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Summary

 

“This is going to sound crazy, but would you mind being my boyfriend?”

Violet’s love life is so dead it should be on life support. She hasn’t had a date in months and Mark, the guy she’s after at work, doesn't know she exists. When her sexy best friend Connor moves back to town, though, she sees it as a golden opportunity. If Connor will play the part of her boyfriend in public it might be just the thing to get Mark’s attention.

But soon Violet realizes she’s caught in a role she didn’t expect - Connor doesn’t seem to want to stick to the script, his kisses are disturbingly real, and there’s nothing at all make believe about the chemistry sizzling between them whenever they touch. How will she choose between the man she has wanted so much and the friend who is quickly becoming more than she ever dreamed?
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Let’s Pretend

THE ONLY GOOD THING ABOUT THE MONDAY MORNING sales meetings was that I could quietly drool over Mark, our top salesman, while he made his presentations. Not that every other girl on the sales team wasn’t doing the exact same thing. Mark made all of our hearts go pitter-pat with his big, blue eyes, rumpled blond hair, and the aristocratic good looks that should have had him working in movies rather than sales. I was perfectly fine with him missing out on Hollywood, though; with his office just past my cubicle pining for him was a lot more satisfying than drooling over some movie star I only saw pictures of once a week on TMZ. The downside to it was that as a big Hollywood movie star Mark not knowing that I was alive would have been a lot less crushing to my self-esteem. Being ignored by the man when we saw each other every day in the office had my ego cowering under my desk and muttering to itself.

For the last couple of months I had tried everything I could think of to get his attention short of dancing naked past his windows, but he remained completely oblivious to my efforts. I tried not to take it too personally, but I was really beginning to wonder if something was wrong with me. Naturally that just made me even more determined to get the message across.

While I slouched in my cubicle after the meeting pondering my next move Lorrie tapped on the wall. Our receptionist was the kind of woman that guys sat up and noticed whenever she walked into a room. Slim, blonde, and gorgeous, her presence was guaranteed to dump gasoline on the flames of my inferiority complex. Her saving grace was that she never, ever dated anyone from work; if she had set her eyes on Mark no one else in the office would have had the slightest chance.

“We’re going to Bertolini’s for lunch. Want to come?”

“Thanks, but I’ve got plans.”

Her eyes lit up with curiosity. “Oh? Hot date?”

“Just catching up with an old friend.” I was looking forward to it more than any date I had been on in ages, but I wasn’t about to admit that to Miss Sex Appeal who had probably been on more dates in the last month than I had in a year.

“Okay then, have fun!”

With a sigh I grabbed my purse and headed for the elevator. Unless I got Mark out of my head for a while I was going to be a total dud, and after two years without seeing each other Connor deserved better from me than that.

When we were kids Connor had lived a couple of houses down the street with his mom. His dad had died a couple of years earlier and his mom had juggled two and sometimes three jobs to make ends meet, so as soon as Connor was old enough she left him on his own a lot. At the time my father was always building or working on something in his garage man-cave, and it wasn’t long before he found himself with a sharp-eyed apprentice.

Dad didn’t mind; while he loved me with an extravagance that still makes my heart hurt when I remember it, I think he had always secretly been disappointed that he couldn’t have had a son who shared his passions. Unfortunately for us both I was very much a girly-girl and not interested in much besides clothes and boys and my friends. I could throw together a hot little outfit in thirty seconds flat, but the couple of times he tried to get me to build something with him we ended up using the results as kindling. Nobody can be good at everything, I guess.

Anyway, Connor spent so much time at the house that we eventually became close friends and spent our high school years hanging out together and watching each others’ backs through the never-ending drama and general insanity of teenage life. After graduation Connor had gone away on a scholarship, and the last time I had seen him was a couple of years back when he came home for Dad’s funeral. Now he had moved back to town for good to help take care of his mom, and the first thing he had done was invite me to lunch at Herman’s Grill, a restaurant we had frequented as teenagers. The scents drifting in from the kitchen took me back to those simpler days and I found myself more relaxed and happy than I had been since finishing college. Sitting there with Connor felt like coming home.

“So are you settled in, yet?”

Connor set his glass on a cocktail napkin and shrugged. As the muscles of his shoulders bunched I feared for the seams of his chambray shirt. The indigo made his dark brown eyes pop and it would have been a shame to ruin it.

“Barely. I’ve been over at Mom’s taking care of some things around the house for her, and between that and keeping up with orders I haven’t had time to unpack much.”

“I could come over this weekend and help you out,” I offered.

He threw me a relieved smile. “All right, thanks. I can show you my new shop while you’re there. And how have you been doing, Vi?”

“Oh, same as always. Mainly just working.”

His smile turned teasing. “What? Are you telling me that my favorite little social butterfly is single?”

I looked down while my fingers toyed with my napkin. For some reason I was uncomfortable admitting the truth to him. “Yep.”

“Really?” His surprise was genuine as he leaned forward. “You’re not even dating anyone?”

I shook my head. “Really. Well, there is one guy I like, but…”

“But?”

“He doesn’t seem to know I exist.”

Connor raised an eyebrow, sweeping his eyes across my body with such naked appreciation that slow waves of heat licked across my skin. “Does he have a pulse?”

“Of course he does. Mark is our top-selling sales rep. He’s friendly enough; I just can’t get him to give me a second look.” I hadn’t really been able to get him to give me a first look, for that matter, but I didn’t want to sound that pathetic to Connor. It smacked a little too much of desperation.

“There must be something wrong with him. Are you sure he’s not gay?”

“Quite sure. Just better prospects, I imagine.”

Connor examined me critically. “Oh, I don’t know. You turned out pretty enough after you outgrew that ugly duckling phase you went through for a couple of years.”

My face burned with embarrassment at the memory of tangled, straggling hair and glasses that seemed to be perpetually sliding down my nose along with an awkwardness that lasted well into high school. Connor had given me plenty of grief about it at the time, but however much he had teased me himself I was off limits to everyone else. Since he was on both the football and baseball teams no one was remotely interested in tangling with him, so I was one of the least picked on girls in school.

“Thank you. I think.”

“Come on, Vi. You’re a knockout.” He waved expansively at the tables around us. “You could pick up any guy in the place without trying.”

I snorted, but at the same time a thrill ran through me at the compliment. He had never said anything like that to me before, and for some reason the knowledge that he had noticed me at all as a woman warmed me to my toes.

He wasn’t half bad himself. Connor had always had girls fawning over him—his thick, curly dark hair and brooding eyes coupled with a body toned from years of hard sports had landed enough girls in the back seat of his car to form a line to the moon and back. While he had dated a handful of them, in the end he always went back to playing the field.

He still looked just as good today, only now maturity had given him poise and an easy confidence that undoubtedly got him into more panties than I cared to think about. Even I could feel the pull of that smile and I got a little flutter when his eyes lit up, and we had been friends for years. Any woman would react the same way. And any man would get very, very nervous with Connor around.

An idea coalesced in the dim recesses of my brain, and I froze there staring at him. It was too crazy. It could never work. Still…

“Vi? Earth to Violet. You okay?”

“I’m fine. Just spaced out for a minute.”

No. It was too far out there and I needed to forget it. But I couldn’t—it kept nagging at me and by Saturday I had convinced myself to at least give it a shot.

I went over to Connor’s place that morning to help him unpack, still bleary and fuzzy-headed from staying up too late the night before. When the door opened I stood there gobbling air and probably drooling a bit. I hadn’t had nearly enough coffee to prepare me for the very shirtless, brawny-chested sex god with ripped abs who answered the door. My eyes helplessly scanned down his torso, from his chiseled pecs to the line of coffee-colored hair which ran down the center of his stomach and enticed my gaze still lower to the front of his generously filled-out jeans. The tool belt slung low around his waist was the icing on the cake. What is it about guys and tool belts?

As I watched, a bead of sweat gathered and slid down his golden-brown skin to disappear right where my eyes had the least business going. I gulped as a pulse of heat prickled in my breasts and I felt myself go slick with sudden desire. When I looked up Connor was watching me with a mocking smile, humor glinting darkly in his eyes. He knew exactly what effect he had on the opposite sex and wasn’t at all shy about playing on it.

“Morning, Vi.” His voice was a low, playful drawl.

“C-Connor,” I stammered.

“Come in. I was doing some work out in the back. The place is a bit of a fixer-upper and I’m still getting things squared away.”

I followed him in and despite my best efforts my eyes insisted on returning to the way his jeans cupped the firm curves of his butt. My body’s determination to treat him like a sex object had me ready to bang my head against the wall. This was Connor—Connor. My best friend growing up. The guy I had poured out my troubles to and cried on his shoulder after my breakups. I could not keep having these reactions to him.

