look, Ms. Hodges, on behalf of the hotel, let me comp you a breakfast. This has been an unpleasant welcome to the Palms, and I do feel we owe you."
"Oh…I couldn't possibly…"
"Yes you could." He smiled. 
Yes, I probably could, at that.
"How about eight a.m. tomorrow if that's not too early? A full breakfast buffet on the house. In the Palm Grotto, okay?" 
"I-er-" Jen floundered. She badly wanted to ask if he was planning on joining her, since the idea of eating alone in a fancy restaurant, no matter how good the food, wasn't the biggest turn-on in the world. She'd been thinking more along the lines of a doughnut and coffee from some nearby fast food place, or room service in quiet solitude.
"Good. I'll see you there."
"Oh…well, thank you. That's very kind, Mr. De la Rosa."
"Please. Call me Cris."
Jen looked at him. He was wearing his sensuality and sex appeal like a woman wore fine perfume. Comfortably. "Okay. Cris."
"Goodnight." He smiled as he walked away.
Cristobal Martinez de la Rosa. You killed my boredom. Prepare to sigh.
Jen closed the door slowly, exhaling through her teeth as her heart rate slowed down. What the fuck was the matter with her? Knocked on her ass by one man, and a Latin lover type no less.
He probably had women coming out his reservations system. He certainly didn't need another one.
And she shouldn't even be thinking one-tenth of the thoughts she was thinking. No—make that one-twentieth of those thoughts. She hurriedly washed up, brushed her teeth and clicked the light off in the bathroom. A shower would have been nice, but after all the excitement, she had no energy left.
As Jen headed for bed, a small blinking light on her cell phone caught her eye. Damn. David.
Picking it up, she tumbled onto the pillows and keyed in the commands to listen to her voice mail. The message came through loud and clear in the silence of her room.
"Hey. Glad you got there okay. Sorry I missed your call, but that meeting with the Smithsons ran over. Good news is that they really liked the project, so I'm thinking of adding a couple of consultants, perhaps the guy I interviewed last week. He had potential and was qualified to handle the documentation…"
Jen's eyes drifted shut as her mind closed off his voice.
It was the same thing all over again. More of the world according to David. More of the world he reveled in, talked about, ate, drank and slept in, to the exclusion of all else. Especially the woman he'd been sharing his life with.
She'd heard variations on this theme for the past three years of their relationship. Now it was constant. A scant acknowledgement of her presence, let alone her job, and then he was off and running, another recital of his day, his meetings, his successes, and very occasionally his failures.
And she was so goddamned tired of it now, she wanted to spit.
Instead, Jen shut off the phone in mid-message. Right now, right here, in this hotel room tucked away from everything familiar, she could let it go. There was space here for her to think her own thoughts. Be her own person. Explore the Jen side of life, not the David side.
With a smile on her face, she snuggled down under the covers, letting sleep overtake her. The smile deepened as her last conscious thoughts included a pair of delightful dark eyes and a mouth that encouraged dreadfully decadent dreams…
 
 
 
Chapter 3
The Palm Grotto lived up to its name.
Lush foliage blanketed the austere walls, dappled now with morning sunlight. Their green fronds tickled the ceiling, shading the tables beneath. Flowers, breathtakingly beautiful flowers in every color of the rainbow, were all over the place, nearly blinding her with the riot of hues. The hibiscus fairy had apparently spent several nights here, gotten raving drunk, and thrown up.
There were few customers, a couple of bored waiters, and a maître d' who was apparently awaiting Jen's arrival.
"Good morning, Ma'am. You are Ms. Hodges, yes?" His dark eyes smiled at her, the slight Spanish accent adding to Jen's impression of having wandered into a different world this morning.
"Yes, I am."
"Good. This way please. Mr. Cris has arranged everything."
Ah. Mr. Cris of the beautiful eyes and even more beautiful body. Jen mentally smacked herself soundly as she followed the maitre d', struggling to maintain her cool, calm and collected businesswoman persona.
One look at the man rising from a corner table to greet her and the cool, calm, collected businesswoman took a day off.
He was even better looking in daylight, although how such a thing could be possible, Jen had simply no idea. The man should be declared illegal. His shirt was a blinding assemblage of flowers that would have sent that hibiscus fairy into paroxysms of pleasure, and his crisp white pants were spotless. His inky dark eyes revealed warm brown depths in the light of day, his chest -- the little bit she could see beyond the flora that surrounded it -- was definitely in the "five star" category, and there was simply no question about it.
He was flat-out gorgeous. 
A dream come true. A figure that could grace the cover of a novel and sell ten million copies on the strength of that smile alone. A man who…was saying something.
Jen blinked as she tried to drag her thoughts up off the mental carpet where they had swooned and were clutching their hearts.
"I'm glad you decided to join me." His voice was as sexy as the rest of him. Her thoughts thudded back to the floor, fainting with pleasure once again.
"So am I." The words came out on a gust of honesty.
She allowed him to seat her as she realized exactly how honest she'd been. She was glad. Very glad. Her heart rate had been close to the danger level since she'd woken up that morning, and it didn't show signs of slowing anytime soon.
Especially when that deliciously appealing smile curved his mouth. "What would you like?"
I'll take you with a side order of you, and more of you to go, please. Oh-and coffee.
"Uh, I'd kill for coffee." Jen smiled as she self-edited her thoughts.
"No problem." Cris reached beside him and poured her a cup of steaming black liquid heaven. "Cream? Sugar?"
Me? Cris fought to keep his hand steady as he passed the cup across the table to the lovely Ms. Jennifer Hodges.
She'd stayed lurking in his subconscious all night, her silky blonde hair teasing his brain cells into distraction, her humor and that laugh…
And here she was, in the flesh, looking every bit as delightful as he'd remembered. Even better, in fact, which was a rarity in itself. Most women didn't benefit from the harsh morning glare of the Florida sun. This one did. It brought a sparkle to her blue eyes, a blush to her cheeks, and seeing her in shorts and a tank top-well, fuck.
Cris licked his lips to ensure himself he wasn't drooling.
"So tell me, Cris, besides efficiently disposing of crawly things and comping breakfasts to guests, what do you do here as concierge?"
Aha. The efficient-business-traveler shield was dropping over her face. But she couldn't hide the little tremble in her hand as she sipped her coffee. He smiled happily. Got you. "It's a fancy title for the guy who handles just about everything, but doesn't actually get paid as much for it as he should."
She laughed, that rich deep gurgle that had so charmed him on the phone. "I'm sure that's true. You should've earned combat pay for last night's little fracas."
He shook his head. "That was small potatoes. Try explaining to a determined mother that the snake her son has trapped in a jar is actually a coral snake, quite dangerous, and shouldn't be taken back to Fargo as a pet."
"Good lord. Really?" Jen's eyebrows rose.
"Really."
"What did you do?"
Cris helped himself to coffee and nodded his thanks as a waiter placed a tray of pastries and croissants on the table between them. "Fortunately, I didn't have to do much. The snake did it, all by itself."
Jen's hand froze over a roll. "It bit the kid?"
"No, it died. Or committed suicide rather than live in Fargo, North Dakota. Never could decide which."
"Oh dear…" Jen burst out laughing again. "How sad." She bit her lip. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't laugh at the death of a poor creature, but-oh lord."
"Save your sympathies. There's enough left that they're not on the endangered species list."
"Well, that's good. I promise last night's episode was the only creepy-crawly adventure you can expect from me. No snakes." She shuddered. "Definitely no snakes."
"You don't need to worry. We're pretty efficient at keeping them away from the hotel grounds. They're not music fans, aren't social at all, and it's a mutual arrangement of benefit to both. They go away and we don't have to kill 'em." He tore a croissant in half. "Why are you here?"
"Hmpf?" She was mid-way through a mouthful of roll when he'd casually tossed the question out, hoping to catch her off-guard.
"Why are you here? I'm just curious. It's August, not the most popular tourist season, as you can tell." He glanced around the almost empty restaurant. "You're blonde and probably burn to a crisp, so you're not here for a tan."
It would be a sin to burn that creamy skin of yours.
Time to move in to more personal questions. God, he was pushing this woman. Why, he didn't know. But five seconds after hearing that laugh…there was something there. Something he was getting desperate to explore.
"That could be an engagement ring." His gaze fell to the pretty diamond on her left hand. "And yet you are alone."
"And you're very observant." She wiped her mouth on a napkin, hiding her gaze from him.
He shrugged. "It's my job to notice these things. Another croissant?"
"Oh gosh, no. Thanks. This was just fine. I don't usually do breakfast, so it's been a rare treat. Most often there's not time for more than coffee. You know, traffic…all that stuff…" 
She was rambling, and she knew it. He could tell by the way her eyes looked everywhere but at him.
"You should eat breakfast. Most important meal of the day. So why are you here?"
She snorted. "This from a man who had one and a half croissants and two cups of coffee?"
She had been paying attention. Good. He said nothing, simply waited and sipped his coffee patiently.
"I don't know." Finally, blue eyes met brown. "I truly don't know."
*~*~*~*
Jen stretched languorously on the chaise lounge. Cris had taken her to the pool, settled her into a shaded spot, and left her, pleading the press of the day's work. He hadn't followed up her non-answer with anything more than an enigmatic smile and a slight nod.
Whatever the hell that meant. 
She tried to push those thoughts-all thoughts of Cris-aside, and focus on what was really important. That question, and her answer.
Why was she here?
The air rested humidly on her skin and she shifted, easing her bathing suit around her hips. Five minutes after settling down, she knew shorts weren't going to cut it in this heat. A quick trip back to her room, a tug, a pull and a shimmy later, and she was in her swimsuit. Conservative, navy blue with white flowers, and totally not revealing anything she didn't want revealed. A bit higher cut on the legs than she'd been happy with, but now she was rather glad of it.
Resting beside her in a neat pile were the obligatory traveler's accessories. Suntan lotion, glasses, a visor, and a romance novel. They'd sat there for the last hour, untouched, while Jen let herself slip back into a habit she'd formed during her early teens. She was engaging in a silent inner dialogue with herself.
So why are you here?
For some R and R? An escape from the rat-race?
Liar.
Okay. So I'm here to take a long look at my life. Better?
No. Be honest. It's not your whole life you're looking at, it's your relationship you're looking at. Or trying not to look at.
Yes.
Jen let the soft air soothe her. The pool was empty, the surrounding garden quiet but for the squawks of large birds holding some kind of avian convention in a nearby palm tree.
The filters hissed beneath the waters of the pool, a plane droned in the distance-it was tranquility and peace. A good time to let it all out.
Her relationship. Did she love David? 
She didn't know. The answer came back promptly, surprising Jen a little. She'd always thought she loved David. And no, she couldn't imagine her life without him.
So you're not going to leave him?
No. No, of course not.
There's no "of course" about it. You think you love him and you're not going to leave him, but you're here stretched out on a chaise lounge in the hopes that Mr. Sex-on-a-stick is gonna come back soon.
Yes.
Why?
Because…because…I've lost me. I need to find me.
"Can I help?"
 
 
 
