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Chapter One

 


Eva Jordan stretched, lengthening her
body so that as her lover’s hands drifted across her stomach,
cupping her hip, moving over her thigh, the wonderful slide of male
skin against hers wouldn’t end a minute sooner than it had
to.

What he did to the back of her knee
was inspired. She sighed, tensing in expectation as the downward
progress halted and he worked his way up again, using those
magnificent hands to part her legs so that his tongue could help to
make sure that she completely lost her mind.

Forget her mind. The resulting climax
was so strong that she nearly lost consciousness.

A neat trick, since she was asleep
already.

Eva stifled a slight sob at the sharp
sense of loss as her eyes opened. She lay there staring at the
patterned, off-white stucco ceiling of her bedroom. Her body was
replete with satisfaction from the dream, though the moment she
remembered his hands, her desire spiked again.

Though now she was alone. Like
always.

It was time to get up and leave her
delicious dreamland behind.

Swinging her legs out from under the
gorgeous antique quilt she’d bought for a song at an estate sale,
she shivered as she grabbed her robe from the back of a chair. She
kept her heat down at night, and it was the equivalent of a cold
shower. That wasn’t entirely a bad thing since she’d overslept and
was going to be late again.

Winter in Central New York
was no one’s friend. Every year Eva vowed to escape it, and every
year she found herself making the same vow. At least the heat of
her dreams had been keeping her warm at night. Right now, it was
still dark outside, and she wanted to crawl back into bed, to
find him again.
The idea was so much more appealing than walking out into the cold
of a Syracuse winter.

Every day it became more difficult to
resist the pull. Since she’d put that quilt on the bed, her dreams
had become increasingly erotic. Eva dragged her hand along the soft
fabric, along the edges of hundreds of tiny, kaleidoscopic
triangles, feeling the familiar, warm zing that always seemed to
travel through her when she did.

She wanted to crawl back under, but
made herself march toward the bathroom and into the shower instead.
As she washed, she could almost feel his hands again, touching her
everywhere.

She’d had hot dreams before --
especially since her sex life rivaled the blank, cold slate of snow
outside -- but not like this. These came every night, without fail.
Even more curious, it was always the same gorgeous, golden-haired
lover who made love to her in ways that defied her own
imagination.

He wasn’t anyone she knew,
not one of the celebrities she fantasized and talked about with
friends. Still, it was always him. She knew that in spite of the
fact that she couldn’t remember his face after she woke up. She
could feel it.

Grabbing a towel from the shelf, she
dried off, and looked at herself in the mirror. She had shadows
under her eyes from lack of sleep, and she’d lost
weight.

That part was okay.

She was really losing it. Becoming
attached to a figment of her imagination. More interested in her
life when she was sleeping than when she was awake.

It was obviously her
subconscious reaction to being dumped. Dumped hard. As she dressed, the ugly scene
replayed itself, as it often did. She told herself to let it go,
but things were not often that easy.

She had been waiting eagerly for her
boyfriend, Nick, to come home – he’d been teasing her all day with
e-mails and a phone call about some big question he wanted to ask
her that evening.

Eva was excited; she was sure that
Nick was going to propose. The time was right. They’d been dating
for a little more than a year. She loved him, or so she thought.
Turned out she didn’t know him at all.

When Nick walked in the door, he
wasn’t alone. A beautiful blonde accompanied him, and Eva had
naively believed it was someone from work.

Well, that much was true.

“Hey Eva. This is Belinda.
She’s a friend from the office,” Nick had said, but there was
something about his posture, almost nervous, that had her on
alert.

Belinda was watching her
too closely, as if sizing her up.

Nick walked to the small
bar, pouring a few glasses of wine, and he didn’t meet her eyes as
he handed her one.

“We want to talk to you
about something.”

She took a sip, but not
much, not in the mood to drink. Why was Nick referring to himself
and this other woman as We?

“What about?” Eva asked,
still not picking up on the vibe.

She’d remember it later – when she’d
dissected the scene a million times over – how the two of them had
touched, how they had looked at each other and then at
her.

“Our sex life has been a
little stale lately, don’t you think?” Nick said, smiling at her as
if the smile could soften the blow of saying such a thing in front
of a stranger.

Eva’s face flamed as she
became a little light-headed. Her thoughts of a proposal went down
the drain. Her hands shook as she pushed hair from her face. Was
this woman some kind of couples’ therapist?