Fortunately he slipped on a t-shirt and took off the tool belt when we got to his kitchen, and then he showed me his new shop, gleaming with shiny power tools everywhere you looked and filled with the dry, spicy smell of sawdust. It reminded me of the old days when we were kids and I felt a sudden sharp pang for Dad, gone for two years now thanks to a drunk driver. He had passed on his love for building things and working with his hands to Connor, though, and it made me feel better to think that some part of him lived on because of that.

That was especially nice since on a good day I might be able to nail two boards together without smashing my thumb with a hammer. I won’t go into my trip to the emergency room after the first time I tried to use Dad’s hand saw without supervision. I’m a girl who can do a lot of things, but I just do not get along with tools.

Stacks of boxes jammed the garage and living room, and the two of us spent all morning shuffling them around and unpacking until the place looked more like a home than a warehouse. After we cleared the last of the boxes from the living room I sank onto the couch, sweaty and grimy but warm and content inside. What was it about being around Connor that made me feel as though I had found a part of me I hadn’t even realized was lost?

 “Here you go,” he said, handing me a beer and then dropping beside me on the couch.

“Thanks.”

“Thank you. It would have taken me weeks to get around to doing all of this by myself.”

“Welcome home.”

We clinked our bottles together and sipped in silence for a couple of minutes while we cooled down. All morning that idea from lunch the other day had been yammering in the back of my brain, and while we sat there it started up again.

“Connor, would you do me a favor?”

“Shoot.”

“This is going to sound crazy, but would you mind being my boyfriend?”

His eyes got so wide he looked like an owl perched on the couch.

“Pretend boyfriend,” I corrected hastily. “You’d be acting.”

“Ah.” He sounded almost disappointed.

“See, nobody from work knows you, so I could pass you off as a new boyfriend. And if you made a big show out of coming up to the office once or twice, maybe it would get Mark’s attention.”

His flat stare was not encouraging. “You’ve been watching too many romantic comedies.”

He was probably right, but I was desperate enough not to care. I had tried everything else I could think of short of just throwing myself at Mark, and I had too much pride for that.

Okay, I didn’t really. I was just terrified of him outright rejecting me.

“Pretty please?” I batted my eyes at him. “I’ll owe you big time for this. If you want I’ll set you up with our receptionist afterwards. She’s single and smoking hot.”

He gave a deep sigh and collapsed back into the couch. “I’m going to regret this.”

“You’ll do it?” I squealed, and bounced over to hug him.

“I suppose so. I think you’re nuts, but if you’re dead-set on proving it to everyone who am I to get in your way?”

“You’re the best,” I told him. “Here’s what I want you to do…”

Monday morning rolled around. I had just gotten off the phone with a client when the aforementioned hot receptionist, Lorrie, poked her head into my cubicle.

“Vi, there’s someone named Connor here looking for you.”

From the way her eyes shone I could tell that Connor had already started working his magic on her, and a sudden irrational twinge of jealousy squeezed my heart with icy tentacles. I smiled and clenched my teeth and shoved the feeling way back into the cluttered closet of my brain where I wouldn’t have to think about it.

“Thanks. I’ll be right there.”

It wasn’t hard to see why she was drooling. When I rounded the corner and saw him leaning against her desk my breath caught. His fitted, blue Oxford shirt barely contained his broad shoulders, and the way his jeans clung to his ass—was not something I needed to be thinking about. But when he turned to me, his eyes laughing, his mouth curved up in a sardonic half-grin, I almost forgot how to breathe. I was willing to bet that half the girls in the office would have dropped their panties for him right then and there if he had asked.

“Connor,” I said brightly, pretending to be surprised. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to bring you these.” He waved at the mass of roses sitting on Lorrie’s desk, and then his grin widened into something very wolf-like while his voice lowered into a sexy growl. “I wanted to thank you for this weekend.”

I flushed scarlet. I couldn’t help it; from the way he said it, every single person in the office was going to think we had spent the weekend engaged in a marathon sex session. Lorrie didn’t even attempt to hide her smirk as she gazed up at Connor. That jealous twinge snuck out of its closet and dug its cold claws back into my heart. I didn’t know what was up with that, but I was obviously going to have to rethink my offer to set Connor up with her.

I looked down so I wouldn’t have to meet his eyes, afraid that if I blushed any harder my face would melt. “The flowers are beautiful, but you didn’t have to.”

“Oh, but I did.” He took a step closer, his cologne wafting over me in a spicy breeze. “After Saturday I would have to be a total jerk to do anything else.” 

Another step and my heart started to pound like I was a gazelle being stalked by a lion. What the hell? Why did my body keep wanting to go haywire over Connor?

“Thank you,” I mumbled, eyes focused intently on my toes. “They really are beautiful.”

“So are you.”

I felt his arms go around me, and when I looked up in surprise his lips landed on mine. This was not in the script! I was too shocked to do anything but stand there while he kissed me, my arms waving feebly until my body decided on its own that this was just too good an opportunity to pass up and started to kiss him back. He pulled me tightly against him and I whimpered as his tongue slipped between my lips to tease and play against mine. More strongly even than Saturday I responded to him, my nipples crinkling hard while an achy quiver hummed between my thighs.

Connor straightened, breaking the kiss and loosening his arms around my waist, eyes alight with laughter. It took a minute to sink in that it was over, but then I quickly dropped my arms and stepped back, heart still hammering and my breath unsteady.

“I’ve got some errands to run,” he said, “but I wanted to stop by here first. Call me this evening when you get home from work?”

I couldn’t find my voice to answer him before he was gone. A deep hush lay over the office until all at once the silence broke as everyone pretended to be busy with something. Lorrie looked at the flowers on her desk and gave a dreamy sigh.

“Where on earth did you find him, and are there any more where he came from?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s the only one,” I replied weakly, scooping up the vase full of roses, “and believe me, that’s more than enough.”

As I turned to go back to my cubicle I noticed Mark watching from over by the copier. He caught my eye and raised one eyebrow with a little smirk before he turned to pull a stack of papers from the output tray and headed back towards his office. So. Perhaps he wasn’t quite as oblivious as he wanted me to believe.

I decided not to jump on Connor about the kiss. If his improvisation helped set the hook for Mark, who was I to argue? But later when I found myself smiling and staring into space after lunch it wasn’t Mark’s face in my mind, and more than once I caught myself remembering Connor’s gorgeous body and imagining myself grabbing hold of that scrumptious butt while he kissed me like that again. I shook my head and tried to lose myself in my work. I had been single way too long if I was getting this worked up over one silly kiss. Maybe Connor was right; this whole thing was a bad idea.

Flashbacks of that kiss haunted me for the rest of the day, and by the time I finally made it home that night I was a wreck. No matter how many times I tried explaining to myself that Connor was just a friend and that my reaction was wildly inappropriate, my body burned with remembering. Whenever I closed my eyes I felt his arms around me, lean body hard against mine, his mouth hungry and demanding, and the fluttery ache he had awakened in my depths that afternoon flickered back to life. Guilt and shame fought with my libido until I was a mess of nerves. I read, I tossed and turned and stared at the ceiling, and finally I even tried counting sheep. Nothing helped; I was simply too worked up to sleep. And I felt totally ridiculous about the sheep counting thing, which just set me that much more on edge.

Finally in the early hours of the morning I gave up and went to the couch to watch television. Eventually I dozed off, my dreams haunted by smoldering eyes that stubbornly insisted on being chocolaty brown rather than bright blue.

By Wednesday I had regained a little equilibrium and managed to convince myself that the chemistry I had felt during that kiss with Connor was all in my head. I had read somewhere that actors sometimes get so caught up in their roles that they lose themselves in the moment, and that was undoubtedly what had happened to me. No big deal at all, and I was ready to get back to my pursuit of Mark.

Unfortunately after that one significant look on Monday Mark had gone back to ignoring me. Polite indifference was the best description for his reaction to my attempts to engage him in any conversation or casual flirting. I just couldn’t understand it—I knew he had seen Connor kiss me, and that look he had given me afterwards proved that he wasn’t totally oblivious to me.

Then Lorrie stopped by my cubicle that afternoon.

“Are you coming on Friday?”

I blinked at her. “Friday? What’s Friday?”

“Our monthly after-hours get together at Club 101. I sent out a reminder last week. Didn’t you get it?”

Now that she mentioned it I did remember getting the email, but between Mark and Connor my brain was turning into hormone-saturated mush. I had begged off going the last couple of months because watching all the other women in the office lining up to dance with Mark was too painful to watch. I started to open my mouth to make another excuse, but closed it again with a click. Hard as I tried not to think about Connor and that kiss, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe that was the answer.