Chapter 4
The voice shook Jen to her core. She'd been so lost in her inner conversation that she hadn't heard Cris at all.
And yet there he was. He'd changed into shorts and a loose tank top, making Jen sweat even more than the Florida heat.
"Help what?" Her mental chat companion was sitting with its jaw on the floor, huffing and panting with a serious case of the hots.
"You said you'd lost yourself. That you needed to find yourself."
"I said that out loud?"
"Yep."
"The heat is getting to me, isn't it?" Jen sat up. "Do many of your guests turn into blithering idiots after a couple of hours in the sun?"
"A few. Most arrive as blithering idiots, so a lot of the time it's hard to tell." He leaned down and touched a fingertip to her temple. "You're sweating. Come on. The sun's getting too hot for you. Sane people head indoors right about now."
Jen desperately wanted to point out that it wasn't the sun making her sweat, but held her tongue, simply gathering her things and standing up. "Where are we going?"
"You said you wanted to find yourself. It's my experience that the first thing to do is to clear away the forest so you can see the trees."
"Huh?"
He smiled. "The spa. A massage. Let's get rid of those knots in your shoulders, and let the blood reach your brain so you can think."
"Oh." Jen blinked. "I suppose that does sound good."
"No 'suppose' about it. It is good. I happen to know the best massage therapist in town. And he works right here in our spa."
"Oh really?" Jen walked beside him, her head barely topping his shoulder. She was so aware of him on so many levels, it was astonishing. "Who's that?"
"Me."
*~*~*~*
Cris pushed open the door to the silent spa facility and blessed the air conditioned blast that poured over them. He needed something to cool him down or his cock was going to embarrass the shit out of him by thrusting out into the light of day from beneath his shorts.
There was something about this woman that got to him like no other woman had in a long time. Sure, she was attractive. Sure, she was sexy, and apparently unaware of it. But there was something else. Something deeper inside her, like a hard knot of pain perhaps, that he yearned to ease.
And if he had to go in through her pussy to do it, so much the better.
He turned away towards one of the small massage rooms. "In here, Ms. Hodges."
She followed him. "You should probably call me Jen if you're going to turn me into a relaxed lump of sated muscle tissue."
Cris's eyes nearly crossed. "That's short for Jennifer?"
She was looking around the room. "Yep."
"Jennifer suits you better."
She glanced at him. "It does?"
Cris reached for one of the neatly folded toweling wraps. "Yes. Jen is something a little girl is called on the playground. Jennifer is for a woman. Here, put this on, please."
She swallowed. "Ah. Nice technique. Stroke the ego before massaging the kinks out, huh?"
He smiled, not trusting himself to respond.
Jen disappeared into the little changing cubicle. "So how did you get to be a masseur as well as a concierge?" Her voice came through the slats on the closed door.
"Simple story, really." Cris tried hard to keep his mind on the task before him, not the woman behind him slipping out of her bathing suit. "I took a couple of semesters of sports therapy in college. Had to satisfy a science requirement and I hated science."
There it was again. That laugh that rocked his balls. Cris gritted his teeth and nearly dropped a bottle of oil. "Anyway, the massage teacher was very good, and I liked it. Not enough to pick it up as a career, but the basics stuck with me."
The door opened, the vision it revealed nearly taking his breath away. Jen had tucked her hair up into an untidy knot, letting small fronds dangle around her face.
The rest of her was barely covered by the white toweling wrap that fastened with Velcro just above her breasts. Dear God, she had great legs too. They'd looked just fine in a bathing suit, but now-with just the towel brushing their tops…
Cris heaved in a shuddering breath. "Uh, what was I saying?"
She laughed. "Cut it out. I'm sure it's nothing you haven't seen before." She settled herself onto the long raised table. "Face down?"
Any way you want, querida. Any way at all.
"Yes please." 
Her contortions with towel and body brought Cris rapidly to a state of full and painful arousal. She was modest, polite, and ready to be massaged. And he was hard enough to nail her to the table. In spite of the air-conditioning, he broke out in a sweat.
Grabbing hold of his urges and hanging on with both hands, he reached for the oil. "I think we'll start with the shoulders. That's where a lot of everyday tension settles. And perhaps it's a good place to begin our search."
She turned her head more comfortably on the pillow. "Our search?"
"For you."
*~*~*~*
He would never know the courage it had taken for Jen to calmly walk out of that cubicle and face him wearing nothing but a towel and a smile. Nor would he have a clue about the nerves that shuddered deep in her belly when she looked at the expression on his face.
He likes what he sees. He finds me attractive.
He probably had noticed the fact that she'd jumped what felt like a foot off the table when he'd put his hands on her.
"Relax."
Easy for you to say, big boy. "I'm trying. I've never had a massage before. This is all new to me." And I ain't just talking about the massage, either.
"You don't have to do a thing. Just lie there. Let me do the work. You can simply think-talk-whatever you want."
Jen closed her eyes and surrendered to his hands. Gentle, deep kneading around the base of her neck and her shoulders immediately brought a sigh of pleasure. "Oh God, Cris…that feels good." The lightest touch of lavender swirled in the air, and she sniffed appreciatively.
"You are very tight here, Jennifer. Your worries, your tension…it's all knotted up in your spine."
There's something else that's knotting up too. But you can't quite see it from there.
"It is? I mean, they are?"
"What troubles you, querida?" 
The endearment fell so naturally between them, Jen scarcely realized what he'd said. She was comfortable with this man, which was surprising, since he was also turning her on like a volcano. And the lava was about to erupt in a serious pyroclastic flow between her thighs.
"I'm afraid, Cris." Jen blinked. Why had she said that?
"Of what?" His hands kept moving on her back, a little lower now, unlocking new places between her shoulder blades. Christ above. This wasn't massage to her, it was goddamned foreplay!
"Of-of-I don't know."
"Yes you do. Afraid of what? Tell me." Cris paused for a moment then returned, palms slick with something smooth. 
Fuck. This was unbelievably wonderful. Jen felt her body ease beneath his touch. And her mind loosened too. "I'm afraid…" She paused, gathering her thoughts. "I'm afraid I'm not me anymore. That the me I am isn't the me I could be." She lifted her head a little. "Does that make any sense at all?"
He gently pushed her head back down onto the pillow. "Yes. Go on."
"I have a good man in my life. We've been together going on four years, shared an apartment for the last two. We started talking about marriage. We both have our careers, a settled life, but somewhere along the line…"
"Along the line?" Cris's hands never stopped moving on her body, stroking, soothing, then pressing hard, finding new and interesting places to massage, a few of them almost painfully deep, but satisfyingly relaxed as he worked his magic.
What the fuck had she been saying? For a moment her thoughts had deviated into a variety of places they really shouldn't go.
"Uh…yes, um…somewhere along the line, things changed."
"What things?" He loosened the Velcro fastener beneath her arm and exposed the length of her spine. She felt the cool air against her back, although he'd left her buttocks covered with the courtesy sheet. Thank God he had. They probably would have blushed like hell if he'd simply tugged the whole damn towel away.
She sighed, shifting slightly as he began to walk his fingertips up and down her vertebrae. "Our relationship changed, I guess."
"How?"
"Little ways. Nothing major. He talked more, I talked less. Instead of sharing our day over dinner, I became an audience for his recital. I didn't mind, honestly, Cris, I'm not complaining…"
"Sssh. I know." 
Warm palms slid down either side of her body, to swing up and back to beneath her shoulders. Shit, this guy could really give one helluva massage. 
"Go on."
"We were still a couple, but I was losing any sense of myself. I was becoming half of him, the lesser half, drowning in some ways, I suppose. Submerging my need to tell him, share stuff with him, in favor of letting him tell me."
"Why did you do that?"
"I don't know. It seemed…the thing to do. The supportive partner bit, you know? He had a very challenging job, and he worked damned hard to get where he is. I'm proud of his achievements."
"But you'd also like him to be proud of yours?" His hands found something beneath one shoulder and dug, working it, soothing it, easing it. 
"Oh yessss." Jen sighed out the truth along with an exhalation of physical pleasure. 
Just once, to hear David say "Hey Jen, that's fabulous. Well done." He'd probably forgotten the words even existed. And yet she said them to him all the time.
Something popped into her mind. "You know, about six months ago, I went through a very difficult time in my job. I fought long and hard for a project I believed in, and finally it all came together. I was so happy-dancing on air-I couldn't wait to get home and tell him about it."
She turned her face away from Cris. "You know what happened?"
"No. Tell me." Cris's hands were slowing, the massage turning gentle and soothing.
"He wasn't there. Just a message that he'd been re-scheduled for a trip at the last minute, and would I forward a couple of files to his phone. He knew, Cris. He knew it was the day that would make or break my job-I'd told him that very morning." She sighed. "He didn't even ask."
There was silence for a moment as Cris worked even further down her back, reaching that tender spot at the base of her spine.
"I…I'm plagued with demons sometimes." Jen closed her eyes.
"What kinds of demons?"
She laughed. "Silly ones. Ones that only show up in the wee dark hours of the night."
"What kinds of demons?" Cris asked again, quietly, continuing to knead her muscles with rhythmic pressure.
"A lot of them are demons of age. Demons of not being attractive any more." Jen bit her lip. "Nasty little critters that tell me nobody's going to ever look at me as a desirable woman again. They point out that David doesn't look at me as if I'm a desirable woman. He looks at me like I'm just there. And there's a big difference."
"There is?"
"Yep." Jen sighed as Cris dug his fingers into a spot next to her spine and loosened some knots. "There's something in a man's eye when he wants a woman. Something…appealing, that makes you feel alive and tingling. Something arousing. Something that makes you want to explore the possibilities. Something-ah, I don't know how to describe it."
"But you don't get it from David?"
Jen chuckled wryly. "After all this time, he knows what he's getting. What to expect. He has nothing to prove to me or himself. He's living with me. I guess he's committed to making a life with me and that should say it all. But it doesn't replace that look…"
"That's one hell of a big demon."
"Yeah." And it sits on my chest night after night. "There are others, of course."
"Oh?" Cris kneaded her vertebrae, firmly but comfortingly. "Tell me."
And to her surprise, she did. "Demons of wondering if this is what it's going to be for the rest of my life. Demons that smirk at me, point the remote control at me and turn to the Do It Yourself channel. And then say 'This is it, Jen. Your life. This is all there is.'. They're the ones that particularly suck." She tried for humor. "They delight in showing me the rest of my existence. Slowly disintegrating into boredom and futility."
"And what do you tell those demons?"
"I don't. I have a drink. They go away."
"Always?"
Jen swallowed. "No. Not always." Her answer was a whisper against the pillow.
"Does he tell you that you're beautiful?"
"No."
"Does he look at you with desire, Jennifer? Like he can't wait to get you home?"
"No."
"Does he take pride in having you on his arm?"
"I don't know. Not that you'd notice, I suppose. I get introduced, but it seems mostly as a courtesy."
Slowly, with infinite care, Cris slid the towel off her body. Jen gritted her teeth. Her body was relaxed, her mind anything but. Facing some truths about her relationship with David while being massaged by someone who could have modeled for Adonis was-weird. Having her backside bare-naked to his gaze simply put the cherry on the cake. What the hell. She surrendered to the moment.
She supposed his next question was inevitable, given where he was starting to massage.
"And the physical side of your relationship?"
No apologies for prying, no excuses, just straight to the point. Sex. She chewed on her bottom lip as she considered her response. Make that her answer, since her body was doing some quite nice responding all on its own. The sort that talked a different, and rather moist, language.
"Yeah, I figured we'd get to that."
 
 
 
Chapter 5
Cris couldn't have stopped himself from asking the question if his life had depended on it.
Jennifer had accepted his touch, welcomed his massage and opened her innermost thoughts to him, much as she'd offered her body to his hands. With an innocent need. A need to relieve the burdens of her heart as much as the knots in her muscles.
It was unique. Cris couldn't remember ever having a woman share so much, talk so freely, and yet still arouse his sexual desire so strongly. While he waited for her to tell him about her sex-life, he cradled her buttocks in his hands, stroking them, then pressing his fingertips into the gluteal muscles that lurked beneath the smoothness.
She gasped a little and her hips shifted. She was certainly aware of him-he could smell the delicate fragrance of woman-honey sweet-mixing with the light herbal scent of the oil.
"It seems odd." The words fell from her lips as he continued his massage and ignored his arousal.
"What does?"
"Talking about my sex life with a stranger who's massaging my butt."
Cris laughed. "Yes. I suppose it would. But tell me anyway, since we're getting personal here."
"You're very easy to talk to, you know that?" She murmured the words as Cris felt her muscles ease beneath his palms.
"Thank you. I'm pleased you think so." He dripped a little oil on her skin and rubbed it into her beautiful buttocks, making them shine. "So tell me about the sex."
She huffed into the pillow. "What's to tell? It was good, then it was okay…and I guess now you'd say what little there is, is sort of routine."
"Can sex be routine?"
"Yes." 
A single word, yet one dripping with emotions. Frustration, fear, unhappiness-they were all there. "And love?"
"I suppose. I suppose that makes the routine bearable."
"But sometimes it's not enough?" Cris's hands paused over her glowing skin.
"No. I hate to say it but sometimes even love is not enough." She sighed. "Not enough to make me feel. To remind me that I'm special." Jen turned her head. "I'm being stupid. And ungrateful, and unappreciative of all the things I have. Go ahead. This is where you're supposed to remind me of all that stuff."
"I could." Cris thought carefully. "But that would be the politically correct side of me. Somehow I think you'd prefer honesty."
Jen stiffened a little. "I would. Perhaps that's why it's easy to talk to you about such things. I don't know you, you don't know me. There are no hidden agendas here between us."
There's nothing hidden about my agenda, florecita. If you could see my shorts you'd know it, without a doubt. Cris bit down on a surge of lust. This wasn't the time. Nor the place. Those would perhaps both come. But not quite yet.
"To be honest, I see a woman who is confused. Who wants something from her life she's not getting. Who is afraid of what lies ahead of her, since she has nothing to fall back on for support. No sense of self-worth other than being somebody's chosen partner." He moved to one smooth thigh and began to work the muscle. "Am I close?"
There was silence for a moment or two. Then her shoulders rose as she took a deep breath. "Yes."
"Very well. To continue. Here's a woman with so much to offer. Beauty, brains, an excellent sense of humor, and yet she is doubting herself. I have to wonder why." He moved around the table to the other thigh. "And I see a desirable, sexy woman who has no idea of her own appeal. Who has lost the capacity to see herself through a man's eyes."
Jen's head moved on the pillow as she nodded.
"A woman," continued Cris, "a woman who believes she can no longer feel the passion to which she is entitled."
"It's not his fault." Jen mumbled the words. "Honestly. It's not his fault. There must be something wrong with me."
Cris smiled. "There's nothing wrong with you. And probably nothing wrong with your man. But…" His hands stroked her legs all the way down to the ankles and back up again. "He is guilty of one thing, one terrible cardinal sin."
"He is?"
"Oh yes, most definitely." He let his palms linger on her calves, then run up behind her knees, making her shiver a little.
"What?"
"Taking you for granted."
*~*~*~*
Jen thought about that. The whole being taken for granted thing. What it did to her ego and her belief in herself. She remained silent, simply enjoying the sensual massage that was turning her muscles into jelly and making her tensions disappear into the cool air of the spa.
"He does, doesn't he?" Cris's voice was closer now as he began to work her arms.
"Yes. Yes he does."
"More fool him."
Jen smiled. "Thank you."
"He's a fool in several ways. Firstly because he's forgotten to cherish the treasure he's been given." Cris's hands smoothed her shoulder. "Forgotten that a woman must always be loved with passion, no matter whether she be wife, girlfriend or whatever."
The strokes continued as he moved around the table, soothing now, petting her like a cat begging to be stroked. Any more of this and she'd be purring in no time at all.
"And he's also forgotten that part of his job is to make sure you never forget how to feel. To feel loved-to feel desired. Not just to feel like…" He paused.
"Like a mere accessory." She finished his sentence.
Cris chuckled. "That's his biggest mistake." His warm hands paused either side of her hips. "And perhaps it's yours too."
"What do you mean?"
"Perhaps you should tell him that you want more."
"I don't know how. I don't even know if the wanting is there at this point." And that was the truth as well. One that plagued her incessantly, a demon that often proved more worrying than all the others put together.
"I don't seem to be that upset about it, or lying awake at night tormented by it. It's like I'm just…numb."
"Ahh, Jennifer. You are so wrong. You worry you cannot feel anything anymore. Shall I prove to you how stupid a concern that is?"
Oh God. If you only could. 
"I…" Jen's mouth dried up and her throat closed.
"Will you trust me? Honor me with that, at least?"
She felt the lightest brush of something against her buttocks. His lips perhaps? No, it couldn't be…could it?
"I shall do nothing you will not like. You can tell me to leave if you want…" His hands slipped to her legs once more, only this time he caressed the inside of her thighs, pushing them slightly apart. "Just let me prove to you that you can still feel? That there is a deep and intriguing passion still alive within you…"
Jen swallowed down a huge lump in her throat and tried to think past the thundering of her pulse in her ears. This was her chance. Her moment to explore who and what she was now-and what she might still be. She had to make a decision based solely on what she wanted. This was about nothing but her.
And wasn't that why she'd taken this trip in the first place?
She took a deep breath and made her choice. For the first time in more years than she could remember, she listened to the yearnings of her own spirit, nobody else's. 
She chose herself. "Okay."
 
 
 
Chapter 6
She was ivory and silk and he could swear she was melting beneath his touch like an ice cream cone outside in the midday heat. 
Her muffled acquiescence had taken a while to emerge; Cris's life had pretty much passed before his eyes while he waited for it. His cock was thick and painful, his pulse pounding and his hands poised, already knowing the next touch would inflame him even more.
"Do you like the touch of a man's hands, Jennifer? When he strokes you, caresses you…"
Suiting action to words, he gently dappled his fingertips across the tops of her thighs, just beneath the curve of her buttocks, and then down between her legs.
The moan and the shifting of her thighs was a good answer and he barely heard the mumbled "mmm" over the thrumming of his blood in his ears. She was responding to him tentatively but positively.
He needed no more than that.
Deliberately, he slipped one hand to her pussy, the hot slickness of arousal guiding him to the swollen folds.
She moaned as he found them and began exploring.
"You feel that, yes?"
"Cris." She sighed, and he smiled as he noticed her buttocks tense in reaction to his butterfly-light strokes.
"Relax." He continued to pet her. "Just relax. Forget everything but your body, Jennifer. Focus on how it feels, how it's responding."
He let a finger drift closer to her clit, and leaned toward her, reaching for the prize he knew lurked within those moist lips.
"Aaaahhh…" She gasped and thrust her pussy into his hand.
Yep. There it was.
"Oh lord." She groaned as he began to learn her preferences.
He loved this, exploring a woman, finding out what she liked, where she was most sensitive, how she reacted to each different touch. It was a prelude to doing it all over again with his mouth and just the thought of doing that with Jennifer damn near made him come in his shorts.
Her scent was thick and heady now, a tangy sweet blend of honey and flowers. He would know her in the darkness from her scent alone.
She was wet, very wet, her pussy soaking his hand as he aroused her. So much for being numb.
He grinned, somewhat painfully, but stifled his own lust since this was for her. He wasn't seventeen any more. He was a grown man. Grown men didn't explode all over a really wonderful naked ass just because they were finger fucking the pussy beneath it.
Sure, amigo. Keep telling yourself that.
Her skin was dewed, a sheen of sweat making it gleam under the lights of the room. It was dazzling him, and he stepped away from her, slowly withdrawing his hand, smiling at the whimper when his touch left her heat.
"Sssssh." 
He reached out and dimmed the lights.
"Cris…" She moved, the slight shudder an invitation, the twitch of her hips a siren call for him to return.
"Turn over, belleza. Let me touch you."
She stilled, then lifted herself, struggling with the towel and the sheet. He helped her, noting her flushed cheeks and heavy eyelids. Which closed over her eyes as she settled on her back.
That was okay with him. If she'd watched him while he worked her, lost himself in her body-well, that would have finished him right there and then.
His distended shorts brushed her arm and she sucked in a breath.
"You're…"
"Yes, I am. But don't worry about it. This is for you, not me." 
He ran his hand gently over the soft womanly curve of her belly from hip to hip. "You are so beautiful, Jennifer. So silky."
"I need to lose-"
He stopped her with a hand over her mouth. "I never want to hear you say that. Ever. You are who you are and I am enjoying you, enjoying the feel of you. There are no stupid rules about women in this room, or standards of measurement or beauty. Do you understand me?"
She sighed and nodded as he took his hand away. "I understand."
"Good." He resumed his caresses. "You are a woman and therefore should be warm." He stroked around her navel. "Smooth." His fingers danced up her torso. "And firm. And…round…"
He cupped her breast, lifting the solid weight, watching her hardened nipple tighten even more as he brushed his thumb over the tip. "So lovely. Perfect breasts."
Any response she might have made evaporated as he took the other breast and gave it the same treatment.
She was reduced to more whimpers and a little moan of pleasure as he rubbed those rosy buds more firmly.
He couldn't help but smile. "You are feeling this, now, I think?"
Feeling it?
Jen was seconds away from orgasm. Her body felt like a stick of dynamite and the timer fuse was about a centimeter away from her pussy. She was, without a doubt, gonna explode.
Letting go, letting herself be touched like this-by an almost-stranger-it was so out of character for her as to be unbelievable. And yet here she was. Naked, writhing lasciviously beneath the skilled hands of a handsome Latin massage therapist.
Who was about to masturbate her to her climax.
Oh yeah. Who said vacations couldn't be fun?
She could only be thankful for the dimmed lights as his hands drifted from her breasts down again, stroking her hips, making her wriggle as they brushed a tickle low over her belly and then…and then…
"Mmm, yesss." 
She was shameless now, needy, wanting his touch, his caresses. Her thighs parted and she knew she was inviting him to take her as he wished. To do with her as he wished.
If he turned out to be a serial killer…well, she'd die happy. 
Within an instant that absurd thought vanished. He'd found her happy place and was firmly abrading it, making her groan and pant and thrust her girl bits at him in silent entreaty.
Apparently he was good at pussy sign language. She gasped and moaned as one strong finger slid into her body, followed by another. Her hips lifted, her legs spread and she welcomed him, grasping the table either side of her lest she should reach for him and take both of them places she wasn't sure she was ready to go.
She wanted him, wanted more. Wanted his cock stretching her, and his body hammering against hers. But what she had were his hands and his fingers and with those she would make do.
He worked her, skillfully and thoroughly, his thumb on her clit, his fingers inside. With unerring accuracy he sought the places and the moves that gave her the most pleasure, bringing her near and nearer, yet seeming to sense that she had more to give. 
He lifted her higher, then paused-and she muted a choked cry as his mouth seized her breast and sucked the sensitive nipple firmly. It was an almost-pain that shot lightning bolts down to her groin.
"Jesus." The exclamation tore from her throat.
He licked and sucked again, making her breast wet and so sensitive to the slightest touch of air. When he blew on it, her neck arched backward with shock and delight. "Just a little higher, querida. You can go a little higher."
Her inner muscles were beginning to clench, her thighs felt rock solid and her entire being was poised on the edge of what felt like eternity.
And yet he didn't stop. With frustrating, screamingly accurate touches he pushed her higher, refusing to let her go over the edge.
She was soaked, sweating, arched in a rictus of need beneath the attentions of a man she'd known less than a day.
And ohmigod. It was the most magnificent moment she could ever remember.
"Now, cariña. Now you must let everything go." He moved his fingers inside her and pressed upward just beneath her clit.
She would have screamed but her voice died in her throat. The sharp tingles began to spread, a groundswell of sensation that exploded into savagely fierce contractions wrenching through her, gripping Cris's fingers in a primeval spasm of sheer ecstasy. 
It blinded her, shaking her to her core. She'd had plenty of orgasms. Good ones, great ones and a few quickies that caught her unawares. She considered herself pretty much average on the O-scale of things.
This one? Well the data would have to be thrown out and the charts started over. Get a new spreadsheet, Jen. You just blew past any statistic you ever knew.
Finally her breath returned and she sucked in air like a drowning man hitting the surface. 
He was there, gentling her, stroking her, touching her softly as she fell back to earth. It was so quiet she could hear her heart thumping and slowing, hear his clothing move and his hands graze her body.
He dragged the sheet up over her. "Rest a while. Nobody will bother you. Just relax and let your mind clear itself."
She closed her eyes, too weak to question or argue. Soft lyrical music began from somewhere, followed by the hushed click of the door closer. Jen sensed the room was now empty, but far from feeling lonely, she felt…what?
Limp. Sated. Extremely relaxed.
And amazingly content.
On that surprising thought, she surrendered to the overwhelming urge to close her eyes.
And sleep.
 
