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Dear Reader,

 

Have you ever passed a stranger on the street and felt a connection? Did you wonder what might’ve happened if you’d said hello? Gabrielle Pope, coordinator of the Red Tote Book Club for women who read erotic fiction, is nearing forty, and wondering if she’s missed her chance at connecting with a man physically and intellectually. Her job as a librarian doesn’t put her in the path of many single men, but a chance encounter with a stranger on the train changes her sex life—at least for the week the handsome visitor is in town. But when their time is over, will Gabrielle have to settle for a few days of fantasies to last her a lifetime?

 

I hope you enjoy this special e-novella from Harlequin! For more stories about the women in the Red Tote Book Club, check out the October 2009 Blaze novel Seduction by the Book and the February 2010 Harlequin Blaze novel Her Sexy Valentine.

 

Happy Reading!
 Stephanie Bond










If you liked this story, don’t miss the other two books in Stephanie Bond’s Red Tote Book Club series from Harlequin Blaze!

 

Seduction by the Book

Her Sexy Valentine

 

Plus, indulge in these other Stephanie Bond titles always available in eBook format:

 

“After Hours”, Midnight Fantasies

“Enticed”, Sand, Sun…Seduction!

“Rex on the Beach”, Heat Wave

About Last Night
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Cover Me

In a Bind

It Takes a Rebel
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Manhunting in Mississippi
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Chapter One



“Any big plans tonight?”

Gabrielle Pope did her best to conjure up a smile for Lewis, her coworker at the downtown branch of the Atlanta Public Library, as they exited for the commute home. “Not really…a quiet evening with Mellors.”

Lewis gave her a wry smile. “You spoil that cat rotten.”

“He spoils me back. Do you have plans?”

“John and I are going to an exhibit at the High Museum,” Lewis said of his partner. “You’re welcome to join us.”

Her chest squeezed with fondness—the couple was concerned she spent too much time alone and often asked her to be a third wheel. “Thanks for the invitation, but I want to finish the book I’m reading.”

Lewis wagged his eyebrows. “Is it one of the books for your red hot book club?”

“It’s the Red Tote Book Club,” she chided and glanced around to make sure no other employees were within earshot.

“Your secret is safe with me,” he whispered. “No one else knows you hold a naughty book club meeting in the library.”

“The books we discuss are classic erotic literature,” she said crisply.

He lifted his hands. “No need to get defensive—I think it’s great. I’m happy for you.”

Gabrielle bit her lip at the unspoken words hanging in the air. Because you don’t have anything else in your life.

Lewis reached over and squeezed her arm. “If you change your mind about the museum, give me a call.”

She nodded. “I will. Be safe driving home.”

“You be safe on the train.”

Lewis waved and moved in the direction of a nearby parking garage. Gabrielle turned and walked up the sidewalk toward the Peachtree Center Marta station, acknowledging the pull of melancholy on her limbs. The day after the regular meeting of the Red Tote Book Club always left her a little blue because it would be an entire month before the group convened again.

There was a whiff of truth to Lewis’s inference about the role the book club played in her social life. She hadn’t realized how dependent she’d become on the camaraderie of the five women who gathered in a forgotten room of the library to drink smuggled-in wine and eat chocolate as they talked about the changes in sexual mores and gender roles over the centuries as portrayed in classic erotic volumes.

The women—Cassie, Page, Wendy, Jacqueline, and Carol—had proved to be the ideal book club group. They were all single, in their early-to mid-thirties, with diverse backgrounds and occupations, and they all brought to the book club a healthy attitude toward sex.

Because the discussions had progressed so well and the women had grown so comfortable with each other, Gabrielle had decided to up the ante. She’d challenged the women to take what they’d learned in the pages of erotic novels like Lady Chatterley’s Lover by D.H. Lawrence and The Slave by Laura Antoniou, and use those lessons to seduce the man of their dreams. To-date, four out of the five women had done just that and seemed delighted with the outcome. Only one of the members had balked at the challenge, but Gabrielle still held out hope that the last woman, Carol, would change her mind in the wake of the others’ success stories.


As Gabrielle descended the steps in the train station to stand on the platform, her midsection began to thrum with awareness. The success stories of the younger women had made even her dare to dream that someday she might find her own sexual match in a man. She glanced around at male faces in the crowd, seeking another lonely soul, someone looking to make a connection, but no one even made eye contact. When a young blonde dressed in a fitted short skirt suit and high heels stepped in place next to her, Gabrielle felt a pang for her own fading youth.

She took care of herself, but forty had come and gone and instead of sky-high heels and short skirts, she now favored sensible wedges and light cardigan sweaters to navigate the workday and ward off the chill that seemed to permeate the library. Smart, trendy clothes tended to fall victim to messy printer cartridges and broken ink pens, but Gabrielle conceded that the practical outfits had robbed her of some of her feminine sparkle. She tugged at her demure neckline. What kind of man would find her attractive in her stretch slacks and shapeless beige sweater?

Certainly not the sexual dynamo she craved as a bed partner.

The northbound train rumbled into view and pulled alongside the platform with a whoosh of cool air in the underground tunnel. When the doors opened, she boarded with other passengers and, because the library opened and closed later than most business offices, had no problem finding an empty seat.

After settling in, she pulled the book she was reading from her tote and turned to the page marked with a tasseled bookmark. The story was an erotic romance novel about a woman and her sometime lover. Although it was clear to the reader the couple was perfect for each other, the characters had not yet reached that conclusion and were mulling the alternatives while falling in and out of bed with each other. Gabrielle smiled to herself. Erotica writers of centuries past would be pleased to know that book guidelines regarding content and language had relaxed greatly. Readers could now enjoy story lines that reflected contemporary attitudes toward sex, especially where women’s roles were concerned.

Soon Gabrielle was immersed in the characters’ lives and the lush love scenes that left her body temperature elevated and her breathing intensified. She found herself envying the woman whose lover plied her body with unmitigated pleasure. As the woman strained toward climax, Gabrielle’s thighs quickened.

A body settled into the seat next to her. She squashed a flash of irritation at the distraction and kept reading, but the scent of masculine cologne tickled her nose. In her peripheral vision, she noticed the man was well-dressed, his brown slacks neatly cuffed and creased, his camel-colored jacket of good quality. The hand resting on his knee was large and square, the fingers long and blunt-tipped.

And thick.

Gabrielle forced her attention back to her book and reread a paragraph. The man shifted in his seat, brushing his arm against hers, jostling the book she held.

“Pardon me,” he murmured.

When she slid her gaze sideways to take in the stranger’s profile, her mouth went dry. The big man sported close-cropped light brown hair, a square jaw, and a sun-tinged complexion. The crow’s feet at the corners of his light-colored—hazel?—eyes said he was a sportsman, perhaps in his late forties. Indeed, he had the boxy build and erect carriage of an athlete. Probably football, given the size of the man’s shoulders…and hands.

A hand naked of a wedding ring.

“No problem,” she murmured, then looked back to her book and reread the paragraph for the third time.

He shifted again to retrieve something from the floor. “That must be some book,” he said in a distinctly Texan drawl.