“I totally forgot about that,” I told her, “but yes, I’ll be there.”

“Wonderful! Are you bringing that sexy hunk with you?”

I really didn’t like the gleam in her eye when she said that. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he’ll be along.”

“Thank god. Aside from Mark the only hottie who ever shows up is Alan from accounting. We can use some more eye candy.”

I found myself grinding my teeth as she walked away. There was no way in hell I was setting Connor up with her. I’d just have to think of another way to pay him back.

I knew I was making a mistake, but somehow I couldn’t help myself. I picked up the phone and called Connor. A strange little chill of anticipation trickled down my spine as I waited to see if he would pick up, and for a moment it felt like high school all over again and I was asking a cute guy to my first Sadie Hawkins dance. I had been avoiding him since the kiss; every time I thought about it my hormones went into overdrive and my lack of control scared me silly. Of course knowing Connor he had only kissed me to embarrass the hell out of me for putting him on the spot like that, and this was exactly the kind of reaction he had hoped for. He could be evil like that.

On the fourth ring he picked up. “Oh,” he drawled into the phone, “so you are still speaking to me. To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

“Umm, hi, Connor,” I stammered out. It all came flooding back at once—the kiss, the terribly naughty thoughts I had afterwards and continued to have. An imagined view of that lean, hard body naked in candlelight, muscles rippling in gold and shadow. I took a deep breath and forced myself to bottle it up. I had to remember that it was all about Mark. “I’m really sorry. I should have called sooner.”

“Yeah, well… So what’s on your mind?”

“I don’t suppose you’d…”

“Spit it out.”

“Could I convince you to pretend to be my boyfriend one more time?”

“Our first show didn’t convince him, huh?”

“No. I guess not.”

It had convinced everyone else, though. I saw a new respect in the eyes of the other girls in the office when they looked at me now. I hated to give that up, and I could only imagine their reaction if they found out that the whole thing with Connor was just an act. I’d have to find another job. Probably in another city.

“I still think you’re crazy but if that’s what you want, okay. I’ll play along. What do you want me to do this time?”

“Well, every month or so a bunch of us from the office meet up at Club 101 after work for drinks. We’re doing it again this Friday night, and Mark is going to be there. Will you come with me?”

Connor gave a long, dramatic sigh. “Oh, all right. I’ll pick you up at your office—but you’d better look your hottest if you want to be seen in public with me. I’ve got a reputation to uphold, right?”

I rolled my eyes and laughed. “You’re the best, Connor.”

“Uh huh. I’ll be sure to remind you of that later. See you Friday.”

As I hung up I had an odd flutter in my tummy. I felt more like the girl going to prom with the gorgeous quarterback than the girl stuck going with her friend. There was something seriously wrong with me, but as long as I managed to get Mark to notice me I didn’t care to analyze it.

I could hardly contain my excitement when Friday night finally rolled around. A heavy techno beat thrummed through the club with a rumble I could feel in my bones, pulsing like the thrum of some giant heart. The whole situation had me on edge and I wanted to get up and dance to try to get it out of my system, but I stayed at the table waiting for Connor to get back from the bar with our drinks. I hadn’t seen Mark yet, so I craned my head around trying to pick him out of the crowd in the dim, flashing light. He wasn’t with the rest of the group from our office and I figured it would be just my luck if he decided not to show up tonight. I peered through the figures crowded on the dance floor, but he didn’t seem to be there, either. With a sigh of disappointment I slumped in my chair. If Mark wasn’t here there wasn’t much point in staying, and I began flirting with excuses to bail early. As long as everyone saw me with Connor for a while the grapevine would get the word out to everyone on Monday, anyway, so it wouldn’t be a total loss.

I had taken Connor at his word and gone for the hottest look I had—a strapless, navy blue cocktail dress with a skirt that ended well above my knees. It displayed lots and lots of tanned skin and was designed to flare out when I twirled while dancing to show off even more of my legs. I left my hair loose so that it tumbled in soft, brown waves around my face down past my collar bones, and I skipped any jewelry except a single chunky silver bracelet that went perfectly with the dress. Connor had pronounced me “acceptable” when I climbed into his truck, but since I needed him as part of my scheme I decided to hold off on murdering him until later.

After a few minutes Connor still hadn’t come back with our drinks so I turned back towards the bar to see if I could spot him. I was just in time to see Lorrie leading him out onto the dance floor. She must have changed after work because she had on a little red dress that fit as though it had been sewn onto her, cut low to reveal a lot of cleavage and so short that if she bent over everyone in the place was going to find out if she was wearing panties. Unfortunately for me she had the body to pull it off, and from the sultry smile on her face as she turned towards Connor, her body swaying seductively to the music, she knew exactly how good she looked. Connor’s quirky half-smile told me that he knew it, too. He was in his element here, and Lorrie was cut from the same cloth as all the girls who had been swarming Connor as long as I had known him.

Before I realized it I had surged to my feet, anger hammering in my temples with my pulse. That slutty bitch. She knew perfectly well that Connor was my boyfriend, and it didn’t take a degree in rocket science to figure out what she was playing at down there. I was ready to go over and punch her lights out. Just who the hell did she think she was?

Then I forced myself to sit back down and cool off as I remembered who I was. I was Connor’s friend, not his girlfriend. We weren’t really dating; we were just acting. But the tightness in my chest as I watched them wasn’t imaginary, and my heart wasn’t just pretending to pound, and right then I didn’t remotely care if he was only a friend or not. I just knew that he was my date—my Connor—and I wasn’t going to let her steal him away while I watched from the sidelines.

I stalked towards them and met them just as the song ended and they stepped off the dance floor. Lorrie was laughing, her eyes sparkling and face a little flushed, while Connor had his hand on the curve of her hip to guide her through the crowd. I looked pointedly at his hand and quirked an eyebrow at him. He smiled wickedly behind Lorrie’s back and licked his lips, and I felt my blood pressure boiling dangerously towards an explosion. With an extremely self-satisfied wink at me he sauntered off towards our table.

“Hey, Vi,” Lorrie said, all innocence now. “I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed Connor for a little while. I was getting really bored with no one to dance with.”

I looked pointedly at all the single men standing around and cocked my head. “Really? Not one guy in the whole place has asked you to dance?”

Her smile faded and she leaned in close to me. “I’m not after your boyfriend, Violet. Really, I’m not! But if you don’t stop mooning over Mark and pay more attention to Connor somebody is going to swoop in and steal him out from under you—like those two girls up at the bar were trying to do when I stepped in.”

Her no-nonsense tone rocked me, and I felt about two inches tall. I knew Lorrie; she didn’t steal other women’s boyfriends. She didn’t have to.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I know you wouldn’t do that. I’m not myself today.”

She gave me a commiserating smile. “It’s all right, hon. You just make sure you hold onto him. He’s a keeper.”

He was. But I knew that already, no matter how much I teased him and even if I hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself. By the time I got back to our table two other girls were there chatting up Connor. Instead of taking my seat I plopped down in his lap, pressed against his chest, and slid an arm possessively around his neck.

“Get lost,” I growled. “He’s taken.”

“What did you do that for?” he asked as they disappeared into the crowd in a huff.

“You’re supposed to be my boyfriend, remember?”

“Ah, yes. I am, aren’t I?”

Hungry lips smothered my reply. One hand cupped my face while the one around my waist moved lower to stroke the smooth skin of my thigh where my skirt had ridden up. Fiery tingles spread out from his touch and shifted my pulse into high gear as I melted helplessly against him, and then the tip of his tongue flickered against my lips, teasing and tickling. I parted my lips for him, but Connor moved on to the corner of my mouth, lips brushing against my cheek and down to the line of my jaw.

My skin sizzled under his kiss while the soft stroking of his palm against the bare skin of my thigh was rapidly turning my insides molten. I moaned as his lips caressed my neck, overwhelmed by how good it all felt. It had been far too long since anyone had kissed and touched me this way, and even then it hadn’t measured up to Connor. As his teeth nibbled lightly on my earlobe I felt myself losing it, falling into the sweet torture of his embrace. My nipples went hard under my dress and I moaned again as the slow, throbbing ache between my legs threatened to overwhelm me.

I wanted him, wanted him badly enough that everything in the world vanished around us except for his mouth and hands on me. Somewhere in the back of my mind a little voice yammered that this was Connor, this was wrong and I needed to stop this right now, but as Connor’s tongue slid between my lips and claimed my mouth that voice faded away into the roar of the blood pounding in my head.