“I-I. . .” Eva had
stuttered.

She hadn’t had time to say
anything more when Belinda decided to cut to the chase, sitting
down beside her and sliding a hand over her back. Eva recoiled from
the touch, pressing back warily into the corner of the
sofa.

“Nick, what’s going
on?”

“Listen, Belinda and I have
been. . .flirting. We’d like to sleep together,” he’d said baldly.
“Not a relationship – not like you and I have – but you know, just
to spark things up a little.”

“You want to have an
affair? With my permission?” Eva had choked out, outraged and
clenching her hands to her stomach.

“No, no. . .not that. In
fact, I didn’t want to cheat on you, but I thought that maybe we could both, you
know, have some fun with Lin. She’s into it. It would be great,
Eva, I promise,” Nick assured her, a kind of raw desire filling his
expression that she had never seen before. It wasn’t anything
having to do with love or consideration of her at all. He was in
this purely for his own thrills.

Sure, their sex life wasn’t
acrobatic, but it was nice enough. What did he expect after a year?
Things cooled down in time; it happened to everyone,
right?

Eva’s mind blurred, and she
was unsure how to respond. Belinda was leaning in closer, and Eva
stood to put distance between them, her knees wobbly.

“Let me get this straight,”
she said to Nick. “You want her to come to bed with us? To have sex
with us?”

“Doesn’t have to be in
bed,” Lin had said with a chuckle. The woman was walking, talking
sex. She had long, long legs that were punctuated with spiky heels,
and a husky laugh that accompanied a calculated flip of her hair
over her shoulder.

Eva had never felt so
plain.

“We can do whatever you
want. You get to set the rules,” Nick said as he sat down on the
sofa, close to Belinda, proceeding to kiss the blonde while making
eye contact with Eva.

He broke the kiss,
appealing to Eva again. “Maybe Lin can teach you a few things about
how to really please me,” he added, as if they were doing her a
favor. “She’s very experienced.”

Eva had retched – literally and
emotionally sick -the bit of wine she had coming up with her
dinner, right there in front of God and everyone.

Nick had been furious. She
had ruined everything, according to him, and he told her they were
done. That was it. He claimed that he had given her every chance to make their
relationship better, but now she had to move out. Then he took
Belinda into their bedroom, closing the door.

It had been humiliating beyond the
telling of it, causing pain so intense that Eva didn’t think she
would survive it.

She had. She found a new house, and
she was happy here. But her sexual confidence had never been high
to start with, and Nick had ground what was left of it under his
heel. For now, Eva was happy with her imaginary man who didn’t seem
to have any problem with her at all.

***

Eva was one minute late arriving at
the commercial real estate office where she worked. It was slightly
more punctual than she had been lately. The boss’s office was still
dark, thank God.

Beth Carlton sat at the desk next to
hers and was flawlessly put together as usual, always arriving
early and holding two steaming cups from Starbucks, one of which
she pushed toward Eva.

“Overslept again.” Beth
stated more than asked. “Here, double-shot espresso. Drink. Then
tell me who he is.”

Eva peeled the plastic top from the
drink with great reverence. “You are a goddess. Thanks for
this.”

Taking a sip and not saying another
word, Eva hoped Beth would forget the question. Her friend had been
bugging her for days, but how could Eva explain that the man who
was making her glow with satisfaction wasn’t real?

It was easier to let everyone think
that she had a man in her life, but she played it mysterious. In
her hurry to go home, to return to him, she had skipped drinks
after hours and a few other office get-togethers. She knew everyone
was wondering what was up.

“Is he married?” her
friend Beth asked her directly, standing in front of her desk and
nailing her with a knowing gaze.

Eva’s eyes widened. “Of course not! I
would never date a married man!”

“Hey, if you don’t want to
share anything, people tend to try to guess.”

“No, people don’t,” Eva said, peering at
her pal over the top of her glasses. “You do.”

Beth pouted. “Tell me one thing about
him. Maybe two. That’s all. Please?”

Eva sighed. “Okay. He has beautiful
blonde hair, and it feels like silk. And he’s very. . .skillful.
He’s very private too, so I can’t tell anyone anything. Please
understand.”

Beth’s expression was alight with
curiosity. “Oh! Is he a celebrity? A politician?”