Gabrielle swung her gaze up to his, her jaw set in consternation. “I’m not ashamed of my reading choices,” she chirped. “Besides, it’s none of your concern, sir.” It wasn’t the first time someone had made a comment about the provocative cover of a book she was reading.

“I couldn’t agree more, ma’am,” the man said, then held up her tasseled bookmark. “I only meant that you dropped your page marker.”

“Oh.” She swallowed and took the proffered bookmark that she hadn’t even missed. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”


Feeling contrite, Gabrielle cast about for conciliatory small talk. “This is my favorite bookmark,” she said, caressing the thin piece of plastic that announced there were too many books, and not enough hours in the day to read them.

“Nice,” he said, nodding. “What do you do?”

Heat climbed her neck. No man’s eyes ever lit up when she announced her occupation. “I’m a librarian.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled with a smile. “Ah…that explains the stained fingers.”

Gabrielle glanced at the perennial dark smudges on her fingers—a result of handling publications all day. She curled her fingers in embarrassment. “Washing my hands a dozen times a day doesn’t seem to help. Some of my coworkers wear cotton gloves, but I confess that I like the feel of the paper.”

“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about it much longer,” he offered.

Gabrielle frowned. “What do you mean?”

He reached inside his jacket pocket and withdrew a slim electronic device with a screen the size of a paperback. “Electronic books are going to eliminate the need for paper books.” He chuckled. “No offense, but your job is almost obsolete.”

Her mouth tightened—he’d managed to push her number one hot-button. No one was more aware than she that library circulation numbers slid more every day as people turned away from books to other forms of entertainment, or away from printed books to other mediums. Her own branch was desperate to find a way to bring more traffic through the doors. “I’m well aware of the e-book craze,” she said, trying to keep her temper at bay. “I’m also convinced that there will always be a place for paper books.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” he said lightly. “I have over a hundred books on this device. How many books do you have with you?”

She straightened her shoulders. “One.”

“What happens if you get tired of it and want to read something else?”

“I always finish a book.” She tried to keep the exasperation out of her voice.

“What happens if you’re finished and you need something else to read?” he pressed. “What if this train broke down and you had finished reading the one book you had in your bag?”

“I’d read it again,” she said triumphantly.

He laughed, a big rumbling noise that mimicked the sound of the wheels beneath them moving along the track. He looked up as the train began to slow. “This is my stop. Enjoy your paper book.” His eyes twinkled. “Ma’am.”

Gabrielle bristled at his mockery. “I will.”

He stood and she realized he was very tall, maybe six-three or -four. He was handsome, ruggedly so, and everything about him so blocky and male, she felt a pull on her body as he moved away. She opened her mouth to say something—goodbye…who are you…don’t go—but the train doors opened and he was gone, swept up in crush of bodies. Gabrielle craned for a glimpse of him in the disappearing crowd, but her view was obscured by passengers boarding.

Then the doors slid closed and the train sped away.







Chapter Two



Gabrielle stared after the handsome stranger in vain. Her skin tingled, as if something extraordinary had just happened—a brush with fate. And when she could breathe again, she felt bereft, as if gold dust had slipped through her fingers.

Gabrielle tried to read her book, but her concentration was shot. Finally admitting defeat, she sat in a daze, replaying the brief encounter in her head until she reached her stop at Buckhead and walked the short distance to her historic brick townhome.

Mellors was meowing before she unlocked the door, and was so thrilled to see her that he almost tripped her rubbing his orange head against her shins.


“Let me get in the door, sweetie.” She set down her bags and crouched to pick him up, cradling the fat feline as she walked through the foyer and into her bedroom. His deep purr was always music to her heart…but today it reminded her of the rumble of the stranger’s laugh. As she stroked her warm pet, she reviewed what she knew about the man.

He had gotten on the train at the North Avenue station, near Georgia Tech University. Was he a professor? His enthusiasm over the e-book reader certainly fit the profile of an early gadget adopter. He’d gotten off at the Lindberg Station, which could’ve been a destination, but was also the transfer point to another northbound train line.

So…she knew nothing about him, other than he had an aversion to paper books.

And he had the sexiest hands she’d ever seen on a man.

She set Mellors on the floor and changed out of her work clothes into exercise pants and bra. A few minutes of yoga always relaxed her while leaving her pleasantly tired, and hungry for dinner.

But even as she padded into the den and unrolled a yoga mat, Gabrielle could feel a flowering heaviness in her breasts and thighs. The lingering impact of the chance meeting with the stranger, which couldn’t have lasted more than ten minutes, was sad proof of how long it had been since she’d had sex. As she lay on her back and began a series of leg lifts, the unrest in her womb couldn’t be denied. The image of the stranger’s hands kept coming back to her. She imagined the long, thick fingers roaming over her body, finding pressure points and secret places to delve. The thought sent moisture and heat rushing between her thighs.

Gabrielle lifted her legs and arms and held her body in a vee position that strained every core muscle and sent tingling sensations shooting to her engorged sex. The result was an exquisite precipice of torture she maintained until her fatigued muscles gave out. She lay on the mat, limp and recovering, then struck the position again and held it as long as she could. Each time the contraction sent her body closer to climax, each relaxation leaving her boneless and gasping for breath. Excitement churned in her stomach because she felt a massive orgasm building. When she lifted her legs into the exerting pose for a final time, she imagined the handsome stranger supporting her with those big hands, urging her to take her pleasure.

Her body began to spasm as the climax exploded like a broken spring, vaulting through her midsection and rippling out to her trembling limbs. She slid her fingers into her panties and massaged the swollen nub of her clit to milk the orgasm. The intensity of the pleasure shocked her, sending her body bucking with abandon. She cried out, wishing she knew his name, the name of the man who sent her soaring to unknown heights with a pocketful of conversation and a teasing smile.

Gabrielle lay there for the longest time, wracked with sadness because she knew she’d probably never see him again.

 

Henry Wells tried to prolong the pleasure for as long as he could, but knew he was reaching his limit. He stood in the shower and stroked his rigid cock with a slow, even grip, imagining the prim librarian astride him, her classically beautiful and strong features changing as he pumped into her with a languid rhythm that countered the urgency building in his balls. He’d thought of little else since meeting her, of the wallop of attraction he’d felt at their fleeting encounter on the train.

There was something about her that seemed untapped…pent up. And her voice was sexy as hell, so rich and mellow. He imagined her whispering in his ear, urging him to completion. Henry finally relented to the insistence of his body, giving in to the surge of lust that pulled his life fluid from him in sticky ropes that left him sagging against the wall, drained.

Before his breathing had recovered, he’d made up his mind.

He had to find the mystery woman who had his body on tilt…and find out if what she was hiding under her bulky cardigan was as mind-blowing as he suspected.








Chapter Three



“How was the exhibit at the museum?” Gabrielle asked Lewis as they settled behind the Information desk.

“Great. How was your book?”

“Er…long,” she said, unwilling to admit the reason she hadn’t yet finished was because her mind had wandered all evening to a man whose name she didn’t even know. “Lewis,” she asked carefully, “how would you go about finding a complete stranger?”

Her coworker frowned. “What do you mean?”

Gabrielle squirmed. “I mean if you saw someone…on the street…and you wanted to find them, what would you do?”

“I guess I’d go back to where I saw them in the first place. Are you looking for someone?”