 
 
Chapter 7
Two seconds into his shower and Cris was riding out his own release. Touching Jennifer, sharing that intimacy with her-it had pushed him as well, sending him to the small employee facility with a prayer of thanks it was so close.
Even the gentle friction of his underwear might have popped the cork if he'd had to walk through the hotel to his apartment.
He always kept a spare set of clothes handy after that incident with a puppy in the pool, and now he blessed his foresight. Or he intended to bless his foresight right after he'd finished coming like a randy teenage boy.
She had done it to him, he acknowledged ruefully. Something about her laugh, her eyes, the challenging mix of sophistication and innocence. Her ability to project calm professionalism while smiling like a siren luring men to their doom-whatever it was, she had it in spades. Her face in the shadows of the room as she came…
Those spades had just smacked him upside the head and driven him into a sexual frenzy. The resulting hard-on had finally finished exploding and emptying his painful balls into the shower.
He gazed sadly at the water circling the drain and disappearing. "Bye, lads." He bid a forlorn farewell to the current crop of his DNA as it washed into nothingness. Then he rolled his eyes at himself and finished cleaning up.
As he dressed and contemplated the rest of his day, he allowed work duties to occupy the forefront of his brain. There was a meeting with his housekeeping manager about renewing contracts with various supply companies. Then a check on bar stock, a quick trip through the kitchens to see if they had all they needed and from there back to his office and the pile of emails that would inevitably be waiting.
All routine stuff, especially at this time of year that was, by virtue of the searing, soaking Florida summer humidity, slow.
Slow, at this point, was actually good. Since it gave the other part of Cris's mind the opportunity to dwell on something else.
The "something else" who presently napped in the spa.
He strode through the burning sunshine to the main lobby with his mind in two places at once.
The air conditioning was working overtime and the elegant reception area cooled his thoughts and helped him focus.
What was he going to do about Jennifer Hodges? More to the point, what was he going to do with her? And how? And when?
"Excuse me, Cris?"
A voice intruded on what was potentially an X-rated movie about to debut in the theater of his brain. He reluctantly put down his mental popcorn and sighed.
"Yeah, Sue. Whazzup?"
Hotel business asserted its hold on him and for the next several hours he let Jen lurk in the recesses of his consciousness. There would be time for her later. He hoped.
*~*~*~*
The woman herself stretched and yawned, then blinked, disoriented for a few moments at finding herself naked beneath a soft sheet in a dim room where someone was playing a harp. 
Shit. I'm dead.
No, wait…
The memories flooded back and her skin flushed as the suddenly-remembered sensation of strong hands manipulating a variety of private places heated her once more.
"Jesus H." She grabbed the sheet and sat up, wrapping it firmly around her. "You are a loose woman of the first order, Jennifer."
Admonishing herself, she found her spa slippers and waddled in her soft cotton cocoon to the changing room and beyond, where there was a charmingly tropical style shower awaiting the newly-relaxed clients. 
She looked at it for a moment, wondering if it was safe. She was so damn relaxed right now, she might well drown, like one of those geese she'd read about. The ones that would stare up at rain and open their mouths until they died from water in their lungs. Probably apocryphal, but she was in that frame of mind. The one where random thoughts seem to flitter like fragile dancers across her mental stage.
Bamboo panels surrounded her, wildly brilliant flowers nodded outside the high windows, and the breeze made their shadows tango over the soft green fixtures.
Oh hell, sure. Why not? How could she pass up the chance to shower in a tiny tropical paradise that would probably appear in some issue of Perfect South Pacific Bathrooms magazine, if it hadn't already?
The shampoo was richly scented with jasmine or gardenia or pick your own exotic fragrance. Ylang ylang maybe. Whatever that was. Or however you pronounced it.
There went those thoughts again, flying nowhere in particular, darting from odd fancy to idle notion like a bee hopping from a pink hibiscus to a white rose.
God. Wake up, woman.
The water helped. Warm, steady…it was a rain of common sense drenching Jen, surrounding her in a light steam of humidity. As if she needed any more. But it restored some of what she regarded as sanity, and she was able to go through a shower routine without actually running the risk of drowning. Her hair, of course, would frizz. But with luck it would be soft frizz. She entertained the notion of sticking a flower in it and trying to carry off the "I mean to look just like this. Isn't the natural look just too trendy?" attitude.
What the hell. She didn't know anyone. 
Except Cris.
Yeah, well I shouldn't be thinking along those lines anyway, loose slut that I am.
The inner dialogue began again, an accompaniment to the fragrance released by the lather-rinse-repeat cycle and the exotic floral bouquet of the shampoo.
You want him.
What's not to want? He's gorgeous, knows his way around women…
And you're just one of the women he knows his way around.
She paused and let the water clear the last of the foam from her hair. Somehow she felt that Cris wasn't the type to grope all his women guests. Perhaps she was reading way too much into it all. Perhaps she was just one of many, an attractive woman alone, who was obviously working through some issues.
But no. She just couldn't get a read on him as a playboy lover. He was too… smart for that. His position certainly gave him license and freedom to play. But that very position would be threatened by the least hint of impropriety. No, he was much too smart to go that route.
Her gut told her she was right. And she trusted her gut.
Then you might turn out to be the world's greatest idiot.
Yes, I might. But I'd have a whole mess of regrets if I didn't at least explore the possibilities. Consider the potential. Weigh the pros and cons.
Get your pussy waxed.
No. Can't do that. No sex for at least twenty-four hours.
Crap.
I'm thinking of having sex, aren't I?
Duh.
I shouldn't be.
Why not?
I'm in a committed relationship.
You're dead?
I'm scared. David should be enough.
He should be. He's not, right now. He's not here. You are. It's just sex.
None of those are good reasons for cheating on a man I'm supposed to be devoted to.
You are human. You deserve the freedom to seek happiness wherever you find it.
And if it hurts someone?
The only person it will hurt is you. You're not about to rush out and tweet about the sex you have on a private vacation. You're not about to call David and tell him you cheated.
True.
You have the chance to take a very short little time from your life on this earth and enjoy a tiny adventure. Just for you. Nobody else. To remind yourself that you're a woman, a desirable woman. That sex can be exciting.
And I'm not even sure I'm going to end up with David. Anything could happen.
Can you handle it?
I can certainly handle thinking about it.
You have to go beyond that. Look ahead. Can you handle it?
Jen toweled herself dry and slipped back into her bathing suit, casually blotting her hair and letting the blonde strands curl as they wanted. She considered the question she'd just asked herself. 
If she did this, pursued the obvious course with Cris, what would she take away from it? In years to come would she be racked with guilt, crushed by the burden of her fall from grace?
She snorted. Like hell.
She'd have memories. Good ones, she hoped. Private memories that would enrich her femininity, bolster her self-esteem when she needed it, and always remind her that at one time in her life she'd been a desirable, sensual woman capable of attracting a drop-dead gorgeous sex-god.
She was mature enough to know that life wasn't all sunshine and ice-cream. That every person's world contained joys and sorrows, triumphs and tragedies. That some were blessed with more than their fair share of those joys and others faced often unspeakable tragedies. No one knew what their life was going to hold. 
All anyone could do was cross their fingers and hope for the best. 
Jen also believed that she was a woman who relied on her own inner strengths rather than other people's. She had seldom gone to David for comfort when she needed it, but then again, she'd not faced anything devastating in her life thus far.
She was a bit of a loner, wasn't afraid of solitude-in fact she sought it now and again. To be alone was to have time with her thoughts. And her memories. Vivid and fun, she would open her mental photo album and smile at the remembered warmth of summers at the beach with her friends. At the tingle of her first kiss and the delight of her first real love.
And there was the agony of that first break up.
If she took advantage of this vacation to explore her sexuality with Cris, it would be another memory to add to the book in her mind. She might even give it a page of its own.
Above all, one thought kept hammering at her. 
It would be mine. Mine alone. A private and perfect memory to take out and look at in decades to come. To sustain me over whatever bad times await. To tuck away, unneeded, when things are going well.
It was a complex and confusing discussion. She grinned. It probably needed wine, or at least something cool to drink. Her stomach rumbled in agreement and she realized she was hungry.
One glance in the mirror as she gathered her things…and she gasped out a sound that was, without doubt, an eeeek. The blonde cloud of frizz would need a whole greenhouse of flowers to urge it into anything resembling hair, trendy or otherwise.
If Cris saw her like this, he'd run all the way to the Keys and her previous mental discussion with herself would turn out to be moot.
Slowly and cautiously, she sneaked from the spa and crept to the elevators, praying she wouldn't see anyone along the way. The sanctuary of her now-tidy room was a relief and she almost cried at the sight of her flat iron, tucked into her cosmetic case.
"God, I love technology." She plugged it in and grabbed her styling mist. Some things were an absolute necessity. Thoughts about hot sex with handsome concierges could wait until after the beast had been tamed.
Which took more time than she'd expected, but it was Florida, it was summer and it redefined humidity, so all things considered-it wasn't surprising. The worst of the day's heat was waning when she was finally done, since she'd added a brief nap to her afternoon's non-schedule. 
Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn't eaten much, and slipping into a comfortable sundress, she decided it was time to brave the outside world.
She hadn't been hiding in her room, of course, because that would have been the action of a cowardly woman who might, possibly, have been rather sinful. And that wasn't her. 
Nope. Wasn't her at all. Just like she wasn't the woman who was rather hoping to be even more sinful.
Maybe.
God, she was so frickin' confused. She needed a drink, several of them perhaps, and then some food. Followed by a period of intense analysis and more drinks.
And Cris.
The heavy door to her room clanged shut behind her as she realized the only thing she really wanted was to see him again. To look at him and perhaps understand what was happening to her. To them. If there was a "them". 
The flowers were as vibrant as ever as Jen walked through the foyer to the sound of music and laughter in the cocktail lounge. As the sun set, the large doors had been slid to the side, opening the room to the pool area beyond and the rising sound of night as it fell over the Sunshine State.
Tiny lights came on, fairy twinkles hinting at the flowers beneath which they were wired. Gentle blues rippled beneath the surface of the pool and an iridescent glow highlighted the water tumbling from the top of the man-made falls. Air masses changed with frequency at this time of year it seemed, so she wasn't surprised to find warm scented air replacing the shiver of air conditioning. 
It was no longer a wet slap against hot flesh but a delicate caress.
It was exactly as it should be, thought Jen as she admired it. Hollywood meets the tropics, courtesy of Thomas Edison.
A louder burst of laughter drew her attention back to the bar and she moved toward it, noting a group of older visitors enjoying what must have been one hell of a joke.
"Here's a beauty, George." One senior gentleman with a shock of white hair waggled his eyebrows and stood at Jen's approach. "Might I ask you to join us my dear? It would be my pleasure to provide you with many drinks. I'm told my attraction multiplies by a factor of the number of empty glasses in front of a lovely woman."
Jen chuckled. "You're very kind. And given that statement, I'll take advantage of your offer for a drink. But just one. I doubt there are many women who could possibly withstand your charm after more than that."
He laughed appreciatively and held out his hand. "Palmer Miles, Daytona. It's a great pleasure."
Jen put her hand in his, pleasantly surprised when he raised it to his lips and elegantly placed a tiny kiss on her knuckles. "Jennifer Hodges, Boston. And I love gin and tonics."
"Then you shall have one." Palmer raised his hand theatrically. "A gin and tonic for this delightful vision, my good man."
Jen bit back a giggle. "On vacation, Palmer?" The drink appeared and she took a grateful sip, managing not to choke as she realized my good man had an extremely generous hand with the alcohol.
"I wish I was, but not this time." He leaned against the bar and looked around. "I'm lecturing."
"Really? In the bar?"
He grinned. "Har har. No, after dinner, I'll be talking to this lot about life, love and how they can sustain our…" he made appropriate gestures with his fingers…"golden years."
She tilted her head to one side and sipped again, enjoying the tart and fragrant bite of the liquor. "Can they?"
"Can they what?" He glanced at the dozen or so people enjoying cocktails. "Can they survive those fruity concoctions?"
Jen snorted. "No. I meant can life and love sustain us?"
"Of course. Along with a seriously fine single malt scotch and a good steak now and again." He smiled paternally. "I have no clue, my lovely. I hope so because I've lived and loved and intend to do a lot more of both until it's time to cock up my toes and move on to the next great adventure."
"And yet you will lecture these folks? Tell them what? Make believe stories?"
"No, no." He leaned toward her. "I will tell them what we all want to hear, my dear. Even you. I will give them hope. I will make them laugh. I will give them a reason to get up in the morning and mostly ignore the aches and pains that are the inevitable companions of advancing years." He touched her arm. "You should join us."
"Oh I…" She hesitated.
"Please? We'd love to have you sit in. It's informal, and a better way to pass the evening than sitting alone."
"Well, I might not…" 
At that very moment, as chance would have it, she looked through the bar into the open foyer and saw a tall dark man getting into a taxi outside. She knew, without him turning around, that it was Cris.
Where he was going, who he was going to see-obviously she didn't know. Equally obviously she was indeed doomed to spend the evening alone.
Something tiny and sharp twisted in her heart and she lifted her chin, doing her best to ignore it. "Thank you Palmer. You're very kind. I believe I will join you."
"That's the ticket, my sweet. That's the ticket."
 