“Listen, I’ll fill you in
when things are more settled. We’re kind of new, and I don’t really
want to jinx it, you know?”

“I’m just worried. I know
the break-up with Nick was hard on you, and you’ve really
withdrawn. You don’t come out with us anymore, you’ve lost weight –
which looks great, by the way -- and you sit here staring at the
clock, as if all you want to do is go home. The other night I came
by at nine, and you were already in bed! Alone, I might
add.”

“I was tired. Is that a
crime?” she said defensively, but knew Beth had a point. The day
had barely begun, and she was
already looking forward to it being over. She
wanted to go home, climb back into bed and lose herself in
passionate dreams with her mysterious stranger.

He didn’t judge her, didn’t ask her
questions, and didn’t have any expectations. All he did was make
her feel good. Who could blame her?

The thought made her
frown. Her gram had always told her not to wish her life away. She
was doing exactly that. Over the last few days, she found herself
wishing for the daylight hours to pass, anticipating that lovely
time when she could slide back under her blankets with
him.

The thought gave her serious pause as
she took a sip of too-hot coffee. Her obsession with her fantasy
life probably wasn’t healthy, but her real life was pale in
comparison. Big time. After hours and weeks of being held and
touched so tenderly, she was starting to enjoy her sleeping life
more than her waking one.

All of the apprehension, massive
self-doubt and anxiety left in Nick’s wake -- and the absolute fear
she felt about dating anyone else – dissolved with her dream lover.
It was great.

But it wasn’t real.

She knew that, and she knew that there
was probably something seriously wrong with her, but she wasn’t
ready to give it up, not just yet.

Beth was still staring, her expression
concerned. They always shared details, though Eva didn’t have many
to share before now, so it was reasonable that her friend would
want to know about the new man in her life.

If Eva told her, she wondered how long
it would take Beth to call the guys at the funny farm.

“Listen, I get it,” Beth
said, reaching over to pat her arm. The gesture made Eva feel even
worse for lying. “I’m just glad you’re seeing someone. It’s new,
and you don’t want to jinx it,” Beth agreed, but Eva worried that
she’d also hurt her best friend’s feelings on top of everything
else.

Maybe she
was nuts. Maybe Nick’s
betrayal and too many lonely nights had sent her over the deep end.
Eva sank her head in her hands, unable to focus on the work in
front of her.

“What am I doing?” she
whispered to herself, and knew the answer.

She was cutting herself off from life.
She hadn’t been out with her friends for drinks after work for over
two weeks, hadn’t been out on a real date with a real guy for
longer than that. It had been three months since Nick.

Still, it had to stop. She was
obviously still reacting to Nick’s betrayal, and not in positive
ways. She had to stop closing herself in her house and
over-sleeping.

“Beth?”

“Yeah, hon?” her friend
said without looking up from her work.

“You guys going out
tonight?”

“You bet. Free Pomtinis at
Coppertop from five to six.”

“I think I’ll join you. I
could use a few drinks.”

Beth peeped out from her glasses.
“Mystery man busy tonight? Or you know, you could tell him to meet
you there.”

Eva smiled, shaking her head. Beth was
nothing if not persevering, which is what made her a stellar real
estate agent.

“Nah, you know, I don’t
think it’s going to go the distance. I think it’s time I started
cooling things off. I think he was just a rebound guy.”

Beth’s eyebrow lifted up. “But you
just said-”

“Yeah, I know. I guess
after Nick, I just don’t want to advertise my failures to everyone,
you know? He did enough of that already,” she added
miserably.

“Oh, hon, you were
not the failure in what
happened there, and everyone knows that. It will be great to have
you along tonight. No changing your mind.”

Eva smiled, the prospect of a night
with real people, and a line of free pomegranate martinis on the
table very appealing all of a sudden.

“I’ll be
there.”


Chapter Two

 


“Ouch!” Eva cried out,
slamming her shin into the front step of her porch as she tripped,
then laughed, and grabbed onto the strong male arm that reached to
catch her.

“Oops!” she shouted again
as she set him off-balance and they both reeled sideways, landing
in a huge snow bank that ran along the side of the walk up to her
front porch.

Greg Shannigan, a lawyer who managed a
lot of the closures they handled through the agency, was as drunk
as she was. They’d decided to share a taxi to get home from the bar
after far too many hours of wings and Pomtinis. Greg was a nice
guy, though he was kind of a computer nerd. At least, that had
always been her impression of him. His suits never fit exactly
right, and he was always attached to some kind of technology or
another.