She shrugged as casually as she could manage. “Maybe. I met this…person…on the train and had a nice conversation. I thought it might be interesting to find them again, that’s all.”

Lewis angled his head. “And is this person a woman or a man?”

Gabrielle straightened an already straight stack of papers on the desk. “A…man.”

“Oh. I see.” Her coworker crossed his arms. “Is that a new dress?”

“No,” she said self-consciously, then opened a desk drawer to remove a spare sweater she kept at work for emergencies. Too much cleavage certainly constituted an emergency. She shrugged into the ugly brown sweater and began buttoning it from the top. Why had she worn the dress in the first place? It wasn’t as if the man was going to walk through the door.

“May I help you?” she heard Lewis ask someone behind her.

“Actually, I think I found what I’m looking for,” said a deep voice that made her stomach bottom out.

Gabrielle swung around to see the handsome stranger from the train standing in the area in front of the information desk. He wore a sharp charcoal-colored suit and stared at her with those wonderful hazel-colored eyes, a small smile curving his mouth.

She felt disoriented. Had she conjured him into existence from her fantasies alone? Gabrielle blinked, but he was still there and looking so…substantial, he couldn’t be anything but real.

“What…how…” Feeling Lewis’s slack-jawed gaze on her, Gabrielle took a deep breath for composure. “I mean…how can I help you, sir?” She was sure everyone could hear her heart pounding.

“I was hoping you could recommend a good book,” the man said easily.

Gabrielle seemed rooted to the spot. A slight push from behind propelled her forward.

“No one tops Gabrielle’s recommendations,” Lewis said cheerfully. “She knows everything about every book you can name.”

“Thank you,” Gabrielle murmured to her friend out of the side of her mouth. “Because that makes me sound so interesting.” But at least Lewis’ comment had jarred her out of her trance. She turned to the stranger and forced a casual smile. “What kind of book were you looking for?”

He took his time answering, instead raking his gaze over her, leaving goose bumps in his wake. “I’m willing to experiment.”

Gabrielle wanted to tear off the ugly brown sweater, but at the same time, she was grateful for the barrier. The sensual vibes the man emitted were hazardous. She wet her lips. “Let’s start in classics, shall we?”

“I’ll follow your lead,” he said lightly, but the intensity in his eyes implied he was talking about more than a book recommendation.

With her pulse clicking, she walked toward the elevator. It was one thing to fantasize about seeing the handsome stranger again, but now that he was here, within arms’ reach, she was at a loss as to what was supposed to happen next. As the elevator doors closed behind them, sealing them in the small space, her mind reeled. Breathe…think. What would the women in the book club do?

She had nothing…the sultry scent of his cologne had apparently paralyzed her brain.

“So your name is Gabrielle?” the man asked.

She exhaled. “That’s right. Gabrielle Pope.”


“Beautiful name,” he murmured. “It suits you.”

His compliment sent a warm flush to her cheeks. “Thank you. And your name?”

“Henry Wells,” he said, then extended his hand. “How do you do?”

She hesitated for a heartbeat, staring at his big hand before placing her own inside. His thick, warm fingers enveloped hers like a bear hug, flooding her with a mingled sense of excitement and comfort. She sensed she could trust this man.

“I do…fine,” she murmured. Other than the fact that she felt like a tongue-tied teenager and her knees seemed strangely unstable. When he relinquished her hand, she located her voice. “How did you find me?”

“You mentioned you were a librarian, and I assumed you worked in a location somewhere south of where I got on the train yesterday.”

So he’d been doing the same mental gymnastics to figure out how to find her that she’d been doing to try to find him. “There are lots of branches of the public library system.”

He smiled wider. “I got lucky—I was prepared to spend all day looking for you.”

Pleasure infused her chest. “What do you do that gives you so much flexibility?”

“I’m a businessman, a venture capitalist. I’m always looking for a new adventure.”

His eye contact was unswerving, but warm and open. Incredibly, Gabrielle felt her body leaning toward him, like a flower turning toward the sun. The ding of the elevator yanked her back to the present, reminding her she was at work.

“Right this way,” she said with as much authority as she could manage. “We have a great section on classic literature.” She angled her head at him. “If you don’t mind the inconvenience of an old-fashioned paper book, that is.”

He grinned. “Touché. I’ll make an exception in this case.”

She walked among the shelves, running her fingers over the spines of the books, many of them leather bound. The pungency of the aged paper and wood shelving never failed to comfort her, a promise that books would endure. “How do you feel about Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Hemingway?”

“All good,” he said with a nod. “As are Steinbeck, Salinger, and Vonnegut.”

She turned toward him with a smile. “You’re well read in the American classics?”

He shrugged. “I guess, as much as the next college educated person. I’ve always been an avid reader of fiction, although lately I’ve gravitated more toward biographies and history. But…”

Gabrielle arched an eyebrow. “But?”

“I’ve always felt my education was lacking in poetry.”

She brightened. “Poetry?” Her feet were already moving toward the poetry section. “We have so many excellent volumes.”

“Anything adult-themed?”

At the realization he was looking for erotica, awareness flowered in her breasts. She looked over her shoulder to find him skimming her back view. “I find the translated classic poems of India and China especially…enjoyable.”

When he lifted his gaze, his hazel eyes were slightly hooded. “I trust your judgment.”

Gabrielle swallowed hard, then scanned the shelves and removed two volumes that she’d practically memorized. At the thought of him reading the explicit words that had induced her to self-gratification many times, her sex tingled. “Then I suggest you start with these.”

He winced. “There is one slight problem.”

Gabrielle frowned. “Which is?”

“I’m not a resident.”

“You live outside the city?”

“Actually, I live outside the state. I’m from Dallas, visiting this week on business.”

At the news the man didn’t live in the vicinity, disappointment shot through her. “Oh.” Then she gave herself a mental shake. Had she believed a chance encounter was going to turn into a full-blown love affair? Marriage? Children? “We have a program where visitors can pay a flat fee to access to the library’s services for a year. Do you travel to Atlanta on business often?”


He shook his head ruefully. “No.”

Her heart sank lower. “Oh.”

Henry’s gaze was direct, reflecting blatant interest. “I was hoping I could talk you into checking out the books in your name and meeting me for dinner…or something.”







Chapter Four



Gabrielle’s throat convulsed. Henry Well’s proposition wasn’t as innocent as it sounded. The heat between them was unmistakable…but the situation defied common sense. As their gazes locked, Gabrielle’s pulse rocketed higher. He was being a gentleman and leaving the decision to meet up to her. Her mind leapt ahead, conjuring up snatches of the two of them intertwined…naked…

In some seedy place.

As titillating as the offer sounded, she didn’t know this man. He could’ve given her a fake name—perhaps that was why he didn’t want to fill out the paperwork to get a visitor’s pass. He could be a criminal…or married. Or both. Maybe he did this kind of thing all the time when he traveled. Panic backed up in her lungs, and her nerve fled.

“I’m sorry—signing out books for patrons is against library policy.” Her voice sounded painfully prudish even to her own ears.

Disappointment flashed in his eyes. “I understand,” he said, then reached into his jacket pocket and removed a business card. “If you change your mind, Gabrielle, call my cell. I’m in town until Friday.”