 
 
Chapter 8
He crossed and uncrossed his legs for the fifth time in the last ten minutes. This meeting was endless, the capacity of the hotel chain chairman to wax poetic seemed infinite, and the numbers he was reciting held nothing new for anyone who had perused the monthly reports from head office.
Cris had and he was bored out of his fucking skull.
He'd spent the first fifteen minutes being reassured that all was well and his hotel was running smoothly enough to serve as an example to other locations. He smiled and made sure he complimented his staff, the fortunate arrival of several conventions in the area and all the usual crap trotted out at times like these.
Then the chairs had been pulled from a large table, the executives had seated themselves and the bullshit commenced.
Projections, developments, end-of-summer programs…the numbers droned on and on, sending him into a near-catatonic state of boredom. The last minute summons to attend was viewed by corporate as an honor. He tried his very best to endorse that sentiment.
And failed dismally. He'd had his evening all planned out and was looking forward to it. 
The leisurely seduction of one Jennifer Hodges.
He'd worked like hell that afternoon, making sure all the more pressing business had been concluded, and that everything was functioning as smoothly as possible. The latest group of seniors had been checked in and settled, complimentary breakfast coupons were passed around and he'd heard the cheerful laughter that heralded another successful evening at the bar.
Dinner was a buffet of local delicacies and seafood brought in just that morning. Light but tasty, it was the perfect meal for a tropical night and there would be dancing later.
He'd hoped to hold her in his arms, to see how she fit against him, how she felt swaying to a slow primal rhythm. He'd make sure she had a couple of drinks just to relax her, but no more. He wanted her to know who was touching her, running his hands over her skin, slipping her clothes from that beautifully soft and curvy body…
He crossed his legs once more, clenching his teeth on a subdued groan. He wanted her, badly. There was desire there, desire for her body and her heat and her passion. But there was more, he knew. A deep urge to learn all there was about her and not just to delve into the mysteries between her thighs. She was complex, fascinating, troubled and, in some ways, needy.
And he realized he wanted to be needed for himself, for a change. Not as the high-powered manager of a successful hotel, but as a man.
They were a match made in some tropical heaven. And if the damn meeting went on much longer he might be forced to kill somebody to find out if that tropical heaven was in her hotel room or his suite.
He sighed and focused to the best of his ability.
Two hours later, the end of his tether had come and gone and was at least a mile behind him. It was all he could do to be polite and shake hands with the men who considered the evening a raging success.
And he barely suppressed a scream of frustration as he slipped into a cab for the half hour trip back to the Palms. It was a punch in the gut to realize the evening was pretty much over and done with. Bureaucratic bullshit had interfered at precisely the wrong time and kept him away from the most interesting woman he'd met in years.
It was definitely Not. Fucking. Fair.
Now he was going to have to rethink his campaign of seduction all over again. He reached for his phone. "Hey Evan, it's Cris. Need a favor…"
*~*~*~*
Jen had thoroughly enjoyed her evening. Which was a huge surprise, since if anyone had told her she'd have fun sitting with a bunch of folks older than her parents and listening to an admittedly wicked old man tell jokes with all the professional expertise of a comedian on a TV show-well, she'd have never believed it. Not in a million years.
But she had laughed with everyone else, listened intently as Palmer used that humor to get his point across, and at the conclusion applauded as loudly as anyone.
He was good. He was more than good, he was brilliant in many ways. 
He'd held her captive with his words, rich and colorful, as he'd talked about his years of traveling with an advertising company. He touched on funny moments in airports far away, and sobering incidents where the civilization they all took for granted seemed absent.
He'd been in war zones and bazaars. He'd nearly bought a wife, he mentioned, only to realize the one he had wouldn't be pleased at the purchase. That made everyone laugh, but Jen had a suspicion he was telling the truth.
He was the ultimate mature bad boy and the several women in his audience were every bit as attentive as Jen. Some things about an attractive man never fade with time. And Palmer had more than his fair share.
His lecture was punctuated with references to his wife, who he referred to as his other half. Not better half, because he explained they were both human and therefore flawed. But the one person who complemented him perfectly. The rare person who understood him and shared so many of his interests. She also disagreed with him on a regular basis, wasn't shy about telling him he was wrong, and kept him in line. And when she looked at him he felt ten feet tall.
Jen had swallowed down a sigh. Palmer had been loved and loved in return. There were no perfect relationships, she realized as she listened. But if there was love, there was someplace to start from. To build on.
It dawned on her that Palmer wasn't mentioning his wife's name and always referred to her in the past tense. Sure enough, in a rare somber moment, Palmer touched on his wife's passing.
"A light went out for me that cannot ever be re-lit." His words were soft and echoed into the stillness that had fallen in the lounge. "But I know my wife will always be with me. And that, my friends, is how love will continue to illuminate what's left of my life. I won't marry again, but I will not be afraid to love, to share that magic if I find the right person who can return it. We can take love, use it, abuse it and ignore it. We can do a lot of things with and for love that we probably shouldn't. But how often do we just simply appreciate it? How often do we take a few moments from our day and say to ourselves I am loved. And if we do, can we fully comprehend the magnitude of those three words? How can we get away from the need to say I love you and understand that I am loved is equally important in this life equation?"
Jen leaned forward intently, wondering if Palmer was somehow speaking directly to her.
"I like to think that perhaps I can help you understand what it means to love and be loved. That it has to be a two-way street. If you love with all that you are, but receive less in return…you are being short-changed. Do something about it. If you love, but it's tempered with the flotsam of life, you are short-changing yourself. Do something about it." 
He waved his hands, emphasizing their elegance along with his words. He was a consummate showman, and yet he was too close to the point for Jen's comfort.
"Life is short, my friends. Many of us are dealing with the annoying irritations we all will face as our years continue. We do so as best we can and consequently provide huge amounts of profitable income to more than a few pharmaceutical companies. Not to mention hair-replacement clinics." He grinned at the laughter. "We take meds for this, health supplements for that, and high-grade booze for everything in between."
Jen smiled. It was blunt and succinct, and probably not too far from the truth.
"But the best medicine is knowing how to love. And being loved in return. My wife loved me and I loved…more than I can ever say. I'm alone now, yes, but that love sustains me every day. I wake up knowing I'll never see that beloved face again, but warmed by the memories we made together." He glanced around. "If you're fortunate enough to still share breaths with the one you love, don't waste a moment of it. If you're like me, then relish the memories, stand tall on them, build on them and share the magic of that love with everyone you meet."
His gaze landed on Jen. "Even the youngest among us needs to be reminded that life, when all is said and done, is more than a career, a paycheck or a promotion. It's about opening a door to your heart and letting someone inside, taking a chance, and knowing it's the biggest gamble of all." He nodded briefly at her. "You may end up bloody and ripped apart, but then again, you may end up in a place of miracles and joy. Whatever the outcome, at least you'll have tried."
Shit, this guy was a mind reader as well as a golden-age standup comedian.
Despite her astonishment at his words, she smiled and joined in the applause as he took a dramatic bow. He must have been that company's best salesman. After listening to him, she firmly believed there were Eskimos somewhere wearing flip flops he'd sold to them.
The crowd mingled, laughed, chatted and headed for the bar. Jen hung back a little, only to feel Palmer's hand at her elbow. "Join us?"
She smiled and shook her head. "Thanks, but not tonight. It's been a long day, my first here at the hotel. I need a good night's sleep to get my vacation on track."
"I understand, my dear." He grinned. "We, on the other hand, need at least two or three more drinks."
"I enjoyed your talk, Palmer. Very much." It was nothing but the truth.
"That's nice of you to say."
"No really. I did. You made some valid points and gave me a lot to think about."
He tipped his head to one side. "I have a feeling you're worrying about something. So I'll let you go and rest. But think about this, lovely girl. Sometimes the heart knows what it wants better than the head." He tapped her lightly on her nose. "One last thing I'll share with you that I ask you keep to yourself."
She tilted her head to one side, curiosity aroused. "Of course."
"My wife? His name was Andrew. The nicest person I've ever met. The most wonderful man who blessed me with his presence for all those years." His smile was beautiful at that moment, glowing and filled with the love he obviously would always feel toward his mate. "Good night."
She blinked. "Good night…" And watched him head purposefully toward the bar and his friends.
Wow. 
Love, it seemed, continually defied description. It could not be predicted, dictated or confined into rules of any kind. Palmer was the perfect example.
Alone, at the side of the now-quiet lounge area, Jen glanced outside and noticed the moonlight touching the flowers with gentle rays. It was magical, and strangely beautiful. Lured by the wonder of it, she moved through the open doors and decided to cross the pool area, taking the side door back to her room rather than traversing the lobby to the main elevators.
It gave her the chance to gather her thoughts, to sort out her mind as she strolled through the gentle night air.
Palmer had nailed it when it came to her. She was worrying, and she was here to make some difficult decisions. Already Cris had complicated matters, but he was an exciting complication, one she was eager to explore.
Her fingertips grazed the petals of a massive hibiscus, looking surreally blue now in the odd painted hues of a Florida night. She sighed and then squared her shoulders. Tonight she'd do her best to sleep. There'd be time enough over the next couple of days to sort everything out.
Her resolution held until she opened the door to her room and walked in-to find a single perfect pink orchid in a vase on her desk. Next to it was a tiny box with four mouthwatering truffles in it and a printed note.
"I had hoped to spend this evening with you. My apologies, mi Tesoro. From now on, I am yours to command. If that would please you. Sleep well." 
It was signed with a single letter, C.
Jen surrendered to impulse and re-read the note, then held it against her breasts. It was absurdly romantic and thrilled her to her core, even though it had come from a printer. He was away from the hotel but had remembered her. The flower, the chocolates…delicious, decadent and absolutely delightful. She'd never been treated so indulgently, and although it was straight out of a cheesy romance novel, it couldn't have touched her more.
The flower was unique, over-the-top perfection in pink petals. The chocolates-she permitted herself just one-were a symphony of flavors melting seductively on her tongue. And the note she still cradled in her hands was the most erotic communication she'd ever received. 
David had never written her a love letter. Or a note like this. His gifts were always signed "Love, D." That was it. Nothing else.
But Cris wanted to please her and called her his treasure. That was swoon-worthy all by itself.
She giggled, an odd and effervescent bubbling of sound from her lungs. No two ways about it, that was a real, honest-to-God giggle, and she loved the feel of it tickling her throat. It had been a long time since anything had made her giddy enough to giggle.
But a man she barely knew had managed it.
Finally, she put the note down carefully, smoothed a pink petal and closed the box of chocolates with a little sigh of regret. If she was going to spend more time in a swimsuit, polishing off designer chocolate truffles might prove to be a really bad idea, so she tucked them out of sight in the min-fridge.
Finally slipping in between the crisp sheets, she turned off her bedside lamp and realized the moonlight was coming in at just the right angle to illuminate that orchid.
Had he known? She wouldn't put it past him. He was that kind of man. Dramatic, probably passionate…mmm. She just bet he'd be a nuclear explosion in bed.
Stretching languorously, she closed her eyes, the image of the flower dancing through her thoughts of Cris, naked and poised above her.
She shivered, lost in a fantasy of ecstasy, aroused by her thoughts but soothed by them as well.
She was woman. He was man. With luck, nature would take its course to the inevitable conclusion. Perhaps tomorrow…
 
 
 
Chapter 9
Friday arrived in a blaze of sunshine. Which was no surprise, since most August days in Florida arrived that way. Local meteorologists tended to schedule their vacations around this time, usually in places like Alaska, Australia or the South Pole. They returned just in time for the kickoff of hurricane season in September, when things might possibly get a little more interesting than endless days of highs in the nineties, lows in the eighties and humidity levels that made ants sweat profusely.
Jen slept in a little, waking to cool air and bright light, a pleasant combination. She made coffee, grimaced at the taste, then took a leisurely shower. She'd noticed several tours being offered by the hotel, and wondered if they might be of interest.
Waiting around to see if Cris contacted her…well, that wasn't really her style. Besides it would mean too much thinking, and right now she wanted just a bit of simple vacation time, doing tourist things, going to tourist places-being a tourist.
He'd left her a lovely message last night, but she knew he was a busy man. With luck they'd have the evening together, but if she didn't make any plans for the next few hours, she would be reduced to haunting the lobby while he did whatever it was that needed doing.
Not appealing. It was, after all, supposed to be her vacation.
The tour desk was manned by a sprightly lad who extolled the virtues of the local swamp boats-they gave the Everglades a run for their money-an all-day trip to St. Augustine, oldest city in the Continental USA apparently, and the jaunt to the Sunshine Aquarium, a four to five hour trip allowing for lunch with dolphins. Or something.
Jen didn't ask if it was tuna sandwiches. She bet herself that someone would, though, before the end of the day.
However, a ride in an air-conditioned coach to an air-conditioned aquarium and several hours surrounded by presumably air-conditioned, or at least cool and wet, fish…yeah. That would work.
She scrawled her name on the passenger list, signed the credit slip, pocketed the obligatory brochure and found herself on her way before she'd had chance to dig her sunglasses out of her bag.
The coach was small, but not crowded, and she had a seat to herself. Staring out at the rather monotonous Florida landscape, she indulged in a silent mental lecture.
Running away. That's what she was doing. Avoiding the hotel and avoiding the man who had vanished last night and yet left her a gift that had raised her spirits and warmed her dreams.
Maybe it wasn't exactly running away; maybe it was more a buying-time strategy, giving her chance to really contemplate whether she wanted to go to bed with him.
Okay, cut the bullshit, kid. You want this guy. No holds barred. And you know the sex will be outstanding.
That annoying little voice was right. 
Sometime between going to bed last night and sitting here in the coach this morning, she'd accepted her…her need. Her desire.
Her want.
Cris.
Now all that was left was to decide on the when and the where. And those details should probably include the man himself who might have a few ideas of his own.
*~*~*~*
Where the hell was she?
Cris paced, checked, walked the ground floor of the hotel at least a dozen times and double-checked the pool every time. His staff exchanged knowing glances and attended diligently to their work. 
He'd already checked with housekeeping, only to learn from Maria on five that the guest in Room 522 had apparently gone out somewhere, and the room was already serviced. Yes, her belongings were still there.
The trip desk had closed after the last tour had departed, but when the station reopened after lunch to start making arrangements for the next day, Cris hurried over, drumming his fingers on the counter as he waited for Paul. He had the man's password of course, but didn't believe in undermining any his employees by opening up their software without their permission. Or at least their knowledge. Today, however, it was damn close…
"Hey boss."
"Paul. Where have you been?" Cris frowned, then waved his hand. "Never mind. I need to see the tour bookings. Pull them up for me would you?" He nodded at the flat screen monitor.
"Uh, sure." Paul hit keys and the schedules appeared.
Cris almost pushed the young man out of the way in his eagerness to read the names and it was with an audible sigh of relief his finger stopped three quarters of the way down on the third screen.
"Madre de Dios. Fish."
"You okay, Boss?" 
Cris straightened and grinned. "I am now." He slapped the concierge on the back, nearly knocking him into the keyboard. "Fish. Who knew?"
He strode away, not noticing the dropped jaw or stunned expression of the young man behind the desk.
He'd found her. She hadn't left him. 
The nagging fear she'd run away, gone, disappeared into the vastness of the Florida landscape or worse-gone home to New England-well, that had been an increasingly crushing worry.
But she hadn't. She'd gone to see some fish.
Hell, he could have shown her fish if she'd wanted to see them that badly. He happened to have a very friendly goldfish named Maurice. Right next to his bed.
He paused, staring absently out to the pool area. He might have to move Maurice soon, since he was a young and impressionable goldfish and Cris didn't really want anyone or anything watching what might happen in that very bed tonight. Maurice might be scarred for life.
Permitting himself a little smile, Cris realized he hoped that would be the case. That the desire and lust he could feel building inside him would be matched by the woman he wanted, and between the two of them they'd generate enough heat to fry Maurice.
Okay, that would be bad, but the concept was sound.
His phone discreetly vibrated and distracted him, pulling him out of his surreal musings and back into reality. Jen would return to the hotel around three or so.
Then his campaign would spring into action and his dreams-he hoped-would be fulfilled.
*~*~*~*
It was past four when the coach disgorged the last of its passengers at the hotel door. 
Jen scurried inside with the rest of her traveling companions, eager for the cooler air and security of a solid foyer. Black clouds had gathered, fierce and threatening, and she knew a rattling thunderstorm was imminent.
Their timing was perfect. No sooner had the driver pulled away than the first drops spattered on the white tiles of the entrance and within seconds a blinding sheet of heavy rain obscured the outside of the hotel.
Guests murmured and moved to the windows to watch, jumping at the first loud crack of thunder.
Jen moved with them, then jumped herself, not from the thunder but from a warm arm slipping around her waist.
"Hello mi hermosa. I missed you today."
She turned to look up at him, catching her breath at the heat in his eyes. Lightning flashed, carving his cheekbones in brilliance and dancing from the white teeth smiling at her.
He was so beautiful. In a manly sort of way, of course. But the beauty was there, nonetheless.
"What?" He tilted his head inquiringly as she continued to stare. 
"You are something else, Cris. You know that?"
"I am?"
"Yes, you are."
His arm tightened. "I hope you like this whatever-I-am thing…"
"Oh I do." She leaned into him, inhaling that amazing scent. "I very much do." Remembering herself, she glanced up again. "And thank you for the lovely surprises in my room. That flower…and those chocolates…" She closed her eyes and sighed. "Bliss."
"I'm happy they pleased you. It was my way of apologizing. I'd planned on dinner for the two of us, if you were in agreement. But business-a waste of my time type obligation-got in the damned way."
She chuckled and turned to watch the rain once more. "You work here, Cris. I understand that. Your commitment to your job must come first. I'm on vacation and can do as I please. But when it comes to the day-to-day concerns about making a living? We're all bound by it to varying degrees."
"We are indeed. But even hotel managers get a night off." He moved his hand from her waist to the back of her neck and let it rest there. "I'm taking tonight." He paused, then lowered his voice slightly. "And I want you to share it with me."
She turned in his hold, loving the warmth of his palm, the feeling of desire his touch stimulated low in her belly. It was controlling in a way and that was a turn-on as well. He wanted her badly enough to override any objections she might have and his grip was telling her so.
Of course, she couldn't have come up with an objection to save her life, so the point was moot, but still…she couldn't help that tingling thrill of excitement as his fingers gently caressed her sensitive skin.
"I'd like that very much." She gave him her answer and had a feeling it was to a question that hadn't been asked. That didn't need to be asked. 
Yes, I'll sleep with you. 
Yes, I want to be with you, naked with you, lying beneath you or on top of you. 
She swallowed and realized she was getting damp, her panties moist with the beginnings of her arousal. "I would like to change first though. I've been to the Aquarium and probably smell of Eau de Seaweed. Or the salt water a large grouper soaked me with."
"The cur. I shall demand he be captured, fileted and served with garlic, en croute."
She laughed. "You would too. You're just a pirate at heart, aren't you? Avenging wrongs and plundering where you please."
"I would be pleased to plunder you." His look said everything. "And if you're going to change, you'd better do it now before I shock everyone and plunder you right here on that couch. Followed by a bit of pillaging as well."
"Promise?" 
She felt wickedly wonderful, desirable, sexual. All the things she'd thought she'd either never had or had lost.
It was heady, breathtaking and she could have stayed in his hold for an hour, but there was the whole panties thing. Not to mention the heat building in Cris's cheeks.
He shook her gently, his hand still clasping her neck. "Go amorcito. Before I embarrass myself. Meet me in the lounge in an hour?"
She nodded and turned, free of his touch and his gaze. She nearly ran to the elevator and found she was panting when it arrived. Good Lord above, if his touch and his conversation did that, what the hell was it going to be like when they were naked and entangled?
Her nipples hardened, giving her a preview.
Yeah. Oh yeah. Bring it on…
 