Tonight, she was
definitely seeing another side to him. His glasses had slipped
sideways on his face, but she thought it looked cute. His suit fit
just fine, that she could see. He’d been flirting with her at the
bar, and her drunk self thought, hey, why
not?

She didn’t remember exactly how it
happened, but somewhere between there and here, they’d decided Greg
would go home with her instead of going to his place. It might have
been the result of making-out in the back seat of the cab that
capped that decision, she figured, laughing again as he pulled her
over on top of him in the snow.

“You okay?” he asked
solicitously.

“I bumped my shin,” she
said sloppily, grinning.

“We should go inside and
check it out. Thoroughly,” he said, sliding his hand into her hair
and bringing her mouth down to his for another kiss.

He was a good kisser, to her surprise.
She responded with enthusiasm, rubbing her tongue against his and
then sucking it into her mouth in a way that made her moan and sigh
into the kiss. A lot of men didn’t like to kiss, at least not like
this, not in her experience, but it seemed like Greg did – a
lot.

He’d never come off as that much of a
lady-killer, but he obviously knew what he was doing. Maybe the
numerous drinks were making him seem hotter to her, or maybe she
was just that desperate to have sex while she was awake. She’d
never been attracted to him before, and he wasn’t a guy she wanted
to get involved with.

But who said she had to get
involved?

Greg was
exactly what she needed:
a real, flesh-and-blood guy who seemed happy about the prospect of
banging her brains out, no strings attached. No heartbreak, no
worries about sanity, no relationship expectations. If she
disappointed him, maybe he would be too drunk to care or
remember.

He smelled surprisingly nice, like
cloves or cinnamon, and she liked the rich taste of the whiskey
still lingering on his lips. She sucked the bottom one in between
her teeth and nipped lightly, making him groan and press into
her.

“You want to go inside
where it’s a little warmer?” she invited.

“Hell yes,” he responded
and pushed up, holding out a hand to pull her up with him. They
laughed again as his glasses fell off completely, landing in the
snow.

A little thrill of excitement ran
through her as they made their way up the steps, laughing
uproariously at their struggles with the key. They were laughing
over everything as they tumbled in the door like a couple from
crazy some romantic comedy, kissing and pulling at each other’s
clothes. Not bothering to turn on the lights, they nearly trashed
the lamp and vase on her entryway table, and laughed about that,
too.

Eva hadn’t laughed this much in a
while. It was almost better than sex.

“I’ve thought about this
about a million times,” he said, reaching to release the clasp on
her bra before removing it slowly and with care in the half-dark of
her hall.

Light from the street and the snow
slivered through the windows, illuminating the space enough for her
to see the intense look on his face. It sobered her slightly, as
did the tone of his voice.

“You have?” She didn’t
know he ever noticed her. Or anyone. He always had his head in his
computer or his smartphone, and didn’t seem to be aware of anything
but his work.

“At least a couple of
dozen times every time I see you at the bar. You always seemed out
of my league,” he said, leaning in to lick at the tip of one
desperately hard nipple, making her shudder.

Out of his league? She ran her hand
through his short, spiky hair, holding him tighter to her breast.
That little confession provided a brief ego boost.

“I’m glad you asked me
this time.”

“Me, too,” Greg said and
looked up as he drew a tender nub into his mouth and stole words
away as the sensation from his suckling went straight to her toes,
doubly so when he pushed her breasts together, taking both nipples
into his mouth at once.

She was plastered up against the
doorjamb between the living room and the entryway, mostly naked.
Greg was getting rid of what clothes she had left as he worked his
way down her body. Suddenly, he didn’t seem very geeky to
her.

No, not at all.

She stood passively, letting him do
whatever he wanted, because it all felt very, very good. Also
because she didn’t want to ruin it. If she just let him do what he
wanted, she didn’t risk doing something that would kill the
mood.

When he slid the scant lace panties
she wore down to her ankles and nudged her thighs apart, she let
him to that, too, digging her fingers into his shoulders as he
planted his mouth against her and sucked at her sensitive flesh,
nibbling at her in a way that caused her to grind back against him,
seeking more pressure. Soon, she was panting through an orgasm that
left her warm and sagging against the frame of the door.
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