He stuck the card in one of the poetry books she held. Gabrielle stared at his retreating back, feeling despondent, as if she’d failed some kind of test, that she wasn’t as adventurous as he’d assumed—not as adventurous as she herself wanted to be.

She walked among the towering shelves, stopping here and there to straighten books and return volumes to their proper place, giving Henry Wells plenty of time to leave the library before she returned to the main floor.

Indeed, he was nowhere in sight when she slid in place behind the Information desk. But Lewis’s stare bore into her like a hot laser.

“What was that all about?”

Heat climbed her neck. “What?” she asked, buying time.

He scoffed and gestured wildly. “You mention something about trying to find a strange man, and then a big, strapping cowboy shows up looking for you and the two of you disappear into the stacks, that’s what!”

“You heard him,” Gabrielle said mildly. “He needed a recommendation for a book.”

Lewis looked dubious. “And yet he left empty-handed.”

“It turns out he’s only in town on business, and he didn’t want to get a visitor’s pass.”

“Oh. Too bad.”

“Uh-huh.”

“So, is he the man who sat next to you on the train yesterday?”

“That’s right.”

“And there was a little something-something between the two of you?”

Gabrielle shook her head. “I was mistaken.”

“Oh. No chemistry after all, huh?”

“None,” she lied.

Lewis pursed his mouth. “Strange, then, that you’d be reading those books again.”

“Hm?” Gabrielle glanced down at the two small sensual poetry books she hadn’t realized she still held. “Um…they’re for the Red Tote Book Club.”

“Of course they are,” he said in a sing-songy voice.


Trying to ignore Lewis’s knowing looks and comments, Gabrielle threw herself into the busy work of answering questions in person and over the phone, although they weren’t as busy as she would’ve liked. Once again, she acknowledged the branch’s foot traffic had dropped precipitously and wondered how much longer the city could afford to support a book-lending system that seemed to be increasingly irrelevant. To make matter worse, the breaks in activity left too much time for the encounter with Henry Wells to become engrained in her mind.

She pulled out his business card several times, as if the little square of stiff paper somehow held the answers to her dilemma. Henry Wells, President of HW Enterprises, Dallas, Texas. A phone number was listed, but no address.

On her lunch hour, Gabrielle found an out of the way computer and performed a web search on Henry Wells of Dallas. When she got no hits, warning flags raised in her mind. If he was as successful as he appeared to be, wouldn’t she be able to find some mention of him? For the first time in her life, she considered paying for background information from one of those personal information sites on the Internet, but changed her mind when she realized the turnaround time would be longer than the man was going to be in town.

All afternoon she found herself fingering his business card and debating the wisdom of contacting the handsome stranger. On the one hand, it was a dangerous proposition for a single woman to hook up with an out-of-towner she’d just met. On the other hand, hadn’t she been dreaming of this kind of mysterious sexual adventure her entire life?

Gabrielle picked up the phone a half dozen times to call him, but lost her nerve every time. On the train ride home that evening, she kept telling herself she was doing the right thing by being safe. After all, she didn’t want to wind up as a newscast headline, a cautionary tale to single women who foolishly ignored their instincts. She tried to immerse herself in her book, but wasn’t in the mood to read about another woman reaching the heights of physical pleasure with a warm, willing man. She closed the book and curled her ink-stained fingers, wondering where Henry Wells was at this very moment.

Was he thinking about her?

When the train reached her stop, Gabrielle alighted and walked home in a daze. When she unlocked the door to her townhome, she was accosted by Mellors, who purred his intense pleasure at her arrival. She scooped up the lovable cat, but as she pressed her nose to his, she was suddenly struck by the realization that the person who was most happy to see her every day wasn’t a person at all.

Surely that was a cautionary tale in and of itself.

Gabrielle’s heart thumped against her breastbone. Before she could chicken out again, she set Mellors on the floor, picked up the phone, and dialed the cell number she’d already memorized from Henry Wells’s business card.

 

Even though Henry knew that a watched pot seldom boiled, he’d checked his phone constantly since he’d left Gabrielle Pope at the library in the event he’d somehow missed her call. In the depths of her dark eyes, he’d detected a banked fire. She’d looked so prim in that bulky brown sweater buttoned up to her neck…as if she were waiting for him to free her from its confines.

He had a feeling, given the right situation, the woman would unleash a fire that would singe them both.

When his phone rang, he almost dropped it. At the sight of a local unknown number flashing on the screen, his heart rate doubled. He connected the call, uncaring if he seemed eager or sounded hopeful. “This is Henry.”

After a pause, her melodic voice sounded. “This is Gabrielle.”

He exhaled in relief, overwhelmed by the sheer happiness of hearing from her. A warning bell sounded in his ear that he might be getting in over his head with this beautiful stranger, but he didn’t care. “I’m glad you called.”

“I almost didn’t,” she admitted.

Oh, that voice. “What changed your mind?”

“I can’t say for sure, only that I’d like to see you again.”

“When?” he blurted.


She paused for so long, he was afraid the call had dropped. Then he heard her inhale, as if she were gathering her nerve. “How about tonight?”

His heart galloped. “Where?”

“I’ve heard the Belvedere Hotel has nice rooms.”

Lust arrowed through his body, giving him an erection so instantly, it bordered on painful. “How does eight o’clock sound?”

She made a rueful noise. “I was thinking seven.”

Henry closed his eyes. “I’ll be waiting.”







Chapter Five



Gabrielle stopped in the split-level lobby of the Belvedere Hotel to soak in the casual elegance of the place. The lights were dim, casting an ambient glow over sleek upscale furnishings in muted colors. Attendants were sharply dressed and spoke to guests in understated tones. She hadn’t asked where Henry was staying because she wanted to meet him on neutral ground. She’d never had an occasion to visit the chic hotel, but since Lewis had raved about it, she’d rightly assumed it was a classy place.

Because if she was going to have a one-night stand, she wanted it at least to be classy.

Her hands were sweating as she pulled out her phone, but she’d decided to err on the side of caution and let one of the women from the book club know her plans in case things went awry. She pulled up Cassie Goodwin’s cell number and texted Meeting man from Dallas named Henry Wells at Belvedere Hotel…wanted someone to know.

A few seconds after she hit the send button, her phone chimed, indicating she had a new text message. Cassie had responded Have fun and let me know when you’re home safe.

Gabrielle took a deep breath, then exhaled and walked up to the registration desk. “A guest for Mr. Henry Wells.”

She could’ve called his cell, but part of her wanted to make sure he was registered under the name he’d given her. There was still time to turn back if something didn’t seem right. Her heart beat wildly as the clerk checked a computer monitor, then picked up the phone. “Mr. Wells, you have a guest in the lobby…yes, sir, I will.”

The man hung up the phone, then smiled and handed her a magnetic key. “The penthouse suite, ma’am. You’ll need this key for the elevator to access the top floor.”

The penthouse suite? Gabrielle’s hand shook slightly as she accepted the key. Her cheeks burned because she felt as if the clerk knew the reason she was there—to have illicit sex with a stranger. As she walked toward the elevator, she felt conspicuous in the turquoise wrap dress and high heels she’d dragged from the recesses of her closet. Did she look like a hooker?