 
 
Chapter 10 
Cris paced the length of the bar, unusually tense. He'd dated before, for God's sake. He'd been married. He certainly wasn't a virgin. So what the hell had him tied up in knots on this particular evening, waiting for this particular woman?
He didn't want to explore it, and tried to quell the sense of breathless expectation that rippled through him. It was-unexpected, to say the least. He'd missed her, and knew he'd panicked at the thought she might have left permanently.
He'd pushed her and himself yesterday, since touching a woman like that, one he'd known for such a short time, was out of character for him. And he had a pretty good notion it was out of character for her too.
Something was happening between them. Some kind of spark, igniting places he didn't know were flammable. It was dangerous in many ways, untamed, raw and exciting. He prowled the lounge feeling like a panther stalking its prey. He wanted to feed on her, in every way there was. To drink her breath, taste her laughter and eat-hell. He was gonna have one painful hard-on if he stayed on that train of thought.
The odd thing was that he found himself smiling at the thought of Jennifer every bit as often as it made him hard. She appealed to more than just his dick, apparently, which made her unique.
Cris was a healthy male and liked women. Women liked him back. Nature took its course. But now, here, with Jennifer, something was changing. Yes, nature was asserting its interest in putting part A into slot B and repeating as necessary. That was a given.
But there was also the urge to talk to her. To just sit for hours and find out what she thought about life. What she liked to eat. What size shoe did she wear and did she vote? Movies? Did she like old movies, like he did? Did she have any allergies? A favorite singer?
Dios. 
He sat down suddenly, his knees less than steady, refusing to accept the impossible. 
He was absolutely not falling head over heels for Jennifer Hodges. Not in the space of twenty-four hours. It simply couldn't happen. Out of the question. Don't even consider it.
Fuck.
*~*~*~*
Jen's heart was pounding like the proverbial drum as she stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the lobby. Her reflection shone all around her in the polished copper lining the walls, gleaming blues and tiny sparkles twinkling warmly as she moved.
Glad she'd packed one pretty cocktail dress, she'd slipped into the multi hued bit of chiffon with a sense of anticipation and excitement. The dark blue of the bodice with its sequined straps bled to a sea blue and then a fragile shade of forget-me-not by the time it reached the hem, which flirted around Jen's knees. Soft and almost weightless, it was the perfect choice for a sultry tropical night.
And the perfect choice for a seduction.
Who was going to be seducing whom…well, that was To Be Announced. She smiled as the car dinged and the doors slid smoothly open onto the Lobby. The thin heels of her sandals clicked satisfyingly on the white marble-and there he was, his head turning toward her like a magnet to north even though she wasn't even in the lounge yet.
Cris.
She mouthed the word and he stood and smiled, then walked toward her in that leonine way that made her skin ripple with awareness. He wore his sensuality absently, unaware of the effect he had on women. It was probably part and parcel of that charm, she realized. 
He didn't work at it; it was natural, incorporated into his attractive personality. The combination of magnetic sexual appeal and an ability to make a positive impression on everyone he dealt with-well, it was a shatteringly effective presence and he'd certainly found the perfect career. What guest wouldn't leave the Palms without a memory or two of the most handsome man spending a few moments with them?
And tonight…tonight he was all hers.
"Beautiful, mi cielo." He took her hand and stepped back, surveying her. "A star fallen to earth."
She grinned. "Seriously?"
"Completely." He grinned back. "You are stunning and you know it. And I'm the lucky guy who gets to buy you drinks, dinner, dance with you, and…"
"And?" Her voice caught in her throat.
"And tell you how beautiful you are." He pulled her close. "I want to kiss you right this minute. But I won't. I shall torture myself by spending some time watching your lips and wondering how they taste. Waiting, aching for the moment when I will…find…out…"
She gulped and for a moment forgot to breathe. Then blinked. "You're good. Very good."
He smirked. "No complaints so far."
She couldn't help the laugh. "Buy me a drink, you Floridian Don Juan. Then you can stare at my lips and tell me more outrageous things. After two or three cocktails I might even believe 'em."
She wouldn't need two or three drinks, she knew. Already just the sight and sound and smell of him was enough to send tremors of desire dancing through her veins like the bubbles in a tall glass of champagne. No alcohol required, just him.
She fizzed inside as he took her arm, stroking the delicate skin of her inner elbow while guiding her to two stools at the quiet end of the bar. Not that it was loud, by any means, but there was a baseball game in full swing and a few patrons were expressing their opinions enthusiastically.
"Who's playing?" She glanced at the large flat screen flickering above the tables.
"Who's playing what?" Cris's finger toyed with her strap. "I like your dress."
Torn between a sharp dart of lust and amusement, Jen rolled her eyes. "Oh stop."
"Why? You don't like me telling you I think you're beautiful?"
"No…I mean yes. I mean…hoo boy." She gave up the battle and let him cup her cheek, managing to not turn her head and bite a chunk out of his hand. She wanted him that much.
The bartender approached and Cris dropped his hand as their drinks appeared in front of them with a flourish.
Jen glanced at him. "Oh…this looks good?"
"Chocolate martini, Ma'am. Boss thought you might enjoy it." Grinning over his pristine white shirt and black vest, the bartended nodded at Cris. "And your usual, sir."
"Thanks, Barry." Cris nodded back and sipped from a tall glass of something fizzy with a slice of lemon in it.
"Chocolate martini, huh?" She turned the glass, admiring the artistic scrollwork created with a squeeze bottle of chocolate syrup. Then she took a sip. And for a moment the world was dazzlingly wonderful. 
"Like it?" The dark brown eyes were amused.
"Like it?" She moaned a little. "This is heaven in a glass. I could dive into this and drown quite happily." She sipped again. "Whoever invented this should be given a Nobel prize for making people happy. Two of 'em."
"That good, huh?"
"That good." She nodded and went back for more. Not an adventurous drinker, she'd never have ordered one of these for herself. But the seductive blend of chocolate, silky cream and the underlying snap of vodka, well…hell. It was a milkshake with a kick, a frozen chocolate creamsicle with a side of mood enhancing relaxers. 
Not that her mood needed enhancing. After barely her fourth sip, she found herself staring at Cris's mouth, wondering in turn what he tasted like. And whether she could figure out a way to smear chocolate on him before she kissed the bejeezus out of him.
Jen the wanton slut had apparently decided to make an appearance. Jen the perfectly normal and proper woman slithered onto a couch and hid her head. 
"Cris." She spoke his name quietly. "Forgive me for saying this, but I want you."
His gaze shot to meet hers. "Good. I want you too, Jennifer. I really like that you can talk to me with honesty. Makes it easier to say things I might not otherwise say."
She leaned toward him. "Like what?"
"Like I'm tormented by the need to taste your pussy. I can still remember the fragrance of your body when it's aroused. I want my mouth there, my tongue there. I want to feel your thighs against my head, pressing into me as I make you come."
"Jesus." Sweat dewed Jen's body and she shivered in the air conditioning, a combination of need and cool breezes. She spoke without thinking, saying what was in her heart at that moment. "Yes."
Cris slid from the stool, picked up her drink and handed it to her. "We'll take this with us." He walked her away from the bar.
"What about yours?" She glanced back.
"It's seltzer. I don't drink very much and especially not tonight. I want to make sure every second I spend with you is clear and fresh in my mind."
His arm slipped around her waist and he steered her steadily to the elevator, urging her inside, tapping his foot as they waited for the door to close. He pulled a small key from his pocket and turned it in an unmarked slot above the floor buttons. "My personal suite. Small but convenient."
She nodded, her throat thick at the scent of him. He was clean and masculine, tangy and slightly tropical. Part of her mind wondered what cologne he used, but the rest of her just wondered what he'd taste like when she ran her tongue over every inch of him.
He took her glass as the elevator began to move.
And crushed her against the copper wall, kissing her fiercely.
Surprised, thrilled and eager, Jen kissed him back, her mouth opening, tongue seeking, learning, tasting…
The doors slid open and they parted with mutual sighs.
"Welcome to my home. I hope you like it. I'll show it to you later." He put down her glass, took her purse and put it on the same small table, then grabbed her hand.
"Follow me. You and I are wearing far too many clothes." 
She toed off her shoes and followed him to his bedroom, suppressing a slight gasp as she saw the wall of glass opening onto a patio and a view of the landscape that was breathtaking. The lights outside were dim and there were no lights inside at all.
It was perfect. There was even a goldfish.
"Maurice, say hi to Jennifer." 
She waved her fingers. The fish ignored her.
Cris reached out her and held her shoulders. "I'm going to fuck you, Jennifer. I've been thinking of nothing else since the minute I saw you."
She nodded. "I want you too. I want to…to…" she stumbled a little over the blunt language. "I want to fuck you back, Cris." She felt heat rise in her cheeks and bravely lifted her chin. "I want everything."
"Then you shall have it, querida." He slid the jeweled straps from her shoulders and eased her dress away from her. 
Since the garment had been well-engineered, there was no need for a bra. Her breasts were bare, her nipples hardening as she watched him look at her. She wanted that lovely mouth on her somewhere, anywhere.
With a quick wriggle, the dress dropped to the floor and she stood there, nude but for her lace panties. "Now, Cris. Now."
"Maurice, close your eyes."
 
 
 