An eternity later he pulled away, his face still so close that our breaths mingled, his eyes hooded as he looked down at me. “Showtime,” he whispered, and eased me from his lap to head into the milling crowd.

I sat there in shock, my heart skittering like a drunken hummingbird while my lungs tried to remember what they were for. His sudden departure left me feeling cold and alone, abandoned, while my entire body cried out with anguish at his absence. Where had he run off to? And why? Why had he disappeared after giving me the single most intense kiss of my entire life?

Why slid into the seat beside me a few seconds later. Mark had ditched his suit jacket and his blond hair was mussed a little as though from dancing hard. Vivid blue eyes regarded me with an interest I had never seen before.

“You look great, Vi,” he told me. “Want to dance?”

My throat tried to seize up. “I’m here with someone.”

He held out a hand and gave me a smile that would have made my knees go wobbly any other time, but since Connor had already turned them to Jell-o it was kind of a wasted effort. “Come on. It’s just a dance. I’ll have you back before he finishes picking up your drinks.”

I realized then that he had been watching and Connor had noticed. His abrupt departure had been intended to give Mark an opening to approach me. So if Connor meant for this to happen it had to be okay. Right? I was still worrying over that one as I took Mark’s hand and let him lead me out onto the dance floor.

My nerves were still buzzing after Connor, but Mark was a good dancer and it didn’t take him long to get me into the music. He moved in close, near enough that I could feel the heat of his body, his hands gliding along my hips as we swayed together to the heavy beat. Slowly he pulled me in until my back met his chest and I leaned back so that my head rested against him while his hands grazed down my sides.

I should have been in Heaven. This was what I had been dreaming of for months, what I had longed for with all of my heart. I had plotted and schemed and devoted countless hours to get myself this close to Mark. And now all I could think about was Connor.

The woodsy scent of Mark’s cologne reminded me of the rich smell of sawdust in Connor’s workshop, and the heat of him next to me brought back the sensation of Connor’s arms wrapped around me. I moaned in frustration—this was not how it was supposed to be!

Around us the music faded as the song came to an end, and Mark let his arms fall from my sides and stepped back. When I turned to face him he met me with a pleased, sexy smile, the heat in his eyes proof that he hadn’t caught any hint of my confusion. He took a quick step forward and kissed me on the cheek, a tiny spark next to the conflagration Connor’s lips had set off earlier.

“Go back to your date,” he murmured. “I’ll see you on Monday.”

I made my way back to the table on unsteady legs. Connor was there already and I imagined I could feel the pressure of his gaze on me even though his eyes were hidden in the dim light. I felt like a kid on her way to the principal’s office and it was all I could do to put one foot in front of the other. Connor had set this up; he had planned it and put it in motion. So why did I feel as though I had betrayed him with Mark?

I spent the rest of the weekend alone with a carton of Dutch chocolate ice cream and my television, trying hard to stop my brain from examining anything that had happened the last few days. Things were moving the way I wanted. Mark had finally noticed me. I refused to screw it up by over-thinking or by getting sidetracked with my sudden confusion over Connor.

During the Monday morning sales meeting I sat with my heart pounding in anticipation, waiting for some sign from Mark that he acknowledged my existence—a smile, a moment of eye contact, anything at all—but the meeting passed without him so much as deigning to grant me a single glance and I trudged back to my cubicle with fresh bruises all over my already battered ego. While I was busy scheming the week before I had let several things slide, so I decided to work through lunch. I was putting the finishing touches on a bid for a new client when someone tapped on the cubicle wall behind me.

“Just a second,” I mumbled. “I’m almost done.”

I quickly tapped in a few final keystrokes and hit Save then spun my chair around. Mark stood leaning in the doorway of my cubicle, amusement glittering in his eyes. For a second I froze as my heart took a beat or two to get itself sorted out, but after a deep breath I managed a shy smile.

“Hi,” I said.

He nodded towards my computer. “Skipping lunch?”

“Just trying to get caught up.”

His smile grew a few degrees warmer. “I admire dedication. It deserves to be rewarded. How about I take you out for drinks after work?”

There it was. What I had been waiting for, what I had been working towards all this time. I just had to reach out and take it.

“Sure, I’d like that.”

“Great!” He flashed his thousand watt grin at me. “I’ll come back by at five.”

I had expected to feel more, somehow. In my imagination when I pictured this moment I had been squealing and jumping up and down. Now I just felt… numb. It was probably shock; I had never really believed I’d actually get this far. It would undoubtedly take a little while to sink in.

It was all thanks to Connor, too. He had practically gift-wrapped Mark and dropped him at my feet. I didn’t know how I was going to repay him. An image of Lorrie in the jaw-dropping red dress from Friday night flitted through my mind and I knew exactly what I wasn’t going to do, though. Of course the first thing I ought to do was thank him. I fished my cell phone out of my purse and dialed his number.

“Vi? What’s up?”

“I just called to thank you and say mission accomplished. Mark asked me out for drinks after work.”

“Really? Congratulations. I’ve got to hand it to you—I never believed it was going to work.”

“It was all thanks to you. You went above and beyond on this one.”

“Well, I’m sure I can come up with some way for you to return the favor.”

“Anytime.”

“Have a good time tonight, and call me later and let me know how it went.”

“I will. Thanks again, Connor.”

When I was nine I stole a candy bar while I was at the grocery store with Mom. I felt so guilty afterwards that I threw up and then confessed while bawling my head off. Somehow my conscience had me feeling even worse after I hung up with Connor, and the worst part was that I had no idea why.

Later as I stared into the depths of a strawberry bellini while Mark’s voice hummed in the background all I could think of was Connor’s kiss—the warm velvet of his tongue sliding against mine, the tingling excitement as his mouth tasted my skin. No matter how I tried I couldn’t get past how perfect it had felt in his arms. Nothing else I had experienced in my twenty-five years came close to that moment.

Mark’s voice dragged me out of my reverie. “Vi? Are you all right?”

I bit my lip as I considered the doodles I had been drawing in strawberry bellini juice on my cocktail napkin. No, I wasn’t all right. I had made a mistake. I was in the wrong place and I was with the wrong guy and all the wishing and pretending in the world wasn’t going to change that. Mark sighed and leaned back in his seat as he caught my expression.

“This isn’t going to work out, is it?”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. Connor, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, if things don’t work out with him let me know and we’ll try this again.”

As soon as I got to my car I tried calling, but Connor didn’t pick up on his home phone or his cell. Thinking he might be working out back I drove to his house, but his truck wasn’t in his driveway. I cruised the area for a while and checked out several spots I remembered that he liked before I finally found his truck parked at Herman’s Grill. Parked in the spot next to it was a yellow Miata that I recognized with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. When I poked my head inside the restaurant my worst fears were realized.

Connor was in a corner booth with Lorrie, the blonde sitting well in his personal space and gazing at him as though she’d like to eat him alive. A white-hot flare of jealousy raged through my veins and I took a step towards them before I caught myself and slipped back outside again.

I didn’t have any right to be jealous. Connor was just my friend and had done me a favor, and I had offered to set him up with Lorrie in exchange. I had no reason at all to complain if he wanted to go out with her, even if the sight of the two of them together twisted my stomach into knots. Somewhere in the last few days I had gotten myself seriously confused. I needed to get my head straightened out before I made a real mess of my life.

He called me at work the next day. I let it ring a couple of times before I picked up, unsure whether I should answer at all when I was in such a muddle. I knew Connor, and I knew that there was a very good possibility that Lorrie had spent the night at his place. The thoughts that inspired had me slightly less than rational.

“Hey. Sorry I missed your call last night. I went out and forgot my cell at home.”

I tried to sound nonchalant. “Oh, it’s okay. No big deal.”

“So how’d your date with Mark go?”

“Not so well. He’s nice enough, but there’s no spark there. I ended up going home early.”

“I’m sorry, Vi. I know how badly you wanted it to happen.”

“Want to let me come over and cry on your shoulder about it?”

“I would, but I’m tied up tonight and tomorrow. But why don’t I pick you up Thursday night and take you to dinner, and then you can tell me all about it?”

I could only think of one reason Connor would be busy two nights in a row, and she was sitting twenty feet away from me. “Okay, sounds good.”

“I’ll call you back Thursday to make sure we’re still on.”

The next two days seemed to last forever. I spent the entire time trying to figure out what the hell I was doing. Somewhere in the course of the last few days my feelings for Connor had made a sudden, drastic change. Was I in love with him? I wasn’t sure. On the one hand it had all happened so fast; on the other we had been friends forever. All I knew for sure was that what I felt now was much stronger than the friendship we had shared for so long. There was some serious chemistry going on between us, and it was almost scary how easily we fit together.