She felt like one.

Then Gabrielle bit back a smile because frankly, it felt…good. For once in her life, she felt naughty and daring and exhilarated. She stepped onto the elevator, suddenly hoping that people were looking at her and thinking she was wanton. It beat everyone looking at her and guessing she was a librarian.

When the doors slid closed, she inserted the penthouse floor key, then turned to a mirrored panel to check her lipstick and her outfit. The turquoise dress was flattering to her toned figure, and fell just short of the knee. Sheer black pantyhose hugged her legs made more shapely by the height of the heels she wore. Silver hoop earrings and a simple diamond-cut chain accented her face and neckline. She’d swept up her dark hair into a loose French twist instead of its usual chignon. Her brown eyes looked dilated and bright, mirroring the heightened color in her cheeks.

She was, in a word, ready.

Ready to be taken advantage of.


The elevator doors slid open to a small foyer leading up to the only door. Gabrielle swallowed hard and lifted her hand to knock. But before she could, the door swung open to reveal Henry Wells standing there in black slacks and a collarless black shirt. He was so big and handsome and sexy that it stole her breath…and his smile nearly did her in.

“Hello, beautiful,” he murmured.

“Hello,” she said on a sigh.

“Please, come in.” He stood back and allowed her to walk into the room.

Gabrielle gasped. “It’s amazing.”

The suite was larger than her townhome, and more richly appointed, with a sunken seating area of low, overstuffed couches and various chairs upholstered in rich fabrics. The rugs were plush and welcoming, the accessories luxurious. A tall row of pale green bamboo shoots rose up from a rock garden in the middle of the room. From hidden speakers came the chiming notes of soothing music from the Orient.

On the upper level, an enormous bed reigned over an entire corner, dressed in gray and white linens, facing an expanse of windows that offered a spectacular view of the twinkling Atlanta skyline. Next to the bed sat a masseuse’s table, draped with bright white towels. Gabrielle’s midsection tingled and she quickly averted her gaze down to the dining table that was laden with dome-lid trays.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Henry said, leading the way down the short set of steps toward the table. “I took the liberty of ordering room service in case you were hungry.” He lifted the lid of one tray to reveal a mound of artfully arranged fresh fruit.

Gabrielle had opened her mouth to say she wasn’t hungry, but at the sight of the glistening, engorged fruit, she found herself saying, “Maybe just a strawberry…or two.”

“Allow me,” Henry said, then lifted a perfect ruby-red strawberry by its stem and held it up to her mouth.

She looked into his eyes and the warm passion she saw there loosened her inhibitions. She opened her mouth and took a bite of the juicy fruit, then drew it into her mouth and chewed slowly. They maintained eye contact throughout, and by the time she’d nibbled away the entire berry, blood rushed in her ears. Her tongue flicked out to catch a stray drop of juice and caught the tip of his finger. His lips parted and she sensed, rather than heard, his groan.

She was seized with the compulsion to start ripping off clothes and satiate their carnal curiosity on the spot, but she realized he was holding back, and she appreciated his efforts to make the evening a truly romantic interlude.

“Champagne?” he asked.

She nodded, and accepted a flute of the frothy liquid.

“Cheers,” he said, then clinked his glass with hers lightly. “To chance encounters.”

Gabrielle smiled and drank deeply, marveling over the sheer coincidence of their meeting, and the instant chemistry.

“There’s one thing I’d like to get out of the way,” Henry announced.

She froze. Oh, God—he was married. He had children. He was going to ask her if a third person could join them. “What?” she squeaked.

He took her champagne glass and set it down, along with his. “This,” he said, then stepped closer and pulled her into his arms.

He lowered his mouth to hers in slow motion, then made contact with an intensity that stole her resistance. She leaned into him and all her lingering questions were answered. Her body fit his perfectly, tongue and groove. His kiss roused every dormant sensation that had gone fallow, and she needn’t have worried that she was out of practice because her body took over. She returned his kiss, tasting him thoroughly and selfishly stealing his breath when she needed air. Every nerve ending in her body came alive, like dominoes in a chain reaction. Pressed against his hardened body, her breasts bloomed and her sex throbbed.


When he broke the kiss, she was gratified to see his eyes mirrored what she was feeling—surprise and anticipation. He pulled back and seemed to collect himself. They made small talk about the city while they grazed on the delicacies uncovered with the lifting of each domed lid on the table—fresh shrimp, caviar, oysters on the half shell. Gabrielle idly wondered what the suite and trappings cost the man, and nervously wondered if, after going to such elaborate preparations, she would meet his expectations.

After a light sampling of the buffet and a second round of champagne, Henry took her empty glass, and set it aside. Then he kissed her palm, and began a slow exploration of her arm with his lips.

She sighed and closed her eyes, almost giddy with the thought of what was to come. If the man could make her feel like this fully dressed, what kind of magic would he work unclothed?

He nuzzled her shoulder, then murmured, “Did you bring the books?”

Gabrielle’s eyes flew open. “Hm?”

“The poetry books. Did you bring them?”

“I did,” she said with a laugh. “Just in case you were serious about reading them. They’re contemporary translations of early Eastern verse, so they shouldn’t be hard to understand.”

“Actually…I was hoping you would read to me.”

She turned her head. “Read to you?”

His tongue grazed her ear, sending shivers over her shoulders. “You have an amazing voice, and I can’t think of anything more provocative.”

“O…kay,” she agreed. But apprehension plucked at her. For some reason, she felt more nervous about reading to the man than sleeping with him.

“And while you’re reading to me,” he said, “I’d like to give you a massage.”

At the thought of his large hands roaming her body with purpose, her nipples budded. “That sounds…nice.”

“Good.” He turned her in his arms to face him. “I’m going to put on a robe. Why don’t you undress and lie down on the massage table? You can wrap up in a towel if you like.”

Gabrielle nodded. He lowered a kiss on her mouth, then turned and climbed the steps to the upper level. He walked past the massive bed, lowered the lights a bit more with the slide of a switch, then disappeared into what she presumed was a bathroom.

Left alone, she poured herself another glass of champagne and drank half of it in one gulp before climbing the steps and eyeing the masseuse’s table. Stepping into a curtained area next to the bed, she disrobed self-consciously, debating if she should leave on her underwear. Then she chastised herself—now wasn’t the time to be coy. They both knew why she’d come here tonight.

The black panties and bra went over a valet stand along with her dress and hose.







Chapter Six



Gabrielle gave her nude reflection a quick once-over and decided that while she couldn’t compete with nubile twenty-somethings, her body was above average for her age.

Besides, it would simply have to do.

She retrieved the book of poetry, then climbed onto the masseuse’s table to lie face down and arranged a towel over her. The champagne, thank goodness, had gone to her head, giving her a pleasant, warm high that took the edge off her nerves. But despite the calming music that filled the room, her body tingled with anticipation. She wanted to freeze this moment, when all the erotic possibilities were yet to be realized.

At the sound of the bathroom door opening, she turned her head to see Henry emerging in a knee-length black robe. The sight of his feet and muscular bare legs sent a jolt of awareness through her naked body—how long had it been since she’d seen a man in such intimate circumstances? Years…

“Everything okay?” he asked, his voice low and husky.