Chapter 11
The time for politeness was long past, the time for urgency was waning and the time of desperate need was upon them.
Cris shrugged out of his shirt and pulled Jen to his body with a groan of pleasure. She met him, move for move, tugging his undershirt free of his pants and up over his head. Then she reached up to sift her fingers through his hair, kissing him with an undeniable hunger.
He felt her heat on his hands as he undid his trousers, kicked off his sandals and struggled to free himself, to get his body as bare as hers. It was a matter of moments to push away the remains of his clothes and kick them aside. Then he was nude, hard and pushing against her soft groin, rubbing against the scrap of silk that covered her pussy.
Her breasts, tipped with hard nipples, abraded his chest, arousing him even more fiercely as he ate at her mouth. He finally drank her breaths, replacing them with his own, dueling with her tongue and relishing in the sweet chocolaty tang of her lips. 
They sucked on each other, hands clawing, fingers digging in, bodies moving-a prelude of what was to come.
"Fuck, you're amazing." Cris gasped the words against her mouth as she thrust her hips toward his.
"Back at ya." She closed her eyes and shamelessly ground her groin around his cock, rubbing sensually as she parted her legs and opened the vee of her crotch to him. "God, you're hard."
He winced even as he smiled. "It's you that's making me that way."
Knowing his surroundings, Cris tugged her backward and turned her, toppling her onto the bed. She let out a yelp of surprise as she fell but clung to him, dragging him down with her.
He went willingly, then slid free of her grasp and rose above her, pushing her thighs wide apart. He ripped the remaining barrier away, tearing the silk panties without hesitation. "I'm hungry. Hungry for your pussy."
He loved her little shocked breath and the tremor he felt run through her at his words. Talking, sharing this moment verbally as well as physically, had always pleased him. It was an additional turn-on. Some women didn't like it, finding it dirty or unpleasant. Others went overboard with the shock value, thinking that would impress him. Neither was wrong, or right. It was a matter of personal preference.
Cris simply enjoyed the additional thrill of saying out loud exactly what he wanted to do. And he was extremely happy to find Jennifer right there with him.
"I want you to suck my pussy, Cris. I want to feel your tongue in me. I'm so close right now I could come with you just looking at me. No guarantees I can hold back once you start eating me out…"
"Let's see what happens." He gently ran his fingertip over her swollen and wet pussy lips. "You're so wet."
"Your fault."
"Good." He teased her, ringing her clit, smoothing her moisture around and caressing her until she moaned. "I like that sound." Her pubic hair was a neatly trimmed and slender white-blonde line just above her clit. He stroked her, petted the bare flesh either side and then smiled.
And dropped down to settle between her legs.
Jen choked back a scream of wonder at the first electric touch of his mouth on her sex.
She hadn't realized how astounding it could be-this slick pressure, this writhing licking pressure finding every single place that resonated throughout her entire body.
He poked and caressed and probed and nuzzled, ignoring her whimpers of pleasure and her thrusting body lifting off the bed toward that suckling bliss. When finally his lips found her clit and began to tease it, she went blind and deaf, falling into the exquisitely brilliant void where there was nothing but arching need and the beginnings of an orgasm spreading fire along her nerve endings.
She cried out, her thighs clamping around his head, her arms spread wide and clutching the sheets as if to anchor herself lest she fly away.
"Let go…" He spoke against her flesh, as if urging her body to share with him the miracle that was almost there. "Let go, Jennifer. Now…"
He thrust his face against her, his tongue plunging into the dark crevices, licking and sucking and driving her up…up…and finally, when she surrendered to the inescapable demands of her body…over the edge.
Her choked scream orchestrated her fall and she lost touch with everything but the tornado hurtling her through the void.
She knew his hands were skilled and talented. She had no idea he was a virtuoso, a master of the oral arts as well. Now she did. And when the room stopped spinning and her muscles stopped spasming, she opened her eyes and gazed blearily at him, waiting for his face to come into focus. When at last she could see him clearly, she figured her eyeballs had stopped rolling.
And she blinked. "I saw infinity."
He smothered a laugh. "I'll alert the media."
"No, seriously." She struggled up onto her elbows. "I did. I saw infinity and beyond."
"And Woody?" He was there with her, following her obscure conversation. What a guy.
"Jesus, Cris." She flopped back down. "You are beyond belief."
He moved to nestle beside her. "That good, huh?"
"There are no words." She waved a hand and then carefully turned it, so that she could touch him. Everywhere. "And you're still hard."
"Your point?" He kissed her arm, her shoulder, little touches of his lips. Unhurried, gentle, he soothed her, nuzzling wherever he fancied while she stroked his smooth body.
"I should…we should…" She lost her train of thought as he found her breast and slowly laved her nipple, long soft strokes of his tongue that sent aftershocks chasing each other down through her body. She moaned.
"Yeah. That's the sound I love to hear." He reached past her and she felt more than saw him pick up a small foil packet from the bedside table. Sheathing himself took no time at all and then he shifted her, sliding beneath her and urging her over his body. She realized she could lift herself up and then sit on him, straddling his hips, and…oh goodness. Look at this…
Keeping her gaze on his face, Jen inched her way forward and then rose, letting his full and rigid cock stand away from his body. She shifted a little more, reached beneath her and positioned him exactly where she wanted him.
And then, only then, she began to lower her pussy, the lips parting for him, stretching to accept him. He penetrated her, sliding inside on a warm slick of her liquids.
She was filled with him, almost to the point of pain. He fit her without any room to spare, and yet he fit her perfectly. As if her inner channel shifted, expanded and grew to match his cock. It was…indescribably wonderful, stunning in how beautiful and natural it felt to have him settled deep within her.
As if she'd been made just for him and had waited all this time for him to find her and fill her.
He took her breath away, and when he reached for her, grasping her hips and settling himself into the ideal position for them both, she had the absurd urge to sob with the sheer wonder of it.
"Ahhh, corazon…" His voice was rough, low, a whisper into the silence that had fallen between them.
"Magic. It's magic." She whispered back, touching his body, his chest, anyplace she could reach. "I want to move."
"Then move." His muscles tensed.
She did.
Hesitantly at first until she found her pace, then more strongly, discovering she had a talent for using her inner muscles to accentuate her moves, clasping and releasing him, bringing more sounds of pleasure from his throat. She loved the incoherent moans and worked him harder, riding him now, faster and with focused intent.
Her body responded and her own arousal began once more, a swelling of desire, a thickening of the air around her, a need that burgeoned from deep within.
He met her down thrusts with his hips, rising and falling in the perfect complementary rhythm, joining her in the dance, matching her moves and urging her forward toward the inevitable peak.
Hair flying, Jen straightened, her arms lifting to push the silken strands away from her face.
She arched and dropped, her breasts thrust forward, her spine curved, her sex filled with Cris, wrapped around Cris, clutching him snugly inside.
He forced his hips up, pushing himself into her that last final centimeter.
And to her utter astonishment-he flipped her, landing on top of her in a move so smooth the Cirque du Soleil would have wept with envy.
But she didn't have time to fully appreciate it because he'd taken over, holding her wrists firmly above her head, and hammering into her, fiercely taking her on his terms, pounding deep, plunging again and again and pushing her ever higher.
She could only suck in breath and hang on, struggling to match his rhythm, or at least get as much of him as she could.
It was wonderful, magnificent, overwhelmingly erotic…an experience beyond anything she could ever have imagined.
And inevitably, it exploded.
Clinging together they rode out the sensual storm, aware only of the blinding pleasure and the touch of the other, locking the two of them as one for the duration.
Jen's body clamped around Cris, her legs tight bands locked behind his thighs, her arms fighting to hold him close. 
His hands were still restraining her wrists, his arms rock solid, his body unyielding as he also erupted, his cock throbbing inside her, echoing the aftershocks rattling her back teeth and making her gasp for air.
In those moments she finally understood the true ability of two people to create something that couldn't be described. The natural joining of bodies, the combinations, the variations-any and all the activities humans called sex. It could lead to this.
Magnificent, mind-blowing sex.
Jen eased beneath Cris and acknowledged that her world had forever changed. And her mind was well and truly blown.
It would probably wash up in the Keys tomorrow or the day after. She didn't care. She didn't need it anymore.
She smiled.
 
 
 
Chapter 12
"That's a dangerously appealing smile." Cris returned from a quick housekeeping trip to the bathroom and watched her as she sprawled, lazy as a cat, on the bed.
"Mmmm." She stretched. "Feelin' pretty damn good right about now." She glanced at him. "Thank you, by the way."
"My pleasure. Really." He grinned. "Hungry? We never did get dinner."
"Now you come to mention it…"
"Me too. Don't go away."
"Wouldn't dream of it." She headed for the bathroom, and he walked into his small kitchen area. Within moments he'd filled a tray with some goodies and covered them, since being in a hotel meant that kitchens also included those lovely domed server lids Cris happened to like. A bottle of wine and two glasses completed the offerings.
He returned to the bed just as Jen slid back beneath the covers and modestly drew the sheet up over herself. 
"Oooh. Cool. What's under there?" She tapped one dome and smiled at the delicate ringing sound. 
"Much deliciousness. Designed for two naked people to really enjoy." 
Her eyes turned heated. "I'm liking the sound of that."
"Good. Lie down, please." Cris carefully placed the tray on the bedside table, and then drew the sheet away.
"Hey." She blushed. 
"This is not naked." He gestured at the crumpled linens at her feet. "This…" He stroked all the way up her body from her ankle to her neck, making her wriggle, "…is naked."
"Yes." She sighed. "Yes, it is indeed."
"So." 
Regretfully he gave one breast a lingering caress and then reached for his tray. Removing one dome he revealed a plate of neatly sliced bread. The other dome had covered assorted sandwich fixings.
Beneath Jen's astounded gaze, he laid out four slices of bread and proceeded to make two healthy sandwiches. On her belly.
"Uhh…" 
"Shh. You'll shift the tomato slices." He balanced lettuce on top of tomato on top of sliced ham.
She fidgeted.
"Don't do that. This is a masterpiece in the making."
"But…"
"Shh."
She obediently shushed, not even making a sound when he "accidentally" missed with the mustard and had to lick a dollop from the inside of her hipbone. "Mmm. You taste good with condiments. You taste good without, but there's something about the tart snap of a good mustard…"
The snort nearly upset his culinary creations, but he rescued them in time, grabbing two plates, garnishing them with pickle spears and finally adding the finished sandwiches, lifting them off Jen's skin with a flourish.
"There. Ham on whole wheat with all the trimmings, except you. Will that suffice, mi querida?"
"After all that, you're going to use a plate?" She let her fingers drift from her breasts to her hips. "And here I was all ready to be your serving wench."
He raised an eyebrow. "This is the first course."
"And…?"
"You're the second."
"Ahhhh." She reached for a sandwich. "Now you're talking."
She bit into her sandwich with enthusiasm, enjoying the cool crispness of the lettuce and the-okay give the guy points for being right-the tart snap of the mustard. 
He poured the wine, confident in his movements, relaxed in his nudity. It took a certain kind of man to be able to eat a ham sandwich stark naked and appear completely at ease.
Cris managed it.
"You know something?" She reached for her pickle and it crunched most satisfactorily.
"Yes. Many things." Cris sipped the wine and nodded, approving the vintage. Apparently it was a perfect match for nudity and ham on whole wheat.
"I'm sure you do." She huffed out a laugh. "But what I want to say is that right this moment, you're making me smile. I'm laughing and eating a ham sandwich."
"Not at the same time, I hope. I am certified in CPR, but I did suck at the Heimlich maneuver."
"Hey." She glared at him. "I'm making a point here."
"Sorry." He looked anything but penitent.
"You're naked. Bare-assed naked."
"Good lord. So I am."
She sighed. "Point is, so am I. I never imagined in a million years that I could do this."
"Eat a ham sandwich naked?"
"Er…yeah. Pretty much."
"You need clothes to eat?"
"If it's hot soup, absolutely." She gave him back gaze for gaze.
He surrendered. "Jennifer, you need to relax more. Be naked more. Not just for me-although I would certainly appreciate your stripping on a regular basis-but for yourself."
She thought about that. "I can't. I'm not comfortable with my body."
"And yet you seem comfortable here? With that sandwich staring at you? Not to mention me."
"I don't know how that is." She realized that was the absolute truth. "You make me feel like being naked, what I look like naked, isn't as important as the ham and that damn mustard." She frowned, trying to work it out in her head.
Cris put down his plate and glass, took hers away and slid onto the bed beside her. She rested her head on his shoulder and he took her hand in his.
"The most important thing in this room is you, Jennifer. I swear I can hear your heartbeat. I can smell your fragrance, feel your warmth. I adore touching your body…" He suited action to words by letting their clasped hands rest low on her belly, just brushing her mound. "And having you naked next to me is an amazing delight."
"Okay. Likewise."
"But…" He clasped her fingers tight and tapped on her skin with their combined fists. "What you look like is supremely unimportant. I see you, not some image you have of your body. If all I cared about was someone who looked like a supermodel, I'd be a miserable son-of-a-bitch who was missing out on the greatest wonders of life. The wonders of touching and loving a woman, with all her secrets and curves and magic places."
He nestled against her, keeping their hands linked. Of course, that did leave his other hand free, and it went on safari, finding those aforementioned curves, secrets and-oh God yes, there-magic places.
Her lids drooped as Cris played. "You have full breasts. I love full breasts. They're women's breasts, not some half-formed fruit that has yet to ripen. And you have hips, an ass, the most gorgeous thighs I love to feel against me…" 
He moved just as Jen was about to melt into a puddle of happiness. She went from melting to explosion imminent in about ten seconds as he slithered between her legs and lifted them, resting them on his shoulders.
And incidentally positioning him right above her pussy.
"You are all woman, querida. And from where I'm sitting, right this second, I wouldn't change a thing." He turned his head and nibbled on the inside of her thigh, making her moan and shudder.
Turning back to stare down at her sex, he blew a breath on her heated flesh. "Ahhh. Dessert."
*~*~*~*
The pattern was set that night, and Jen slid effortlessly into an affair that rocked her world. She had no idea she'd turn into a wanton, sex-crazed woman whose panties were perpetually damp at the mere thought of a man.
Although he was still managing to attend to his duties at the hotel, he made sure he spoke to her often, touched her a lot more than absolutely necessary and stole a brief kiss in various corners now and again. He flirted shamelessly, then sighed as other demands tore him from her side. She was desolate and relieved at the same time, because just being near him brought on acute sexual arousal.
And of course he knew it, took full advantage of it and kept her simmering on the stove like a dish of paella he would feast on whenever he was hungry. Which was all the time. 
The minute he was done for the day, he was hers. And Saturday night passed in a haze of the most intimately hot sex Jen had ever experienced. Sleep was ignored in favor of orgasms, something she supported wholeheartedly.
Since the next morning was a late one, both snuggled lazily until Cris's body grew heated and hard, and he regretfully left the bed and headed for the bathroom.
Twenty minutes later, Jen looked up at him. "I don't believe this." She was sitting on the tiled step in Cris's large shower, holding his cock and squeezing it with her hand as he stood beneath the water, letting it pour over his body. 
"Don't believe what, Jennifer?" He looked down, his eyelids heavy, his full lips parted. He was still gorgeous, wet or dry. Didn't make a damn bit of difference.
She watched droplets tumble from his manly nipples, taut now as she teased his cock. She tasted a little soap along with a lot of man as she took him in her mouth, ignoring the water, the shampoo in her hair and everything but the wonderful hard length she loved to suck.
And to fuck. They'd done that more times that she could remember, and she'd come…well, if it was possible for her to come her brains out, she'd done that last night.
"I don't believe that I can want you more now than I did yesterday. Or the day before." She licked along his length, teasing him, flicking her tongue just beneath the swollen head.
"You do?"
"Yes, I do. It sounds trite, I know, but there it is. I want you so much."
"I want you too, mi vida. More now than ever. " He pulled back, reaching for her and urging her to her feet. "Can you take me again?"
She was sore and had admitted it. But now?
"Yes, I can take you again. I want you again. Always will, I think." She touched his face. "You've discovered the real me. And the real me wants you inside me. Now."
Not as easy as it had always sounded in books, fucking in the shower involved caution, a certain amount of muscular coordination and a whole lot of need.
Fortunately Jen realized they had all three and within moments she was opening for Cris, legs spread wide as he dipped down before her and thrust his cock upward, penetrating her with a groan of pleasure and then gently moving within her moist darkness.
Would it always be like this? Could it possibly continue to get any more wonderful than right this moment, with the cold tiles abrading her shoulders and his hardness holding her a willing hostage against them?
She had no idea, and couldn't even begin to guess. All she could do was lose herself once again in the pleasure of him, the experience of being so naked with him.
It went far beyond clothes. It was a stripping bare of her emotions, a release of her desires-a freedom to be the true passionate woman she'd learned was inside her.
Cris had taught her that over the last few days.
And as she peaked, cried out a gasp over the sound of the shower, and felt his spasms follow hers into ecstasy, tears gathered at the back of her eyes and she closed them tightly.
This was her last day. All too soon this idyll would be over.
How could she possibly stand the pain?
 
 
 