What was even scarier was the thought of what would happen if we got together and things went south. What if we had a bad breakup and it ruined our friendship as well as the relationship? I didn’t think I could stand it if that happened. But God how I wanted him, wanted him so damned bad that I could barely sleep at night. The more I thought about it the more I realized how totally perfect Connor was, and how stupid I’d be if I let him go without even trying.

With him seeing Lorrie, though, it wasn’t like I had much of a chance anyway. Our perfect receptionist was the perfect match for my perfect Connor. The bitter truth was that I had probably blown it before I even realized what was going on.

By the time Thursday night rolled around I had worked myself into a nervous wreck. Even when I climbed into his truck I still had no idea what I was going to do or say, but sitting beside him on the way to the restaurant, wrapped in the familiar scent of his cologne, knowing that I could slide two feet to the left and be in his arms, I knew that I would have to at least try. I wanted that feeling again and couldn’t just give him up.

When he turned off the engine he cocked his head at me. “You’re awfully quiet tonight.”

“Connor…”

“What’s wrong?”

“I just…” I choked up. This was so hard. I was so scared I’d lose him either way.

One big hand patted my thigh comfortingly. “Hey, it’s going to be all right.”

“I saw you out with Lorrie Monday night,” I whispered.

“Uh huh. And?”

“Are you dating her?”

His fingers lifted my chin so I had to look up at him. “No, I’m not dating her. I went out with her the one time, but I had another woman on my mind the whole night and I won’t be seeing her again.”

Another woman?

Before I could ask he had me in his arms and his mouth settled on mine. Our tongues collided, twisted and slid in mindless passion while my hands clutched his shirt to pull myself still closer to him. He kissed me until I was drowning in warm, golden bliss and I wanted it to go on forever. And this time when our lips parted Connor didn’t let me out of his arms.

“I have wanted you for years,” he breathed into my ear, “and I intend to have you tonight.”

“But Connor—”

Fingers thrust deep beneath my skirt to touch my panties and I shivered as his fingertips brushed against me and came away wet. “Your own body is fighting any arguments you want to make. Just give in to it, Vi.”

I didn’t want to argue. What I wanted was for him to touch me again.

“All right,” I whispered. “Take me home.”

So I never did get my drink.

As we pulled out of the parking lot in his truck, Connor’s eyes lingered on my long, bare thighs.

“Pull up your skirt.”

Obediently I lifted up off the seat and hiked the tight, black mini up to my hips, a delicious thrill shooting through me at the hunger in his eyes. His palm slid slowly up my bare skin, fingertips tracing lines of cool fire along my inner thighs. With a little whimper I moved against him; I needed him, needed the feel of his fingers on my moist, pulsing flesh. When he brushed against the satin of my panties I shuddered and ground myself against him.

“Please, Connor,” I moaned helplessly. “Please touch me.”

“Not yet,” he said as his nails scratched lightly across the thin fabric. “I want to watch you touch yourself. Show me how you do it.”

“Connor!” I gasped.

I had never done that in front of anyone before and the idea was more than a little embarrassing. It seemed like such a private thing, but when Connor looked at me with such desire burning in his eyes I found myself getting even wetter and I was ready to do anything he asked.

Hesitantly at first I opened my legs open wider and pulled aside my blue satin panties to reveal the moist, pink skin beneath. Connor’s hand returned to my thigh as I spread my lips and ran a single tentative finger between them. A long, gasping shudder gripped me at the first touch on my throbbing clit—I was so turned on by that point that I was already close to bursting.

I felt so wanton—so dirty—doing this in front of someone else, and for a second I wondered how many other girls he had watched doing this in his truck before me. But as my fingers brushed against the stiff knot of my clit the pulsing between my legs intensified until I lost myself in it, oblivious to Connor’s smoldering looks, uncaring of what anyone might see as they drove past us. My focus drew in on my fingers, their tips slippery now with my moisture as they slowly kneaded and swirled across my engorged flesh. The muscles in my belly and thighs tightened as surges of pleasure burned through me, and I let my head fall against the back of the seat.

I was moaning now, and little drops of my nectar ran down from my soaking tunnel to squish between my bottom and the leather seat cover while I rocked my hips against my fingers. Connor’s hand still lay on my thigh, his grip tense as his own excitement grew. I felt his eyes on me as we stopped for a red light and I moved my hand lower so my middle finger could press more deeply inside. Turning my head towards Connor I looked him straight in the eyes as I slowly pulled my finger out and brought it to my mouth, my tongue darting out to taste the tart, bitter fluid covering it, and then deliberately slid it between my lips to suck it clean.

Connor’s breath caught and his fingers tightened on my thigh. “Damn Vi,” he rasped, his eyes still fixated on my mouth. “Damn, that was hot.”

My fingers dove back between my legs and I writhed against the seat. “Do you like watching me?”

There was a deep indrawn breath and a little laugh. “Oh, yes.”

I closed my eyes again, letting myself float on the waves of pleasure coursing through me as my fingers danced. A horn sounded behind us, abrupt and jarring in the silence. My eyes popped open again.

“Connor. The light is green.”

He blinked at me and jerked around. “Oh, crap.”

“Maybe you should keep your eyes on the road for a while. I shouldn’t be the only one having fun anyway.”

“Huh?”

I presented him with two glistening fingers. “Taste.”

His eyes glanced over at me with a little grin, then he licked and sucked greedily at my outstretched digits. That was something I’d never had anyone do to me before and it was strangely erotic. The whole situation was getting me more worked up than I had ever been in my life.

“I love the way you taste, the way you smell,” he sighed as I pulled my fingers from his mouth. “I want to get between your legs and lick you until you come all over my face.”

“Mmm, I think I’ll let you. But right now it’s my turn,” I told him.

I rolled over and slithered between his stomach and the steering wheel, under the arch of his arms, my face only inches from his crotch. When I got myself situated I ran my fingers down the generous bulge before me to trace the length of his iron-hard shaft through his slacks. He felt good, really nice and big, and he jerked a little as I touched him.

“Anxious, are we?”

I grinned up at him and went to work on his zipper. It took me a few seconds working in those tight confines, but then his manhood popped free from his pants as though it was spring-loaded, the purplish head almost smacking me in the face. I wrapped my hand around the hot, rigid shaft and stroked it lightly.

“Just as nice as I imagined.”

“Is that so?”

I gave the head a long, slow lick, swirling my tongue all the way around it. “Do you suppose I never noticed before?”

“Vi,” he started, but his voice trailed off into a deep moan as I wrapped my lips around his manhood and swallowed half his length in one swift motion.

Smooth, soft skin flowed against the wet velvet of my mouth, pulsing softly against the top of my tongue. As I grew accustomed to him inside of me I began sucking him while I slid my tongue in lazy arcs along the sides of his shaft. Slowly, trying to be extra careful of my teeth as we hit the occasional bump, I took him deeper. He was thick, but not so big that it hurt trying to stretch around him. There had been a couple of boyfriends that left my jaw sore for days after going down on them, but Connor wasn’t going to be one of those. Lengthwise there was no way I was going to handle him, though. I’ve never been able to deep throat anybody, and I wasn’t about to try it in a moving truck when one good jolt was liable to have him jammed halfway down to my stomach.

I got as much of him as I could into my mouth then slowly bobbed my head up and down on his upper shaft while I continued to stroke the lower end with one hand. He became slippery in my fist as he grew wet from my spit, and I gradually sped up my motions on both sides until I was working him like a machine.

He shifted under me, thrusting his pelvis up to give me better access, and one hand came down to bury itself in my hair. With gentle pressure he made me slow down again into a regular, deep rhythm that matched his own breathing. At that more relaxed pace it was easier going and I found myself going deeper on him than I had ever managed before.

Warm saltiness drifted down my tongue and the musky smell of Connor’s growing arousal was strong in my nostrils. His excitement spurred my own and all at once the burning ache between my legs became overwhelming. I couldn’t wait until we got home.

I pulled back, letting him fall from my mouth with a final, long suck that left him gasping. As the head slipped between my lips I gave it a little kiss, and then I crawled back across the seat and sat up. Connor gave me a look of barely repressed agony so expressive that I had to smother a giggle.

“Don’t worry,” I assured him, “I’m not finished with you yet.”

I kicked my shoes off into the floorboard and turned in the seat so I was facing him then eased my right leg over his lap—avoiding his member which still stood rigidly at attention—until I had half my body across him. Connor got the idea and moved his arm so I could wiggle myself up onto his lap. For a moment I looked down deep into those dark, liquid eyes and a fresh prickling ache lit off between my legs.