“Yes,” she murmured, even though under the towel, every muscle tensed with adrenaline.

“More champagne?”

“Not for me,” she said with a laugh.

“Let me know if you change your mind.”


He leaned down and gave her a painstaking kiss. There was something so amazingly sexy about being nearly naked and touching only on the mouth. When he pulled back, he uttered a little groan of frustration that was reinforced by the bulge straining at the front of his robe. Gabrielle longed to reach out and stroke him, but he stepped back and withdrew a bottle of body oil from the pocket of his robe.

“I’ll start with your feet if that’s okay.”

“That’s fine,” she murmured, then held up the poetry book. “Shall I begin reading?” She needed something to do while he aroused her body with those amazing hands.

“I’d like that very much.”

Gabrielle was conscious of him moving to the foot of the table. The soft texture of his robe brushed her leg. She breathed deeply to calm her racing heart, then opened the book and scanned the first poem entitled I Know You. Was it appropriate? Too intimate?

She was distracted by the click of the bottle of body oil being opened, and the sound of Henry rubbing his hands together to warm the lubricant. She dove into the poem.

“This is called I Know You,” she said, then began to recite the verse.


“I know you’re worried by that little thing you do with your hands.

I know you’re happy by that little thing you do with your mouth.

I know you’re sad by that little thing you do with your chin.”



At the sudden sensation of his hands caressing her feet, she stopped with a sharp intake of breath. The exquisite pressure of his sliding fingers sent arrows of pleasure up her legs, straight to her sex. She moaned.

“Keep going,” he urged. “I love hearing your voice.”

She looked back to the page to find her place.


“I know you’re angry by that little thing you do with your chin.

I know you’re excited by that little thing you do with your tongue.

I know you’re coming by that little thing you do with your breath.

Lover, I know you.”



“Beautiful,” he murmured. “I could listen to you for hours.”

Gabrielle paused and looked over her shoulder. Henry’s eyes were closed. He massaged her feet by touch alone. The sight of the big man paying such careful attention to her struck her hard—she could get used to this. She inhaled to fill her lungs with the scent of the fragrant body oil, then looked back to the book.

“This one’s called The Magician,” she murmured.


“You are a magician.

One moment I am me, and

then you appear and

I change into another person, someone

softer and keener,

quicker and finer,

brighter and freer,

lighter and gladder.

Better.”


He had moved his ministrations from her feet to her lower legs, slowly and methodically caressing each inch of flesh. His touch was light, less of a rubdown, more of a tantric massage.

And yet she was on fire. She moaned and flexed her legs to let him know she was enjoying his touch. He moved upward, trailing his fingers over the backs of her thighs. Almost involuntarily, her legs inched open. Beneath the towel, her sex was wet and welcoming.


But after he brushed her inner thighs, he folded the towel down and moved to her lower back. Gabrielle tamped down frustration, telling herself to be patient. Henry couldn’t know how long it had been since a man had touched her.

“You have an amazing body,” he whispered in her ear. “Does this feel good?”

Basking in his compliment, she could only groan her response.

He traced the indention of her spine and swirled his fingertips over her shoulders. “Can I take down your hair?”

She nodded and held up her head while he removed the two combs that secured the French twist. He pushed his fingers into her hair and massaged her scalp before leaving her heavy tresses in a tousled mess around her shoulders.

Gabrielle reached up to clasp his hand. “Will you take off your robe?”

In answer, he untied the garment and shrugged out of it. Gabrielle drank in the sight of him unabashedly. She had imagined he had a big, strong body, with a cock to match…and she wasn’t disappointed. His Rocky Mountain shoulders gave way to a broad chest and wide, flat stomach. His legs were long and wrapped with muscle. And his cock was massive, jutting in the air.

“Apparently, everything is bigger in Texas,” she observed.

He grinned, obviously gratified that she approved.

She reached for him, but he dodged her hand, leaning down to whisper. “Are you trying to get out of reading? I’m not finished here.”

She relented, turning back to the book. “This one is titled Little Death.” She poured all the throaty passion she felt from his hands moving over her into the erotic words.


“Last night when you filled me,

a thousand lovers exhaled,

carrying me along on clutching gasps,

when I died a little in your hands.”


“I like that one,” he said, then removed the towel, exposing her buttocks.

Gabrielle felt vulnerable, but beautiful, because he’d made her feel so special. He murmured his appreciation, then caressed her ass lovingly, running his finger up and down the sensitive crevice. She spread her legs slightly, inviting him to touch her more intimately. He slid his hand lower to tease the swollen lips of her sex. The torture was exquisite…and unbearable.

“Slide your finger inside,” she moaned over her shoulder. “Please…”







Chapter Seven



Henry set his jaw. Not only was this woman beautiful and classy and had the sexiest ass he’d ever seen, but she wasn’t afraid to ask for what she wanted. Her request alone sent more moisture to bead the head of his cock. But when he slipped a finger inside her warm, slick channel and felt her muscles tighten around him, he almost came on the spot. He wanted in there in the worst way…but he also wanted to prolong her pleasure.

“Keep reading,” he urged in a hoarse voice.

She shuddered beneath his hand, but picked up the book again. “This one’s called Homecoming.” Her voice was deeper, and punctuated with little gasps as he continued to penetrate her with his finger.


“I’m drawn to your secret places,

the freckle behind your ear,

the dimple behind your knee,

the wrinkle on your wrist,

the indention of your navel,


the curve of your foot.

They bring me back to your motherland.”



He fingered her slowly and methodically, stroking the ultra-sensitive delta of skin just inside her tunnel, toward her navel, that seemed to deliver the most pleasure.

Gabrielle undulated into his hand, then grasped the sides of the table. “I’m going to come,” she murmured.

Henry urged her to give in to the pleasure, but as her contractions and cries increased and a climax consumed her body, he had to grit his teeth in restraint. He couldn’t ever remember wanting to bury his cock in a woman as much as he wanted to now. He waited until her spasms quieted before withdrawing his finger.

“I want you inside me,” she gasped.

Henry groaned—the woman was sexy beyond belief, lying face down, asking him to fill her. He paused only long enough to retrieve a condom from the pocket of his robe. By the time he’d sheathed himself, Gabrielle had put a pillow beneath her hips, elevating her ass and giving him a gut-clutching view of the dark, wet curls at her entrance.

Lust surged through his body as he lowered himself on the table on top of her, belly to back. He kissed her shoulders and settled his cock between her wet thighs. Gabrielle lifted her head and turned her mouth to his for a hungry kiss. He reached around to cup ample breasts, and squeezed her hardened nipples. She gasped and pushed her hips up.

“Take me now,” she whispered.

Pure lust seized him, driving his hips forward to thrust into her. He exhaled harshly because the excruciating pleasure of sinking into her body caught him off guard.

Their moans mingled in the air. Within a couple of thrusts, he knew he wouldn’t last long unless he could temporarily take his mind elsewhere. “Read me another one,” he rasped in her ear. “I want to hear your voice while I’m inside you.”

She slowly opened the book and turned the pages. “This one…is titled…For Hours.” Her voice was breathless, punctuated by little moans of delight as their bodies accommodated each other.