Chapter 13
Staring at her suitcase, Jen wondered where the days had flown, since it seemed like only yesterday she'd unpacked and found that damn bug in her bathtub.
And met Cris.
She sighed, a deep heartfelt expression of the gnawing sense of sorrow growing within her.
The next day she'd catch her flight back north and face…David. The man she lived with and the same man who'd left precisely one brief message on her phone since she'd arrived at the Palms. 
She guessed he'd not spared her much thought since he knew she'd checked in and her plans were on track. It was like him to assume everything was okay unless he heard differently. 
Which was, she now realized, exactly the opposite of the way she felt. She loved the way Cris had found little moments to touch base with her during the day, letting her know he missed her and was looking forward to their time together later on.
He never told her about the heart attack on the third floor early one morning. He'd simply answered his phone, kissed her and said something about hotel business.
She'd gone back to sleep and hadn't learned of the dramatic event until later. Fortunately all had turned out well, but she wondered aloud why he had kept it to himself.
He looked surprised. "Why bring my business troubles to you, Jennifer? We have such a short time together. I would not spoil it in any way, and even if I had, there wouldn't have been anything you could do to help. Why worry you?"
She understood, sort of. They were truly ships that were passing in the night. They had stumbled into a magic world, each fed by the other, finding bliss together, pleasures beyond imagining.
But it was transitory. Both knew she would have to leave.
The typical summer romance.
Sadly, neither were teenagers who could move on and perhaps forget in time. Jen knew she would never forget Cris.
And as she folded and packed her clothes she realized something else. She could not go back to her life as it had been.
After rolling her swimsuit neatly and tucking it between her sandals, she sat down on the bed beside her open case and stared out of the window into the golden white sunshine.
What am I going to do?
Be honest. Be honest with David and with yourself.
Easier said than done.
Yes. But necessary if you want to live the rest of your life as yourself.
I know. 
So perhaps it's time to get off your sex-crazed ass and make some decisions.
I don't have a….okay, yeah, perhaps it is sex-crazed.
Jen thought for a moment, suppressing a tiny shiver of excitement. The one that developed low in her belly at the mere thought of Cris touching her. It was one more unique feature of their affair, this visceral response to him on a physical level. It had never happened to her before. Certainly never with David.
If she was brutally honest with herself, sex with David had never been as hot or as wonderful as each and every time with Cris. She knew the memory of his hands holding her wrists above her head, the strength of his grip and the intense focus on his face as he pounded them both up to the crest of their limits…no, she could never ever forget that. It was already a full color centerfold in her private memory album. 
She closed her eyes, reliving the sensation, using it to fight the sadness that threatened to swamp her. How could she leave? How could she walk away from this-this brilliant joy she had discovered? 
The answer was, of course, she couldn't. She could not walk away from it because it would be with her. Forever.
Even if she left Florida and never returned, the golden sunlight of these past few days and the blinding delirious passions of the nights with Cris would linger in her senses.
She would taste him on an indrawn breath and feel his skin against hers in the darkness of her bed. She would hear his voice in the murmur of a stranger and smell his masculine scent beneath every whisper of that light cologne he favored.
He was part of her now, and she knew-beyond question-that he always would be. She knew herself pretty well, her habits, her responses and most of her emotions. When she found something she loved, she clung to it, cherishing it and accepting it into her heart. 
After such a short time, it would be the height of foolishness to believe that Cris was such a one, or to let him that close to her heart so soon.
And yet…she did and she had.
Bowing her head she tried to find some iota of reserve, some red flags of caution sticking up from the turbulent river of her thought processes. 
There were none. The river flowed strongly, tumbling over pleasure and delight, making the sound of happy laughter and whispers of desire. It was headed firmly along its valley, full and shining. It had washed away the shadows that had haunted her thoughts when she'd arrived at the Palms.
And it was named Cris.
*~*~*~*
His ears weren't exactly burning, but he was willing to bet that she was thinking about him. Because he sure as hell was thinking about her. He could do little else, apparently, since this perfectly ordinary blonde had somehow managed to sidestep every single barrier he'd erected around his heart. He'd violated his own rules, touched her, taken her, spent endless hours exploring her both sexually and emotionally and made a sandwich on her naked body.
What the hell was the matter with him?
He was acting like a seventeen-year old kid with a bad case of lust. And he was a grown man with a divorce behind him, a good position with a distinguished hotel chain and every possibility that his life would continue to be highly satisfactory.
And yet he'd managed to go and fall in love. In four days. Four days.
He was, without a single doubt, certifiably fucking nuts.
Given that fact, which seemed undeniable, he could then move on to a serious inquisition of why he'd fallen in love with Jennifer Hodges. Followed by the most important item on his mental agenda…what he was going to do about it.
The numbers that appeared on his laptop screen could have been Cyrillic for all he understood them. He was reviewing the month's expenses to date and matching them with a file of receipts, plus a few paper copies from smaller vendors. Or at least that was what he was supposed to be doing. His office was small but quiet, a nook protruding from the ground floor of the hotel into a shaded portion of the gardens. Sunlight usually shone through one of the three glass sides to the room, but today it was darker. Heavy clouds were building to the west.
There'd be one of those crackling fierce storms tonight, he was sure of it. Then he shook his head at the irony of it. The storm, however strong it was outside, couldn't hope to match the storm going on within him as he came to terms with the fact this was his last night with Jennifer. Tonight, or at the crack of dawn tomorrow, they would have to say goodbye.
It was going to tear him apart in a way that was alien to him. He'd not enjoyed the separation process with Angelita, although it had been mostly amicable. But it hadn't caused the sort of pain that already rippled down his spine at the thought of never seeing Jennifer again.
Of having to hold her close and know it would be for the last time. That he'd never hear her laugh again or see her smile or watch her face as she let go and tumbled into a climax beneath him.
Because once she left, she would not return. Cris knew that. She was, at heart, an honorable woman. She'd made what she felt was a commitment to this David of hers. 
He'd sensed that before he'd even touched her, and was still amazed at the depth of her responses to him, Cris, as their affair deepened so quickly into such intense passion. He had wanted to ask her about it, about whether he was messing up her life, taking her to places she had no business being in.
Yet as he came to know her so intimately, he believed she would never have shared so much of herself with him, given herself so willingly, had she not wanted to-with a desire that matched his.
They worked. Even if there had been no physical fulfillment, he knew they'd have enjoyed each other's company. They thought similarly on the important things and differently on things that mattered less but could be discussed at length. 
They laughed easily together and he realized that she was the one woman with whom he was completely relaxed. When he was with her, his worries lessened, his mind eased and his heart lifted. It was the kind of relationship people spoke of with awe and envy. One he'd not really believed existed. Until Jennifer walked into his life and turned everything upside down.
In barely four days.
As the light waned even further and the storm clouds gathered strength, Cris knew he was no closer to a solution than he had been at dawn. Jennifer would have packed by now…they had agreed to meet for dinner at the end of Cris's day. Although they'd wanted to spend every minute together, it was obvious to Cris that he wouldn't be able to work. And Jennifer knew that, admitting she was going to be an emotional wreck anyway and would rather deal with it privately.
He had half an hour to grab a shower and change. And then go to her, touch her, kiss her and try and figure out how to keep her with him forever. Or say goodbye to her and face a life that would be unbearably empty.
*~*~*~*
Jennifer's heart was heavy, a lead weight in her chest as she walked the hallway to the elevator and pressed the button to summon it. She was meeting Cris for dinner, and although every fiber of her being craved the sight of him, she knew that the end was near. She wasn't sure how to stand it.
The decision to have dinner had been fifty-fifty for a while; she'd wondered if perhaps it would be best just to leave it at that, to not see him again and try to deal with the loss.
But the call advising her that her guest was awaiting her in the dining room-probably a cute way for Cris to remind her he was there-had made her gather up the remnants of her courage.
She could do this. She could be adult, composed and in control. She would not cry her eyes out or make a scene. Honest. She'd wait until dinner was over. With a wry twist of her lips she stepped into the foyer and walked the now-familiar route to the dining room.
"Good evening, Ms. Hodges."
"Good evening Mike." She smiled at the maitre'd. "I believe you have a table for me?"
"I do indeed and your guest is already here." He smiled and led the way to a corner table.
A tall figure stood as she neared. And turned to look at her with a tentative smile.
She nearly tripped over her feet.
It was David.
 
 
 
Chapter 14
Ohfuckohfuckohfuck.
How long she stood there with her mouth gaping open, Jen had no idea.
"I see I've surprised you." He smiled.
"No shit." She found her voice. "David, what the f-hell are you doing here?"
"Come sit down and we'll talk."
"Yeah. I think that would be a damned good idea. You know I'm heading back tomorrow, right?" She seated herself in the chair he'd pulled from the table.
"Yes. Your flights are in my calendar." 
He sat as well, looking unusually awkward. He'd always been quite at home in every sort of social situation, remaining calm, somewhat aloof and inevitably in control. It was one of those little personality quirks of his that Jen had longed to puncture, since there were times it came off as decidedly pompous.
Now, however, there wasn't much of that self-control left.
"What's going on?" She frowned at him.
He fiddled with his water glass. "You look well. Rested."
"I've been on vacation. Vacations are supposed to make you look rested. Stop avoiding my question."
"Yes, well…dear…"
Jen narrowed her eyes. He only called her dear when something was very wrong. She leaned back and waited. 
It unnerved him. "I'm not really sure how to begin."
"Try at the beginning? That's usually the best place."
"No need to get sarcastic."
She opened her mouth to respond, then closed it. Arguing at this point would be counterproductive and she refused to allow herself to be lured into it. She'd come to recognize some of David's conversational ploys and had learned to avoid most of them.
Yet another indication of how things had gone downhill between them. Why hadn't she noticed how often she'd been doing it before?
Also, he chewed his nails. Sheesh. He must be really edgy. They were down to nubs.
He darted a quick glance at her then a genuine smile crossed his face. But it wasn't aimed at her. Rather it was toward someone behind her.
"Here you are. I was afraid you'd gotten lost." He pushed his chair back and stood, holding out his hand to a woman who was even now rounding the table to take it and let him pull her close.
Jen's jaw dropped again as she watched. 
Good God. David had a chickie on the side.
The jaw closed abruptly, stifling the astounded gurgle of laughter that threatened to bubble from Jen's throat. All this time and she didn't have a clue. And all the guilt she'd shoved aside over the last few days-well, that evaporated quicker than a snowman outside the Florida Palms hotel.
A burden lifted from her shoulders even as the astonishment and curiosity began.
David remained standing, rather like the chairman of a meeting about to get underway. "Jennifer, I think some introductions are in order." He glanced down at the young woman now sitting next to him. And still holding his hand. "I'd like you to meet Madeline. Madeline Jackson, this is Jennifer Hodges."
The raven-haired young woman peered nervously at Jen. "Hello. I've…um…heard a lot about you."
Jen smiled back at her. "Hello Madeline. I've heard absolutely nothing about you at all. But that's probably for the best."
David blinked. "Huh?"
"Do sit down. You're looking all stuffy and uncomfortable."
"Jen, I-"
She silenced him with a firm gesture. How strange. She'd never been able to do that before. "David, really. I'm not a teenager." She glanced at Madeline. "Although perhaps…" She leaned forward a little. "Just how old are you, dear?"
"Jen, that's uncalled for."
"No it's not." Madeline chimed in shyly. "I'm twenty-four, Jennifer." She sucked in a breath and lifted her chin. "And I'm in love."
"Of course you are." Jen sighed gustily. "Everyone is at your age."
"With David."
"Got that. But thanks for the clarification."
"You're entitled to some explanation, Jen." David finally sat. "I know this has not been well done of me."
"That's a little Macbeth, isn't it?" Jennifer raised an eyebrow at his dramatic turn of phrase. "You fucked up, dude. Cheated on me behind my back."
"Well, I…er…it's not really like that."
"Oh?" Jennifer was rather enjoying herself. She drew out the question languidly while leaning back and crossing her arms in her chair. It was close to an Academy Award-winning performance. 
And David, the man she thought she knew, didn't even realize it.
"No, it's not like that." He gripped Madeline's hand. "We met nearly three years ago at a conference. I'd gone to Baltimore. Not sure if you remember. You were somewhere else at the time."
Jen thought. "Yes. I remember. I'd gone to Maine for a few days I think."
"Whatever." David waved his free hand dismissively.
And there, thought Jen, there is the reason I really don't give a shit about any of this.
"Anyway, Maddy was at the conference and we…had drinks."
"And sex, I assume."
"Jen." 
David's reprimand was immediate, but completely destroyed by his girlfriend. "Oh yes, Jen. It was amazing. David is a wonderful lover, isn't he?" Madeline's face glowed.
Poor kid. Jen shrugged to herself. They'd either figure it out or they wouldn't. Whatever happened, it was none of her concern.
"Anyway," repeated David determinedly. "We lost touch for quite a while. I will confess to emailing Madeline when I ran across her email address on one of the social networks. And she began to email me back."
He let go of Madeline's hand at last, with a smile. "I need to show Jen the photo, darling."
Darling pouted, but then nodded. "All right. If you think it's the right thing to do."
David produced a photo from his inside jacket pocket. "I didn't know about this, about her, until about eight months or so ago."
Jen automatically took the picture and then stared, wordless, at the giggling infant. Who happened to be the exact image of David himself. There were big eyes of a distinctive soft honey brown, and the widow's peak…that was something she'd heard was a definite genetic hand-me-down.
She noticed the pink frills and the little curls over the ears…"A girl?" She looked up.
David nodded. "Yes. Kristin Anne." He straightened. "My daughter. Our daughter. Mine and Madeline's…"
"Jesus."
It was all she could think of to say as she handed the photo back.
"I named her Kristin." Madeline looked proud. "I love Twilight."
"Ahh." Jen, who wasn't a fan of the undead, tried to look knowledgeable.
"I didn't want to tell David, you know. I'm not that kind of girl. It was an accident, of course, but then she arrived and I loved her so much…well it wasn't long until David got the truth out of me and then he wanted to see her and then…well, he fell in love with her too. How could he not?"
She raised adoring eyes to the father of her child, who looked strangely proud. "She's a lovely child. Hard to believe she's mine." He blushed a little. "Fate seems to have designated me father material. Came as a bit of a shock."
"I'll bet." Jen's voice was dry. 
"Look." He suddenly remembered who he was talking to. "I admit I've been an utter scumbag here, Jen. No need to rake me over the coals for it, because I've been doing that myself for the last few months. There aren't any excuses so I won't even try. All I can say is that some things are just meant to be. And Madeline is one of mine. I knew when I saw her again that fate had brought us together for a reason. Kristin sealed the deal."
Jen sighed as he looked at her and knowing him as she did, she could read the plea for forgiveness. He had sinned and was looking for absolution. Or at least a way to get off the hook with a minimum of unpleasantness. The rat.
What to do?
Before she could decide on whether to rip him to shreds or let him loose, a warm hand descended on her shoulder and she turned to look up into a familiar dark gaze.
"Good evening, querida. I wasn't eavesdropping, but I couldn't help overhearing your conversation with your guests. You didn't tell me about your ex's offspring."
"An oversight." She gazed at him, seeing the delighted laughter in his eyes and knowing it was reflected in her own. "Since I didn't know until this moment, an understandable one, I hope. Forgive me?"
"Always." He slipped into the chair beside her and encircled her shoulders with one arm, tugging her into his side. "Won't you introduce me?"
"Is it worth it?" She lifted an eyebrow quizzically.
"Mi Corazon." He feigned shock. "How can you ask? Everything that matters to you matters to me." He turned to David and Madeline. "Do you not agree? When one loves so deeply, is it not so? I see you both will understand completely how it is when the heart is given to another…"
He smiled, showing a few more teeth than usual, thought Jen. She took a breath. "Very well. David, Madeline…this is Cristobal Martinez de la Rosa." She felt the smile begin. "And…" she paused, remembering something she'd read online somewhere recently. "Eres el amor de mi vida."
Cris's face lit up. "Ahh, my Jennifer." 
Completely ignoring anything but her, he hugged her tightly and pressed a light kiss on her lips.
Across the table, following the stunned silence created by the little public demonstration of affection, David cleared his throat. "Well."
Jen pulled back, smiled happily at Cris and then looked at her ex. "Don't even pretend to be shocked, okay? You've been hiding a girlfriend and a child for quite some time. I happen to have only just met the man of my dreams and had every intention of telling you about it. So although both of us have probably been quite foolish, I think I'm the one who's entitled to be pissy about this." She sniffed, then laughed. "But I won't be. I'm too damned happy to care about any of it. All I know is that I'm free to follow my heart now, as are you."
David sighed then, and slumped. "I can't hide that I'm surprised, Jen. But truly I wish you nothing but happiness. The kind of happiness I've found."
"Perhaps some champagne would be in order to celebrate this auspicious occasion." The socially-magnificent skills of her lover rose to the fore and champagne appeared on the table in short order, pleasing Jen and relieving the tension in the atmosphere.
They even managed to eat dinner in a civilized fashion, all four of them, without any blood being shed. Cris cleverly guided the conversation, which helped Jen relax even more, and she found herself discussing important matters in the most sensible and practical of ways. David was going to move in with Madeline and their child. He'd been looking for places where they could live and was even now arranging to open a new office just outside of Baltimore.
Their apartment would be Jen's until the lease expired toward the end of the year. They'd both known that perhaps it would be time to move but hadn't discussed it.
Such had been the stagnant and apathetic nature of their relationship.
It was so clear now, thought Jen. There'd been a friendship, a mutual respect and a habit. There hadn't been anything beneath it anymore.
For a moment she felt sad. Sad that she'd wasted time on something that was in trouble, fading and probably would have ended badly. But then she remembered the good times-and there had been more than a few of those. Nobody could predict the future and they'd gone into their lives together with hope and enthusiasm. It wasn't a bad deal, ever. It was a good deal that just didn't have enough power to sustain itself or to grow. Neither party was to blame. 
Jen knew that now. They were good people but wrong for each other.
And now…well, perhaps they'd managed to find the right people. Destiny, fate, whatever she wanted to call it-Jen realized that finding Cris had turned the tide of her life completely, just as having a daughter had changed David's.
She reached for Cris, laying her hand quietly on his strong thigh. He covered it with his own.
"You all right?" He spoke softly only to her.
"Yes. I just heard the universe self-correct."
He grinned. "I heard it too. It turned me on."
She chuckled. "Doesn't everything?"
He gazed at her. "No, querida. Only you." He squeezed her fingers. "We can talk now, can't we?"
Understanding his meaning, she nodded. "Oh yes. Yes we can."
"Later then." He glanced at her mouth. "Definitely later. We have much to discuss."
She had to turn away before she began to drool at the thought of what "later" meant.
*~*~*~*
For Cris, the evening had begun in the worst possible way and ended on a high he couldn't have begun to envision.
Jen was free. Free to become his if she wanted. And he was free to ask her things he'd have kept inside. Like how much did she love him? Was there a way they could be together? Did she feel as he did? Did she also sense that there was something special inside them-something responding to the other like flowers to sunshine?
If he asked her that, would she look at him like he'd lost his mind? 
Probably.
He wanted to laugh aloud, to shout something primal to the stars and rush up to his suite to hug Maurice. The weather was echoing his joy, darting flashes of excited lightning across the darkness and rumbling with pleasure.
Or so he liked to think.
He was giddy with happiness, something he'd read about but never actually experienced. 
"I'm giddy with happiness." He hugged Jen as they watched David and Madeline head out of the hotel.
"I've read about that. Never thought it was real."
"It is and I am."
"Come to think of it, me too." She turned in his arms and smiled up at him.
He enfolded her in a close embrace and then whirled her into an impromptu waltz, ending up in front of the elevators.
"Oh, smooth."
"Gracias, senorita." 
"I was expecting a tango, though. The red rose in the teeth and all."
"Thorns. I might prick my tongue. I'll be needing it soon. I have plans."
Jennifer blushed and hurried into the elevator. "Okay. You win that round."
"Really?" He pushed the button and the door closed. "I was talking about ice cream cones. Or possibly licking Maurice."
She snorted. "Yeah, right."
"You had something else in mind?" He leaned over her and looked wicked.
"Hmm." She stroked her chin, mimicking deep concentration. "I could probably come up with something better for you to lick than your goldfish."
"Hold that thought."
He almost dragged her into his suite, slamming the door and kicking off his sandals in one move.
"Hurry much?" She was smirking.
"No. But Maurice might be getting impatient." He pulled her to the sliding doors of the living room and turned her to face them. The storm was gaining strength and he could see their reflections in the glass, flickering figures illuminated by the lightning.
"Strip, Jennifer. I want you naked against me." He undid his shirt and pressed the heat of his chest against her back. "Please, love. Do this."
"Okay." She whispered the word and slowly lifted the hem of her top, pulling it up and over her head.
His hands followed the fabric, stroking upward, unfastening her bra and tugging everything away from her.
Nude from the waist up, Cris held her, his hands covering her beautiful breasts.
"We are amazing together." She leaned against him. "We fit."
"I know, querida. I know." He kissed her shoulder. "Take the rest of your clothes off. I don't want to move my hands."
Awkwardly, she did as he asked, wriggling when her slacks clung to her hips and catching her panties along with them. He noted that she took every opportunity to rub her ass against the growing hardness behind his fly.
He didn't need any encouragement in that quarter. "Turn around. I need help with my buttons."
She turned, a smile of pure pleasure on her face. "I'm always happy to lend a hand to a man in distress." Her fingers found the buttons and she was unzipping him within seconds. When she dove inside his briefs and freed his cock he sighed with relief.
When she stroked him, he groaned and grabbed her ass cheeks, squeezing and stroking in his turn.
"Get naked, Cris. This is fun." Her hands were all over him as he slipped off the rest of his clothes. "I want to touch you everywhere."
Since he thoroughly endorsed that wish, he kicked away their clothing and grabbed her, kissing her hard and thoroughly. 
Now it was his hand that searched, his fingers that found and her breath that came in short excited gasps. He swallowed her moans and found her pussy, wet and hot and swollen to his touch.
The thunder roared and lightning did its best to blind them with a pyrotechnic display of nature's most impressive fireworks. Cris ignored it, focusing on the woman writhing in his arms.
"God, Cris. When you touch me…" She sobbed as he teased her clit.
"I love touching you…I can't get enough." He nipped her ear as he thrust two fingers deep into her. She rose on her toes and her thighs parted, a silent invitation to do more.
He backed away a little and moved her, turning her toward the window and putting his hand between her shoulder blades. "Look down. The small side table. Put your hands on it, Jennifer. And spread your legs."
She did as she was bid…
And raised her head to see herself, breasts swaying, body bared to the man behind her.
In the vivid strobe strokes of light she watched Cris reached down and position himself at her entrance. She felt the head of his cock touch her sex, rub around the moisture gathered there-and then push deep into her body.
She cried out and yet kept watching as he took her, hard, fast and with an erotic passion that brought tears to her eyes. He was claiming her, marking her as his and she welcomed every penetrating thrust.
His gaze lifted and met hers in the glass, a reflection of desire at its most fundamental level.
Man taking woman, woman accepting man. 
Touching, whimpering, beseeching each other and driving each other toward the edge.
Jen felt the strokes speed up, as deep as possible, as hard as possible, finding the most sensitive inner places and brushing against them in an ever-increasing rhythm of erotic need.
Her breasts trembled, her hips began their own counterpoint and she found her breaths timing themselves to the hard invasion of her sex. She floated, held aloft by the burgeoning need to come, to explode around Cris's cock and suck the life out of him.
"I can't stop…" She sobbed out the words, staring into the very teeth of the wildness beyond the glass yet ignoring the storm since it was nothing compared to the one within the room.
"Don't." Cris's face was taut, his reflection that of a man lost in his own rush to ecstasy. "Let go…" He cried out over the crash of thunder.
She obeyed. And her body fractured, spasms of pleasure racking her body, turning her muscles to stone and her spine to a taut bow barely holding the rest of her together.
She vaguely heard him groan loudly, felt him hard against her heated buttocks and then the searing fire within her as he came. His fingers dug into the flesh of her hips, holding her immobile while he emptied himself into her.
Oh God above, it was incredible and she came again just from the heat of him.
Sobbing, breathless and beginning to cramp, she finally eased, gasping for air and slowly standing up.
Her thighs were soaked and she put her hands against the glass doors, holding herself upright, trying to regain her balance. The storm crackled around them but she barely heard it, so lost was she in the aftershocks of her amazing orgasm.
She nearly jumped when a soft towel stroked between her thighs. "Did I hurt you?" Cris cleaned her with a sure and delicate touch. "Mi amor, tell me I didn't hurt you…"
She shook her head. "No, no you didn't hurt me." She leaned against him. "You rocked my world. It hasn't settled back down yet."
"Stay with me."
She stilled in his arms. 
"I mean it, Jennifer. I don't know why or how or when, but I'm crazy in love with you. I'm a grown man, not a kid and yet here I am, with you in my life for barely over four days. And I'm lost."
Tentatively she touched him, running her hands over his arms as they held her. "I thought it was just me. That I was so lonely I'd cling to anyone who treated me kindly."
She felt his arms tighten, but he said nothing.
"But I was wrong, Cris. It's you. I'm crazy in love with you too. And I haven't a clue why either. But…" She reached for his face and cupped it with her palms. "It's the most wonderful feeling in the world. And I don't want to ever lose it."
"We didn't use any protection." 
"I figured that out myself actually." She grinned at him. "There was significant evidence. So, in case we have a daughter in nine months time, you have to make me a promise."
"What's that?" His face was gentle and he watched her with a tender look that melted her heart.
"We won't give her a name that has anything to do with vampires."
"Uhh…" He blinked in confusion. "I agree. I promise. What the hell…"
She laughed. "Don't ask Cris. Just love me."
"That's easy, querida, because I already do." He laughed in his turn. "And I think I'd like to do it again."
Jennifer sighed with pleasure and ran her hands over her man's chest. Then she leaned in. "Okay. But perhaps we'd better put a cloth over Maurice's bowl. I have plans…"
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
Four months later - Boston
"Madre de Dios. How do people survive in this cold?" Cris was muffled to the eyeballs in a parka, a scarf and a knitted hat. His hands were gloved and shoved into his pockets, his nose was red and he looked flat-out miserable.
Jen grinned. "Do not whine, you tropical wuss. You're the one who offered to fly up. Let's share the holidays, querida, you said. I'll help with the last of your packing and we'll fly back down together after New Year's Eve. You said it, babe. I saved the email."
"Marry me and warm me up. Right here, right now. In this…" he shivered. "Arctic paradise."
She sighed. "I've said yes, my love. Quite a few times, as I recall. However, at all those times we also agreed to wait until all this location stuff is settled. Until I'm in Florida with the business branch up and running."
He groaned and clenched his teeth. "For you, I'll wait. If I survive this icy blast, make it back to somewhere there are flowers and warm sunshine, I will still wait."
"Aww, poor baby." She moved close, ignored the bags he was holding, and cuddled him. Right there in the middle of the Boylston Street sidewalk and the holiday crowds. "I love you."
"Well at least I'm not freezing my ass off for nothing."
His parka smothered her laugh. "C'mon. Let's go back to the hotel. It's Christmas Eve, we'll have a nice dinner and spend tomorrow in bed. There's lots to do around her for the next week or so and then we're on our way south to kick off the New Year."
"And our new life, eh mi Corazon?" 
"Oh yeah." She nuzzled his chin. "I'm so glad I found you, Cris."
"Me too. I kinda wish you'd lived in Hawaii, but…all things considered…"
Jennifer laughed aloud, her breath making clouds in the bitter cold of a New England Christmas Eve.
It had been a challenge, getting the condo issue sorted out, packing everything she owned and all the while talking her company into letting her open a branch in Florida.
Fortunately, that suggestion fell in line with what the Director had been suggesting for a few months…right after his daughter started college at Florida State.
So it was a solution that worked for pretty much everyone, and although it had meant long hours of meetings and follow-ups, Jennifer dived in with focus and dedication. 
This would get her where she wanted to be. In Florida, with Cris.
And in the meantime, he'd found a small home for them, one she'd approved wholeheartedly on one of her trips down.
They'd made it work somehow, with effort, time and an apparently boundless amount of love buoying them when it got hard and cradling them when they were together.
Holding hands they walked back through the growing darkness to their hotel. She'd miss the winters, but they could always fly up if she needed to remind herself how cold they could be.
Or just get some friends to send photos. That would work better for Cris, who really wasn't adjusting to the nip of a Yankee December.
She'd even found Palmer Miles online-naturally the guy had a website-and she'd dropped him an email, letting him know where she was moving to and what had happened. The expurgated version, of course.
He'd written back and they now exchanged emails periodically, just keeping in touch. He was sort of a delightful uncle, and she looked forward to seeing him in the upcoming year.
Her life had changed so drastically and so wonderfully there were times she wanted to pinch herself to make sure she was awake.
She turned to Cris. "Thank you."
"For what, love?"
"For finding me when I was lost."
"I think you returned the favor tenfold, querida. You saved me."
"I did?"
"Yep. I knew the very instant I saw you that it was all over for me. I fell. Hard. And you caught me."
"I promise I always will."
 