“Hi there,” I whispered, brushing his cheek with my lips as I settled against his chest.

I was straddling him on my knees now, my head resting on his left shoulder so he could see to drive, his arms low on the steering wheel around my waist. Lifting my bottom a little, I reached behind me and felt around until I got hold of his still-slippery shaft and aimed it at my entrance.

With a series of little moans as he pressed inside I eased myself down until I had completely impaled myself on him. When I finally sank all the way against his thighs Connor let out a long hiss of breath between his teeth.

“Oh Jesus, Vi, you’re tight,” he growled.

I was too busy biting my lip to keep from coming right then and there to answer him; I just squeezed him as tightly as I could with my inner muscles to let him know I had heard him. He felt so good inside of me, filling and stretching me perfectly, that I could have stayed like that forever, nestled up snug against his broad chest with my face buried against his neck, breathing in the rich spice of his cologne. But we were both too far gone now, and my hips began moving of their own accord in a gentle rocking motion that wouldn’t throw off Connor’s driving while I squeezed down on him with everything I had each time I took him fully inside of me. The friction on my clit was incredible and it was all I could not to explode right away while I worked on him.

After all the teasing and foreplay he didn’t last long; only a couple of minutes passed and then he shuddered against me, his breath hot and steamy against my ear as he groaned my name. I let myself go too, then, burying his steely member as far up me as I could and grinding my clit against him until I exploded in my own release.

When I finally came back to myself I kissed the side of his neck and carefully untangled myself from him, resuming my place on the other side of the cab. I leaned over to put his ebbing manhood back in his pants, but he stopped me.

“Too distracting,” he said. “We’re almost there; it will wait.”

It wasn’t until then that I realized he was taking us to his place. Ten minutes later we walked into his living room where he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in for a kiss that curled my toes. When we broke for air my nipples were hard and my walls were fluttering again as though I hadn’t just had an orgasm a quarter of an hour before. Through the sheer fabric of my dress I felt his erection growing firm against my belly.

“Again? Already?”

He shrugged. “What can I say? You bring it out of me.”

I brought it out of him three more times that night before we exhausted ourselves and passed out in a tangle of arms and legs in Connor’s king-sized bed.

I drifted awake with his warmth still surrounding me and one arm draped possessively around my waist. For a moment I thought I was at home wrapped in my electric blanket, but my blanket didn’t snore. My eyes popped open and it all flooded back. I had just had sex with Connor. I did the only rational thing under the circumstances—I panicked.

Hardly daring to breathe I inched my way over until I eased out from under his arm and off the edge of the mattress. For a moment the snoring stopped and I froze, but after a second Connor shifted and the low buzz started up again. My clothes weren’t on the floor, and between my natural morning fogginess and terror that he was going to wake up at any second it took me a minute to remember that he had yanked them off of me in the living room before he bent me over the sofa that first time. I tiptoed out of his bedroom, pulling the door to behind me, and padded through the silent house. My dress lay crumpled on the floor and I wasted no time slipping it back on. I found my shoes and my purse, but there was no sign of my panties. I couldn’t figure out what Connor had done with them after he pulled them off with his teeth the night before and finally decided I’d just have to leave without them.

It wasn’t until I stepped outside that I remembered that my car was still at my place. With a muttered curse and a final guilty look back over my shoulder at Connor’s house I set out towards the coffee shop on the corner and called a cab to pick me up. The entire way home “What have I done?” ran in an endless loop in my head.

As I stepped through the door of my apartment the phone rang. I turned the ringer off and started a hot bath running. Forty-five minutes later I had two missed calls and two text messages on my cell phone, but I felt a million times better as I wrapped my still-dripping body in my softest old terrycloth bathrobe and curled up on the couch. I had called in sick because there was no way I could deal with seeing either Lorrie or Mark today.

What was I going to do? The whole thing was insane. I couldn’t be involved with Connor. He was my oldest friend; his mom lived less than ten minutes from my apartment. What if we got into a fight? What if he decided I sucked in bed and he liked Lorrie better after all? I had really, really screwed up and let my hormones get the best of me, and now I had to face the possibility of losing him. I didn’t like that at all. 

I expected to hear the doorbell at any second and was on edge all morning in anticipation. As the day went by and I didn’t hear anything else from Connor, though, I began to unwind. At the same time I knew I couldn’t keep on ignoring him forever; I was going to have to deal with him eventually. Just not any time soon. But as the day wore on and I didn’t hear anything from him I got nervous, and by lunchtime I was beginning to wonder if maybe I should call him. Each time I picked up my cell phone I made myself put it back down before I dialed, but my resolve was slipping fast.

He kept me waiting until 3:00. The doorbell jarred me out of my reverie so that I sprang up from the couch where I had been pretending to watch television. When I peered through the peephole and saw it was Connor my heart started banging like a jackhammer. I took a few deep breaths to try to calm myself and then opened the door.

He stood there in a tight, dark gray t-shirt that showed off the muscles in his upper body and a pair of worn jeans slung low on his hips that hugged him in all the right places. Eyes like molten chocolate danced with silent laughter.

“You left these when you ran off,” he said, dangling my missing panties from one finger.

I snatched the lacy bit of fabric from him and prayed none of the neighbors were watching. “Thanks.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me in?”

“I don’t know if I should.”

“Of course you should,” he said with an amused snort and pushed past me.

I closed the door behind him and put my back against it. “Connor, I think that this is a bad idea. This was all a mistake. We need to just take a step back and get some perspective.”

“You’re the one who needs perspective, Vi,” he said, rounding on me. “We’re good together—damned good together—and you know it. There has always been something there, and now you’ve had a taste of what it could really be like. Isn’t this what you’ve been missing? Doesn’t it all just click?”

I turned my head away from that intense gaze. “Connor, it can’t just click. Don’t you get it? It’s not going to work. It can’t work. It can’t possibly.”

“Of course it can.”

“But what if it doesn’t? I couldn’t stand to lose you.”

He laughed. Before I could react an arm went around my waist and a hand lifted my chin so Connor’s lips fell on mine, his tongue insistent against my lips. For a second I struggled, but only for a second. My body remembered the night before vividly and reacted to his touch faster than I would have believed possible. I wanted him to take me again and that drove out all thoughts of anything else. When his lips finally relented I was breathless from the kiss and from the tsunami of desire crashing through me.

“Would you really give that up?” he whispered, soft, warm lips still brushing mine. “It’s too good, Vi. I’m not going to let you throw it away just because you’re scared.”

His hands slipped inside my robe and caressed my bare skin, gliding down my sides and hips and then back up to trace the firmness of my breasts for one blissful moment, and then the robe fell to the floor and Connor took a step back to look at me.

“You’re so damned beautiful,” he said, and his eyes burned as he swept his gaze across me. “I shouldn’t have waited for so long.”

I flushed under his scrutiny, still shy about being naked in front of him, but he didn’t give me much time to be embarrassed. His arms wrapped around me and he bent me backwards until his mouth found one aching nipple. My breasts seemed to swell and burn as his tongue lashed and swirled across that hard, pink flesh to send a torrent of hot tingles rushing down between my legs that soon had me trembling deep within.

I was wet already, my clit tight and aching, and the heat of his mouth on my skin was making my knees weak. Teeth grazed hypersensitive skin and I gasped and shivered in his arms. It felt good—so very, very good—but what I really wanted was the sensation of his skin on mine, the feel of that hard body pressed tightly against me.

Connor felt it too. He released my puckered nipple, scooped me up, and carried me to my bedroom where he deposited me on the edge of my bed. With a little smirk he stripped his clothes off, making a production out of it for my benefit. He knew he looked good—and he was absolutely right, he did. I think I was drooling by the time he finished. I certainly wasn’t prepared for what he did next.

He bent and captured one of my ankles in his hands and then stood back up and looked down at me with dancing eyes. Slowly he brought my foot towards his mouth and I watched with fascination to see what he would do. His tongue flickered against oh-so-ticklish skin, and I twitched and tried to yank my foot back but couldn’t escape his grip.

“Connor! That tickles!”

He grinned, and relentlessly his lips nuzzled against my instep and crept slowly up to my ankle. His tongue teased lightly up to circle the bone, then shifting his grip he left a trail of hot, wet kisses along my calf. I don’t know if it was just anticipation or what, but with every inch he moved up my leg the temperature in the room seemed to jump about five degrees. By the time he reached the soft hollow behind my knee I was ready to melt.

Slow, steamy kisses drifted up the satin of my inner thigh, savoring the taste and feel of my skin while burning eyes watched me and drank in my surrender to him. I was long out of fight by then; I was ready to do anything he wanted if he would just release the empty ache inside of me. He knew it but still he took his time, pushing me further and further into desperation each second.