“I thought…of this moment…for hours

when you would take me…into your cradle

and cover me…with warm, moist layers

and let me…show you…how much I love loving you.

And when it is over…too soon,

I will think…of this moment again…for hours.”


She closed the book and tensed beneath him. “I’m going to come again.”

He gasped as his balls tightened in preparation to be depleted. “Let’s come together.” Her escalating cries combined with the tightening of her muscles around his cock sent him over the edge. Henry’s body convulsed as she drew him deeper into her garden, milking him…draining him. “Ahh…ahhh…ahhhhhh.”

His shouts were guttural and uncharacteristic, surprising him. He continued pumping into her, but slowed to a languid pace as they recovered together. When their bodies quieted, Henry was left shaken by the intensity of their shared orgasm. He lifted her hair to kiss the back of her moist neck. Then, carefully, he extracted his body from hers, left the table, and reached for his robe.

Gabrielle roused slowly. “Do you mind if I use the bathroom?”

“Not at all.”

She pushed herself up and before she wrapped the towel around her, gave him his first look at her magnificent breasts, full and heavy, with large dark pink nipples. Incredibly, his cock started to harden again at the knowledge that even more treats were left to sample. He watched as she moved gracefully to stop and gather her underwear before disappearing into the bathroom.


Worries descended on Henry like a sudden headache. He pulled a hand down his face. Had the sex been as earth-shattering for her? With her quiet occupation and cardigan sweaters, Gabrielle struck him as someone who didn’t date a lot. What if she read more into their tryst than just a hookup? What if she turned out to be some kind of stalker?

The inevitable awkward morning-after scene began to take on menacing proportions. Henry bypassed the champagne and reached into the liquor cabinet to pour himself a shot of whiskey. He tossed it back, telling himself he was letting his imagination run wild.

But there was something about this woman that scared him, dammit.

The bathroom door opened and Gabrielle emerged, looking like a Greek goddess with her dark hair once again piled on her head in a fancy twist. She wore black bikini panties and a black bra that, despite offering full coverage, was sexy as hell.

She flashed him a smile, then sat on the edge of the bed and began to put on her black pantyhose. He watched her, fascinated how she scrunched the fabric, then inserted her dainty foot and pulled them up her shapely legs. She stood and reached for her dress hanging over the valet stand.

And suddenly it dawned on him that she was dressing in preparation to go.

Despite his previous concern, panic blipped in Henry’s chest. “You’re leaving?”

She nodded as she shrugged into the dress and tied it around her narrow waist. “I have some work to do tonight and I need to feed my cat.”

“You have a cat?” he asked, just to prolong the conversation.

Gabrielle smiled as she stepped into high heels. “Mellors.”

“Mellors…from Lady Chatterley’s Lover?”

Her smile widened. “Yes.”

The woman was certainly a romantic…although she must not have been moved by his performance if she was in such a hurry to leave.

She picked up her purse. “Thank you, Henry, for a lovely evening.”

He followed her to the door, feeling like a puppy. A few minutes ago he’d been worried she was going to latch on to him. Now he was afraid he’d never see her again. There were so many things they didn’t get to do to each other, and for each other. It was only Tuesday…he still had two evenings in Atlanta before heading back to Dallas Friday.

“Gabrielle, can I see you again before I leave town?”

In the doorway, she turned back, then bit her lip. “Let me think about it,” she said, then gave him a fluttery wave and disappeared.

Henry felt as if he’d been side-swiped.

 

Gabrielle maintained her composure until the elevator doors closed, then she collapsed against the wall, limp from physical release…and mental anguish. From what little she knew about Henry Wells, he was everything she wanted in a partner: intelligent, masculine, and physical, yet tender. She’d had to get out of there before she succumbed further to his charms. At the end of the week, Henry would be going home, or traveling elsewhere, to new “adventures.”

And she’d still be here, watching TV with her cat.

Gabrielle pulled out her phone and texted Cassie. On my way home, safe and sound.

A white lie. At the moment, she didn’t feel very safe. In fact, she felt very much in danger of falling for the handsome stranger.







Chapter Eight



“Those kids are driving me crazy!” Gabrielle said to Lewis of the line of children running through the main floor of the library, laughing and yelling.

Lewis frowned. “What’s with you? You’ve been on edge all morning.”


Gabrielle sighed, massaging her temples. “Sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“Thinking about that big, strapping cowboy who came in here yesterday looking for you?”

She glanced sideways at her coworker, thinking he’d never let her live it down if he knew what she’d done with that big, strapping cowboy. Or how she’d lain awake all night thinking about what she’d done. Everywhere she looked, she saw and felt Henry Wells. Her body was pleasantly sore in places she’d forgotten about, and all of her senses seemed to be heightened.

Including her hearing. She glared at the shrieking children, wondering where their parents were. “I’m putting a stop to this right now.”

Gabrielle walked out from behind the counter, snatched a copy of Old Yeller by Fred Gipson from a cart of returned books, then made her way to an open corner of the library and lowered herself onto a foot stool. She opened the book to the first page, cleared her voice…and began to read.

One by one, children in the library came to investigate, then planted themselves at her feet. Even the boisterous group of kids disbanded and came to sit and listen. She read for a half hour, and when she closed the book, the children protested.

“Come back tomorrow and I’ll pick up where we left off,” she promised.

When she walked back to the desk, Lewis was smiling at her. “I’ve never seen anything like it—you were like the Pied Piper. Those kids were riveted.”

“Apparently people like being read to,” she said with a shrug.

“You certainly have the voice for it,” Lewis said.

Gabrielle pursed her mouth. She’d left the poetry books with Henry, and some part of her had hoped he’d bring them back today. But in hindsight, that smacked a little of game-playing. Hadn’t she told the women in the book club that they needed to take ownership of their sexual fulfillment?

She picked up the phone and dialed Henry’s cell number. He answered on the first ring.

“Hello?”

Just the sound of his voice sent goose bumps over her arms. “It’s Gabrielle.”

“I hope you’re calling to tell me that we can see each other tonight.”

“I am,” she said.

“Good. I kept the room at the Belvedere. See you at seven o’clock?”

She smiled into the phone. “I was thinking six.”

His sexy laugh rumbled over the line. “See you then.”

 

Gabrielle tried valiantly to read from the poetry book she held over Henry’s shoulder. Her concentration was being tested by the eight inches of hard cock stretching her feminine limits as they rocked together sitting face to face, legs and arms intertwined.

“Don’t stop,” he urged in her ear. “Keep reading.”

“This one…is called…Quenched.”

“Mmm,” he murmured, then pushed his thumb against her clit in small circles.

A ripple of pleasure stirred a deep, warm pool in her stomach. Gabrielle sighed into his neck, but forged ahead.


“I believe…I am…sated

and then…you walk…into the room

and do…something sexy…like

push your hair…out of…your eyes

or…poke out…your tongue…in thought

or…wrinkle your brow…in concentration

or…s-smile at s-something s-silly…you thought of

and…I want to…put you…on a platter

and…feast on you…until I am sated again…for now…”



Gabrielle dropped the book and sank her nails into the corded muscle of his back as her body began to buck. “Are you going to come with me?” she gasped in his ear.

“Right behind you,” he murmured.