And in the time-honored tradition of every romance novel, the hero and the heroine clasped mittens and walked into the sunset. Or, in this case, the bitter cold of a winter night. It didn't matter that our hero's teeth were chattering. Our heroine had some very inventive ideas on how to warm him up…
 
 
 
THE END
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To find out more about Sahara Kelly and her writing, please drop by her website and visit her at:
Sahara Kelly (Website: http://www.saharakelly.com)
This is where Sahara shares none of the intimate details of her life, but will present you with a list of books she'd like you to buy so that she can go do research on a beach in Aruba and be pampered with massages accompanied by drinks with umbrellas in them. She'll send you a postcard. Thank you.
Please also feel free to come visit Sahara's Amazon Author page, where you'll find a pretty solid list of her older releases from various publishers along with her current offerings. If you're a Kindle owner, this is the place to be for any and all Sahara's books.
Amazon.com Author Page for Sahara Kelly
Since she has jumped into the world of private enterprise literature, Sahara has formed her own little publishing company. You're also welcome to come and check it out at the address below:
SK Private Label Publications
Please bookmark Sahara's website or visit her on her blog, or follow her/friend her on Twitter/Facebook. You can stay on top of what's on the way from her fertile imagination by subscribing to her newsletter or picking up her app for your iPhone or iPad. Yes, there's even an app for Sahara Kelly. Best bet? Subscribe to the newsletter and keep up to date with everything going on by getting on Sahara's newsletter list here and don't forget to pop over and see what she's blogging about here. It usually has nothing to do with her books. Refreshing, huh? 
Also by Sahara Kelly: (*- co-written with S.L. Carpenter)
Madam Charlie
The Gypsy Lovers
Chocolate and High Heels
Tales of the Beau Monde
Letting Off Steam
Winding Her Up
Stripping Her Gears
My Renaissance Romance
Hired Help*
Outside the Box*
Princesses Gone Wild*
Open House
Pure Sin*
Knights Elemental
The Mating Place*
My Lady Vampire
Perfect Whore
And many more…
*~*~*~*
Several of the above titles were co-written with friend and writing partner S.L. Carpenter. Together, they have a dozen or so books available, each featuring their trademark touches of humor and heat. Their most recent release is a brand new stand-alone story titled So Into You.
Here's a peek…
 
 
 
SO INTO YOU
S.L. Carpenter and Sahara Kelly
Excerpt:
Chapter One
The sliver of light from the hallway thinned to a whisper as the hotel door closed behind Casey. She turned and bumped into Phil, a warm and solid mass of flesh that took her impact without budging.
She lost her breath as her body hit the masculine wall but her choking gasp was smothered as his hot mouth enveloped hers. She matched his urgent heat, frantically seeking his embrace as he tugged her closer. Their tongues tangled together in a passionate kiss.
His hands caressed her through the thin fabric of her blouse until he impatiently pulled it loose, finding bare skin and moving to cup her full breasts. She moaned with pleasure, encouraging him, telling him without words that she was into every touch, every brush of his fingers.
He pressed against her, grinding his groin into her soft belly, simulating the sex he craved. With each passing second his cock hardened, knowing it would soon be buried deep within her.
He took a second to catch his breath in the darkness of the anonymous room. Only a faint beam of light from between the drapes illuminated her for his appreciative gaze. Tracing the back of his hand along her cheek and neck he felt her move into his touch.
He followed the soft path with gentle kisses and closed his eyes-a moment frozen in time. His hand shook slightly as sensations ran through him, electrifying his nerves. "You are so beautiful". 
Lungs filling with the soft perfume she wore, he knew nothing in the world could make him walk away at that moment. Lust enveloped him, hot blood pumping through his veins.
Phil battled for his customary control. He hadn't made the mistake of losing it for a single night of unbridled desires in a long time, and he didn't want to start now if he could help it.
Casey grasped his hand and lowered it to her breast once more, whimpering at his touch. "Don't…don't stop. I need you."
He was rigid, painfully hard within the confines of his clothing. The emotions, and the need to feel wanted like this, were powerful aphrodisiacs. It helped that a woman this hot found him attractive, and when her hand grabbed his crotch he groaned and pressed himself into her palm.
"Fuck, I want you so bad." Her voice was low but ripped through his soul.
Her hand massaged his cock and his desire to take over grew more and more intense. He squeezed her ample breasts, feeling the buds erect and hard to his touch.
"Oh yes…yes, yes yesss…" The softly trailing moan signaled her pleasure in his attention. 
She gripped his cock like a vice and he held his breath as he fought the urge to erupt right then and there within her massaging touch. He wanted to be deep inside her when this fury of sexual need was vanquished.
Reaching down he pried her hand away. "I need to breathe."
A soft chuckle crept from her lips as she slid down the wall, pulling her arm free from his grasp. She spread her legs apart; coming to rest low in front of him.
Phil looked down but the darkness turned her into a shadow. Even that couldn't stop a bolt of yearning, a burn so hot he knew their gazes had to be locked on each other. She tugged on buttons to unfasten his pants, and he put both hands against the wall above her head, sighing at the deep release of pressure when they loosened.
His underwear barely confined the hardness as it strained for freedom. Casey moved his shirt up across his taut abdomen and he felt his muscles involuntarily flex beneath her touch.
She peeled down his underwear, freeing his cock at last. Phil's moan echoed through his body and into her hands where they rested on his bare skin. 
He could just make out the shape of Casey's head moving close to his rigid arousal. Her lips kissed the swollen head, sending shocks of pleasure up his spine.
"Fuuuuck….." This was a fantasy come to life.
Available for your Kindle at Amazon.com
*~*~*~*
Sahara would like to mention that she's recently initiated a new collaboration with her writing partner, S.L. Carpenter. They have blended another of their shared passions - art - and formed an online graphics business focusing on the complicated world of writers. If you're interested in seeing what they get up to when they're not writing something twistedly hot and sexy, they'd like to invite you to come visit their business at the link below and check out some of the amazing cover art currently being created by S.L. Carpenter. They're certainly never bored…
P and N Graphics, LLC
Happy Reading…
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