The first flicker of his tongue against my nether lips dragged a whimper from between teeth clenched in frustrated need. With licks and playful little nibbles he proceeded along that valley until he found the hard, pulsing little bud nestled in its upper folds. Expertly he teased my clit with just the tip of his tongue, coaxing it out and swirling teasingly against the taut skin. My whimpers turned into moans and I thrust myself against him, craving more. Lips sucked while his tongue swished, and fingertips probed gently at the edges of the throbbing, sopping hole between my legs.

“Oh Connor, please,” I begged.

One finger pressed inside me, and then another. Slowly he began to work them in and out and I ground my hips down trying to force him deeper.

“You want it so bad, don’t you?” he whispered. “You want to come so bad it hurts, doesn’t it?”

“Yes. Yes, please.”

Fingers moved relentlessly inside me while his tongue teased. “You’re going to be a good girl and forget all that nonsense about losing me, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I hissed between clenched teeth.

Suddenly he sucked my clit between his lips and lashed it fiercely with his tongue. My body froze in shock for an instant as the sensation blew through me.

“Oh, god.”

The warm prickling in my middle turned into a flood that burst over me in a sudden wave of burning pleasure and yanked my breath away. I gasped and cried out, all of my muscles clenching at once, my fists full of Connor’s hair as surge after surge of ecstasy exploded between my legs.

As my fingers slowly unclenched his tongue finally slowed its frenetic pace, and then he stood up to look down at me with an extremely self-satisfied look on his face. I was still panting when he grabbed my ankles and pulled my legs up to rest on his shoulders. One hand held my legs while the other guided his rock-hard shaft to my opening and with one swift motion he buried himself inside of me.

I arched back, hands clawing at the covers, and felt myself stretching around him, fitting him and squeezing down as he settled against me. Still holding me steady against him he began to rock his hips, slowly at first but then harder and faster until he was pounding against me.

Deep thrusts sloshed wetly inside of me, over and over until heat began to grow inside of my belly once more. I closed my eyes and let myself drift on it, disbelieving at first and then as the ponderous throbbing between my legs built my shock turned to amazement that he was going to make me do it again.

He came first, with a low grunt and thrusting hard and pulling me against him with both hands to hold himself buried deep. He pulsed inside me as he exploded into my depths and after a moment I came again as well, clamping down hard on his manhood and shuddering with the quieter, deeper strength of that second orgasm.

After a minute he pulled out and crawled up to lay beside me.

“Okay,” I said finally. “Maybe we do click a little.”

Connor laughed and drew me into the circle of his arm.

Two Saturdays after that first weekend together we pulled up in front of a little yellow brick house with lacy, green curtains in the windows and flowering mimosa trees flanking the driveway. I sat in the passenger seat of Connor’s truck, unwilling to move until he opened my door and dragged me out.

“It will be fine,” he insisted for the thousandth time that morning as he pulled me up the sidewalk. “I promise. Just relax.”

He tapped on the front door and then pushed it open.

“Mom?”

“Is that you, Connor?” a voice came from somewhere farther inside.

“Yeah, Mom. I brought someone with me. You know how you keep telling me you wish I’d settle down with a nice girl like Vi?” He looked at me and grinned. “Well, have I got a surprise for you.”

The End

Thank you for reading Let’s Pretend. If you enjoyed it would you please leave a review? Reviews help out a lot to convince other readers that a book is worth reading, so I’d really appreciate it. Also, if you would like to be notified whenever I have a new release or sale, sign up for my newsletter.

Continue reading for a sneak peek at Roommates with Benefits…

More Friends to Lovers Romance
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Sneak Peek: Roommates with Benefits

MY FIRST CLUE THAT MY LIFE WAS GOING TO HELL in a bucket was the moving truck parked in front of my house. As I walked up the driveway my roommate’s pudgy boyfriend Keith edged past me carrying a cardboard box stuffed to the bursting point with sweaters.

“Hiya, Hailey,” he puffed, careful to avoid meeting my eyes.

Not that it was ever my eyes the slime ball looked at anyway. I muttered a hello through gritted teeth as the feeling that I should just turn around and get back into my car swelled like a hot air balloon. A teetering pile of boxes blocked most of the front steps, and someone had propped the door open with my two hundred dollar chemistry textbook. Before I had time to scream, my roommate Beth trundled into the foyer pushing a microwave cart, her loose blonde curls bouncing with each step.

“Oh, hi, Hailey. I didn’t know you were home.”

“I just got here.” I dropped a foot in front of the cart and jolted it to a halt. “That’s my microwave, Beth.”

“Oh, right. Sorry, I forgot.”

“What’s going on?”

“Keith asked me to move in with him. Isn’t that great?” the blonde girl gushed.

I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath. “Yeah, wonderful. Look, Beth, we agreed we were going to keep the house the rest of the summer.”

Beth took a sudden great interest in her shoes. “I know, but I didn’t expect Keith to get serious this soon.”

“He probably just got tired of having to drive halfway across town every time he wanted to get laid,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

I really hadn’t intended to say that out loud; it was mainly just sour grapes. Halfway through the spring semester my long-time boyfriend had dumped me for a too-cute-for-words freshman communications major with D-cup tits and the IQ of a gerbil. I didn’t regret losing him in particular so much, but I did miss the feelings of closeness, the intimacy that comes from spending enough time with someone that you really got to know them. Or thought you did, at least.

Beth sniffed. “Anyway, I got so excited when he asked I just couldn’t say no.”

“Couldn’t you?”

“Can’t you just be happy for me?”

I was going to grind right through the enamel of my teeth if I wasn’t careful. Patience has never been especially high on my list of virtues. “I’d be a lot happier if you weren’t leaving me stuck with all of the bills.”

“Hailey, I’m sorry, but you can find another roommate.”

“It’s summer and short notice. I’m not going to hold my breath.”

I went to my room, pulled a pillow over my head, and screamed into it until I felt better. An hour later I had confirmed my worst fears—everyone I knew had either gone home for the summer or was already locked into a lease until August, and there was no way I could cover the rent and bills on my own. Not and still eat, anyway. Unfortunately I also didn’t know of anyone looking for a roommate, either. After another thirty minutes on the phone trying everyone I knew or was remotely acquainted with, I gave up. As I thought, it had been a waste of time before I even started.

I refused to even think about going home. More than anything else in the world I wanted to finish my degree and get on with my life without ever having to move home again. Dad was demanding and overprotective, my stepmom was a witch in desperate need of having a house dropped on her, and after having my own space for two years the thought of having to cram myself back into my tiny bedroom there made my teeth hurt. Or maybe that was just from grinding my teeth together again.

There had to be something else, something I hadn’t thought of.

Actually, there was one person I hadn’t called. I pulled up the number, my finger hovering over the dial button. My big brother’s best friend, Ryan, was a grad student in the engineering program at the same university I went to. Over the years I had gotten to know him pretty well, and I had always liked him. I thought he rather liked me, too, kind of like a pesky kid sister or something. At least he hadn’t seemed to mind a whole lot when I managed to tag along with him and Eric, or those times I snuck down the street to his house to watch him while he worked in his garage. He had checked up on me a few times to make sure I was doing all right at school—although I was pretty sure it was only because Eric had asked him to. I’d never asked him for a favor before, though, and this one was a doozie.

A pang of guilt twisted in my stomach at putting him on the spot this way, but it was either that or spend three solid months listening while my parents screamed at each other across the breakfast table. I tapped my thumb on the call button and gnawed my bottom lip while I waited for him to pick up.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Ryan. It’s Hailey.”

“Oh. Hi. Is everything okay?”

“Actually, I need a favor.”

Wariness crept into his voice. “What kind of favor?”

“Well, Beth flaked on me.”

“There’s a surprise.”

Ryan had dropped by to check up on me the previous summer and hadn’t bothered to hide how he felt about my rather ditzy blonde roommate. Afterwards Beth had droned on for weeks about how gorgeous Ryan was, much to my annoyance. Not that every word wasn’t true, mind you, I just didn’t care to hear her raving about him.

“Anyway, I’m stuck with no way to pay her chunk of the rent here, and I need a place to stay until school starts. Eric told me that you didn’t have any roommates this summer, so I was wondering if you could use someone to help pay the bills.”

“I don’t know. I really wanted some time alone.”

“Please, Ryan? I really don’t want to have to go back home. You know what that’s like.” He had spent enough time at our house that he had to understand my reluctance to live with my parents again.

“Yeah.” There was a very long pause. It dragged out into a very, very long pause.

“Please?”