Her head fell back as the spasms took over her body. Liquid fire spread through her midsection and surged out to her extremities as the muscle contractions strained her body to the brink of exhaustion. True to his word, Henry climaxed soon after, stirring the depths of her as his thick erection pulsed and expanded to release his warm seed.

As he nuzzled her neck, Gabrielle fought against the sadness hovering around the edges of her heart, marveling that a few seconds after reaching such incredible physical heights, she could be dashed to an emotional low.

I don’t love this stranger, she told herself stubbornly. I can’t…

“Will you come back tomorrow night?” he whispered in her ear. “We can have one last night together.”

No, no, no…. “Yes,” she murmured.

 

“Yes,” Gabrielle cried.

Henry’s tongue was buried in her slick folds, licking and probing her, drinking her juices. When he took her engorged clit into his mouth and suckled it, she felt dizzy. She’d never known such extraordinary pleasure. She was boneless and completely at his mercy as he coaxed her orgasm to the surface with a rush of pounding blood. “Yes…yes…Henry…yessssss!”

It was, she thought distantly as her body came back to earth, fitting that their last night together would be an out-of-body experience.

Henry had never taken so much pleasure in pleasing someone else. Gabrielle seemed to have a limitless well for experimentation, and he loved watching the myriad of expressions that crossed her beautiful face when she climaxed.

Although it was rivaled by the expression on her beautiful face when she took his cock in her mouth. Henry sighed as her silky lips encompassed the length of him, and gave in to the ecstasy. A fitting end to their last night together. The woman was so extraordinary, she could almost make a man think he could be satisfied with one woman the rest of his life…

Almost….







Chapter Nine



“The end.” Gabrielle closed the copy of Old Yeller and cast a smile over the standing-room only crowd of children and parents that had gathered as word spread during the week about the “Reading Lady.” “Thank you very much for coming. We’ll start a new book Monday.”

A smattering of applause broke out as she stood and made her way back to the Information desk.

Lewis was clapping, too. “Amazing, Gabrielle. You’ve single-handedly boosted foot traffic by over twenty percent.”

“Thanks, but I can’t take credit for the idea,” she said, thinking of Henry with a pang. Last night—their last night together—had been incredible…and incredibly sad. She’d longed to ask him if he had a girlfriend or a wife waiting in Dallas. And if not, if he’d like to continue their relationship somehow. But when she looked into his eyes, he’d seemed distant, as if he was hoping she wouldn’t ask questions, wouldn’t tarnish the memory of their time together by expecting it to be more than it was. For the past three nights they’d been running on adrenaline, their sexual encounters no doubt heightened by the happenstance of their meeting and the clandestine nature of their relationship.

In other words, it wasn’t real.

So she’d dressed, said a breezy goodbye, and wished him a safe trip back to Dallas.

Gabrielle glanced at her watch. His plane was leaving in a hour. She still held out hope he would come by the library to return the two poetry books so she could see him one last time. Maybe he would ask to see her again.


She walked to a return cart to leave the copy of Old Yeller, but stopped when she saw the two slim volumes of poetry she’d checked out stacked on the cart among other volumes. She pulled out the books and walked back to Lewis. “Did you see who returned these books?”

He shook his head. “That group came from the drive-through drop off bin.”

Disappointment stabbed her. So Henry had returned the books in a way that guaranteed he wouldn’t run into her.

“Are you okay?” Lewis asked. “You don’t look so good.”

She touched her forehead. “A slight headache is all. I’ll be fine.”

“If you need to go home early, I’ll cover for you,” he offered.

Home—to her cat and bad daytime television and a long, lonely evening stretching ahead of her…and into the foreseeable future. “Thanks, but I’m fine to stay until we close.”

Stung by Henry’s decision to avoid her, Gabrielle tried to put it out of her mind the rest of the afternoon, instead focusing on ways to promote and develop a reading aloud program, where patrons could walk into the branch any hour of the day and sit in on a reading. The branch’s director had already approached local celebrities about making guest appearances. The idea was generating excitement during a time when libraries in general didn’t have much to celebrate.

But when she and Lewis left that evening, Gabrielle could feel the pull of melancholy on her limbs, like the day after meeting with members of her beloved Red Tote Book Club. Only this was much worse.

Because she would likely never see Henry Wells again.

“Feel better,” Lewis said, then veered off in the opposite direction.

Gabrielle looked to the winter sky to see a white ribbon of plane exhaust snaking through the clouds. Henry had already landed in Dallas. He was probably on his way home to…not a cat, she guessed. In hindsight, she was glad she hadn’t asked him about a significant other. Deep down, she didn’t want to know.

She preferred to think of their time together as special…proprietary…extraordinary.

After buttoning her navy blue sweater higher on her neck against the chill, Gabrielle rode the escalator down into the Marta station where she swiped her card to go through the turnstile, then walked down a short flight of stairs to the train platform. She glanced at the faces of people standing around her, but everyone either looked over her or through her. She was, it seemed, invisible.

After a few days of staggering sex with a handsome stranger, her life was officially back to normal.

The northbound train roared into view and slowed to a stop. When the doors opened Gabrielle moved forward with the crowd, chose a seat, then pulled the romance novel she’d been reading from her tote. The tasseled bookmark gave her bittersweet pang when she remembered Henry retrieving it and returning it to her.

She picked up reading where she left off and was soon immersed in the characters’ stories. The heroine was finally coming around to the idea that she might be falling in love with the hero, but the hero was fighting it all the way.

Someone settled in the seat next to her, crowding her. Gabrielle squashed a flash of irritation and shifted away from the passenger, rereading the last paragraph.

“That must be some book,” a deep voice remarked.

Gabrielle’s body recognized Henry’s voice before her mind processed the information. She jerked her head around, and her lips parted at the sight of him, so big and handsome in his nice suit. “What…how…I thought you were going back to Dallas.”

“Changed my mind,” he said. “Changed my mind about a lot of things.” From inside his jacket, he removed a paper copy of The Jackal by Frederick Forsyth.

“You’re conceding the value of old-fashioned paper books,” Gabrielle said, her heart pounding.

He nodded. “And the value of a woman who moves me like no one ever has.”

Gabrielle wet her lips. “Is there…another woman…in the picture?”


He shook his head. “Absolutely not. I’ve always traveled light.” He sighed and moved his face closer to hers. “Until now. But I need to know how you feel about that.”

Gabrielle closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them, he was still there. Wonder welled in her chest that a chance meeting had led to this moment. Inexplicably, she knew that Henry was her match in every way. “I feel grateful,” she said, not caring if she overplayed her hand.

His relieved smile was poetry to her heart. He picked up her hand and lifted her ink-smudged fingers to his mouth for a kiss. “Good. Because I’ve arranged to extend my stay in Atlanta.”

A smile curved her mouth as she leaned closer. “For how long?”

He put his lips on hers, then murmured, “Indefinitely.”


CHANCE MEETING

I saw you first, lover, before you saw me.

I watched you move without knowing that my eyes were upon you.

I studied how you walked and sat and stood up again.

I saw you smile at babies and old women.

I looked on while you picked a flower and twirled your hat.

I loved you, lover, before you even turned my way.


 

-The End -
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