He sighed. It was the kind of sigh calculated to demonstrate precisely how much he was being put upon. “You move out in August, when school starts.”

“Absolutely. Thank you, thank you, thank you. You’re a life saver.”

“Just make sure you can cover your half of the rent.”

“I will. Um, I don’t suppose you could give me a hand moving?”

The line went dead. I bit my lip again but decided to let it go, figuring I had pushed my luck with him far enough for one day.

To my surprise he showed up the next morning with his truck. Even more surprising was the flutter I felt low in my tummy as I opened the front door and found him standing there in a pair of faded khaki cargo shorts and a navy t-shirt. He had let his fine, dark brown hair grow out from the near buzz cut I was used to, and his hazel eyes regarded me narrowly from beneath those now-shaggy locks.

“You owe me,” he grumbled as he stepped past me and headed for the boxes piled in the living room.

I didn’t care; he could grumble all he liked if he was willing to help. 

My new room was smaller than the one at the house, so I ended up having to rent a storage unit for most of my stuff. I refused to complain, though, since it was still infinitely better than having to move back home. By that evening I was all settled in and as comfortable as I was likely to get until I could find my own place in August.

I’d hoped to spend some time catching up with Ryan, but as soon as we had carried all of my stuff inside he took off without telling me where he was going or when he’d be back. Not that he owed me any explanations—it’s not like I was his mother or his girlfriend or anything. I’d just thought we were close enough that even though I was imposing on him that he’d warm up a little. No doubt that would happen in time as he got used to the idea of having me around.

Except that idea turned out to be seriously delusional.

Although I missed my old place, Ryan’s apartment had one thing my house had lacked—a pool—and I resolved to spend as much time in it as I possibly could keeping myself fit. Before I slid into my favorite turquoise bikini I examined my butt critically in the mirror hanging on the back of my door and winced. I had spent way too much time studying and hanging out with friends and not enough exercising this past semester. Fortunately it didn’t look as though I had done any damage that couldn’t be worked off by swimming a few thousand laps. At least the bikini still fit, even if it was a teeny bit more snug than it had been a few months ago.

The pool also gave me an excuse to get out of the apartment and away from Ryan. While I was doing my best to make this easy on him, it was painfully obvious that he wasn’t thrilled about having me underfoot. I didn’t understand it and had expected him to get over his pique with me after a week or so, but he seemed more determined to avoid me with each passing day and he was proving to be quite good at it.

Ryan was smart. In high school he had stuffed his room full of books and was always out in his garage tinkering with something. Whether it was a wooden stand to display his model cars or enigmatic electronic doohickeys he pieced together from components he bought at Radio Shack, I could always count on finding him out there toiling away at some new project on his dad’s workbench. I used to watch him as often as he’d let me, fascinated by his talent to take a jumble of wood or electrical parts and create wonderful things based on some picture or idea that only existed in his head. Apparently he impressed the university, too, because they gave him a full scholarship to get a degree in electrical engineering.

With a sigh I slung a flowery beach towel over my shoulder and slipped into a pair of flip-flops. We really had gotten along pretty well back in those days—other than that time I managed to break both doors off his ’68 Camaro car model, anyway. I didn’t think he was ever going to completely forgive me for that one. Still, while we hadn’t spent much time together since he moved to an apartment after high school, I was more than a little disappointed that things between us had turned so awkward. Ryan wasn’t outright rude, but he was aloof and kept to himself as much as possible. I kept hoping I could win him over and would have given anything for him to flash that familiar, wry grin of his at me and have everything go back to the way it used to be, but I was seriously beginning to doubt whether I would make any headway before I moved out.

He had his nose buried in a book when I emerged from my room, and pointedly ignored me as I stepped into the kitchen.

“I’m going to the pool,” I announced, still hoping. “Want to come?”

“No, thanks,” he muttered, not bothering to look up.

What could I do? I shrugged, which caused the towel to slide off my shoulder, and as I bent down to pick it up I caught a movement from the corner of my eye. Ryan cast a sharp, lingering glance at my bottom, and then quickly looked away as I straightened up.

What was that about? Had he really just checked out my butt? Ryan, who I had known practically forever? Completely flustered, I pretended as though I hadn’t seen.

“I’ll be back later,” I said as I slipped out.

My mind raced as I stroked through lap after lap in the warm water of the pool. I didn’t want to make too much of it. After all, Ryan was a guy, and that’s what guys did—check out girls’ butts. They all did it; I had spent enough time watching them around campus to know that for a fact. But he had kept his eyes on mine for just a little too long, stared just a bit too intently. Was it something I could use to work on him?

From the tingles buzzing through my middle it had certainly worked on me. Something deep down in my head apparently got quite the thrill from the idea of my new roommate looking at me with carnal thoughts playing in his mind. Who would have ever imagined that my brother’s hunky best friend would be lusting after me? It was a bad idea to pursue anything with Ryan and I knew it, because Eric would totally flip out on us if he ever found out. He’d accuse Ryan of seducing his sweet little sister and me of stealing his best friend, and he’d do his best to make us both so miserable and guilty that we’d break up. But there was just no way I was going to let this go.

Continue reading Roommates with Benefits…






You might also like…

[image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

Resisting Molly

How do you tell your best friend’s father that you’ll do anything, be anything he ever dreamed of in a woman, if for one moment he’ll just stop seeing you as a child?

When I moved in with my best friend’s dad because I had nowhere else to go, it was only supposed to be temporary. The longer I stay, though, the less I want to leave and the closer we come to doing something we both know is going to be a disaster—no matter how good it feels. No one is going understand, and I’m terrified of how my best friend is going to react if she ever finds out.

But even though we’re both fighting against the growing attraction between us, it isn’t enough. Sometimes just a look can change everything, and when that look leads to a kiss it’s almost impossible to put things back the way that they were.

Now we just have to decide if we’re willing to risk everything for what may be the biggest mistake of our lives.

Spring Break with My Dad’s Best Friend

Jude is my dad's best friend and twice my age, and he had been the prime star of most of my adolescent fantasies.

Just when I thought my spring break was going to fizzle out, I ran into him at the hotel. And I mean literally ran smack into him as I was coming out of the elevator. His body fit mine like he was made for me, and being in his arms felt like Heaven. Now I can't get him out of my head. Even when I'm out partying with my friends, he's all I can think about. I just know he's the guy I've been waiting for, the one I want to be my first. Of course the whole idea is crazy. Jude would never in a million years go for me.

But what if he did?

Built for Sin

Callie has the face of an angel and a body built for sin, and I can't stop thinking about all the filthy things I'd like to do to her. There are just two problems with that. She's half my age, and her mother hates my guts and has already destroyed my life once. If I so much as touch her innocent little girl, she'll ruin me all over again.

But every time I look at Callie I can't help feeling that she would be worth it.

With One Word

Have you ever fallen in love with someone you shouldn't have?

Ever since my dad walked out eight years ago, my life has been Hell. My mother is an alcoholic whose "boyfriends" enjoy using me as a punching bag. Everything nice I've ever owned has ended up in the pawn shop so Mom could buy booze and cigarettes. Thanks to her reputation every guy I've ever gone out with has only been interested in one thing, so I've never had a real boyfriend. The only reason I didn't skip town the moment I turned eighteen is my little sister, Willow. She needs me, and I won't leave her behind. Now my best friend has moved across the country to go to college and I've got no one at all - except Grant. Grant is my knight in shining armor. He's the only man who has ever treated me like a person instead of trash, and he's always been there when I needed him. And now I'm afraid I'm falling in love with him. There's just one little problem.

Grant is my best friend's dad.
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About the Author

I’ve been publishing erotica and erotic romance since 2011, after my initial foray into science fiction was an abysmal failure. Fortunately I discovered that I really enjoy writing romance, and I’ve been lucky enough to find an audience that appreciates my romantic erotica/erotic romance. In 2015 I began publishing two major serialized works—the companion series My Wildest Fantasy and Obsessed. Now that these are finished, I’m about to start a student/teacher erotic romance titled Relentless.

I’ve also begun publishing romance under the pen name Olivia Blake. My first novel, With One Word, was released in November 2015. After completing my eight-part billionaire romance series, Winter’s Heat, I’ve moved on to a contemporary Gothic romance called Dark Bargains. The story is about the son of a casino magnate who falls in love with his brother’s mistress. It has a mansion on a lake, a dead wife, a ghost, and of course lots of secrets.

Check out my blog for the latest and greatest at http://kelli-wolfe.com. If you’d like to be notified when new releases come out or when I’m running sales, sign up for my newsletter.

Thanks to all of my readers who make doing this possible, and especially everyone leaving reviews—they really help. XOXOXO

Kelli
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