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Chapter One
 
“Did you get it yet?”
“No, I haven’t gotten it yet. Will you quit asking?” Alexander Moretti glanced around, making sure no one was close enough to hear him. “I need more time.”
“I bet you haven’t even walked into the store yet, have you? Gah, you’re no son of mine. I offered this job to you as a test, to see if you still have what it takes. I’m starting to see that you don’t.”
Alex could hear the disgust in his father’s voice and he closed his eyes, willing himself to ignore it. But he couldn’t. Age-old guilt gathered inside him, threatening to overwhelm him in a wave of familiar, irritating emotion and he leaned against the wall of the coffee shop for support.
“You know I haven’t done this in a long time, Dad, so I’m a little rusty. You need to cut me some slack. I’ll do it, I swear.”
“Giving up is so easy after getting caught, I know. That’s why you have to jump back into the saddle, Alex. A true Moretti wouldn’t let a little jail time scare him so easily.”
Easy for his dad to say. The man hadn’t been caught in all of his sixty-plus years. Not once. His father didn’t know what it was like to get tossed into the slammer, to appear before a judge, to receive a jail sentence that felt like the end of the world.
No, his father had no idea whatsoever.
“You don’t have much room to talk since you’ve never been arrested in your life.” Alex opened his eyes, focusing on the quaint storefront across the street from him. The sign in the door read Closed. The display windows were empty, devoid of any sparkling jewelry.
He knew the owner would appear any minute, just as she did every morning promptly at nine. Always an hour before the store opened, allowing him the opportunity to watch her bustle about inside, getting ready for the day. Bringing out the jewelry from the safe, setting up the displays in the windows, cleaning the glass counters until they shined.
True, he’d never been in the store but he’d been lurking around it for a week. Trying to gather up the nerve to go inside, to see the piece his father so desperately wanted.
And then snag that fucking bracelet so he’d be in his father’s good graces again. He didn’t think it would be too difficult in this small tourist town. It would be easy to take the bracelet and please his father. Make a couple bucks, get back on his feet and maybe even find a normal job.
His dad would think he was crazy but he really didn’t want to do this anymore.
Unfortunately, Alex just couldn’t force himself to go into the store. Not yet. He felt like a giant pussy.
“I’m not a pussy like you, son. I’m too good to get caught.”
The old man must read minds.
His father, Alexander Moretti Sr., didn’t hold back—never had, never would. He always spoke his mind, too blunt for his own good sometimes.
Ignoring the ache that clutched at his heart, Alex shook his head. No matter what he did, it would never be good enough. Since receiving jail time, he’d been a constant disappointment in his father’s eyes.
That’s why he was in this stupid town, trying to work up the nerve to steal a stupid bracelet. He wanted to prove to his father that he was good enough to be his son, his namesake. Even if it meant doing something he promised himself he would never do again.
“Listen Dad, I gotta go. The owner is about to show up and I’m going in. Today.” Resolve filled him and he knew it was true. He was going into that store.
He was going to steal the bracelet and hightail it out of this town as soon as possible.
“About damn time. Case out the joint, figure out your best move and then follow through, my son. I need that bracelet and I want you to get it. Don’t disappoint me.”
A loud click sounded in Alex’s ear and he snapped his cell phone shut, shoving it into his front jean pocket. Leaning against the roughened outdoor wall of the coffee shop, he crossed his arms in front of his chest and waited.
The woman seemed to run on an internal clock that was never, ever wrong. She showed up at the same time every morning, immaculately dressed, not a hair out of place. A calm, cool blonde with long, long legs and tits she showcased in form-fitting sweaters that drove him nuts. And he couldn’t figure out why.
First of all, she was so far from his normal type it wasn’t even funny. He liked his women open and easy. No fuss, no muss, just in it for a good time, no relationships allowed. Women like the ones he always found hanging around his old friends, his thieving buddies. Women who liked dangerous men, who liked the thrill of fucking a bad boy—or multiple bad boys. It didn’t matter to them.
The owner of Anderson’s Fine Vintage Jewels didn’t look like the type who craved danger. She definitely didn’t look like the type who enjoyed fucking multiple bad boys. No, she probably had a nice boyfriend, or maybe even a husband who wore a three-piece suit to work everyday, drove a Volvo, had a college degree. A nice guy who was actually doing something with his life.
Alex had barely graduated high school. He didn’t own a three-piece suit and he definitely didn’t drive a Volvo. Giving up his criminal lifestyle after his release from prison, he led a simpler life now. No more flashy cars, flashy clothes or flashy watches—and no more flashing big wads of cash. He was all about low profile. He didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention.
Didn’t necessarily want to get back into the fold.
Of course, it was hard to ignore the fold when your father ran the largest theft ring on the West Coast.
When his father had called out of the blue three weeks ago, Alex had been shocked. He hadn’t heard from him in nearly a year. All but disowning him when Alex announced he wasn’t going to work for him any longer, his father hadn’t even bothered contacting Alex during the holidays or his birthday.
That’s why he knew something was up when he’d heard his dad on the phone. He’d been right. As usual, his father wanted something from him. Something he thought he didn’t want to give but when his father had muttered those fateful words, he hadn’t been able to resist.
Don’t disappoint me, son. I need you to come through for me.
That had been the clincher. For once in his life, he wanted his father to be proud of him. If this was the only way to earn that pride, then so be it.
The click of high heels on concrete drew his attention and he watched as Ms. Perfect came down the sidewalk on the other side of the street, a chic purse on her shoulder, her reddish-blonde hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. The morning was quiet, with only the occasional car passing by and, lowering his head, he watched her from beneath his lashes.
Even from across the street he could tell she was beautiful. Smooth skin that reminded him of peaches and cream, accentuated by big blue eyes and sweet pink lips. Lips he wanted to see up close and personal, lips he dreamed about at night.
Wrapped tightly around his cock and giving him the blowjob to end all blowjobs.
Shifting, he adjusted the crotch of his jeans and continued his perusal. He tried to ignore the rush of lust that surged through his veins every time he saw her, though it was hard.
Actually, it was his dick that was hard, but he couldn’t focus on that now. He had other things to do.
Like case out a jewelry store. Steal a bracelet. Make his father believe in him again.
* * * * *
Walking down the sidewalk toward the store, Celeste Anderson couldn’t ignore the tiny shiver that slithered down her spine.
It almost felt like someone was watching her.
She stopped in front of the door, glancing to her left then right. No one was on the sidewalk, not even a car drove by. Telling herself it was nothing, she reached into her purse and pulled out her keys, unlocking the front door with a quick flick of her wrist.
The feeling was still there, though. Like two lasers boring holes into her back. Tiny hairs on the back of her neck stood on end and goose bumps chased up her arms as she turned around slowly.
A huge man stood in front of the Coffee Bean, the little shop across the street, his dark head bent, hands stuffed inside his pockets. He didn’t appear to be watching her.
But instinct kicked in. He was most definitely watching her. She just couldn’t figure out why.
Ignoring him, she opened the door and went inside, turning the lock back into place behind her. Heading straight for the tiny office in the back, she shoved her purse in the bottom desk drawer then stood, smoothing her hand over her ponytail. If she caught that man still watching her store, she’d call the cops. Johnny was always good for a drive-by…always enjoyed coming in and talking to her for a few minutes too. That would scare the boogeyman from his stakeout post. Grabbing the cordless phone, she set it on top of her desk to remind herself to give Johnny a call.
Why Johnny wouldn’t ask her out on a date, she didn’t know. Not like she hadn’t given him at least a hundred clues that she was interested. Maybe he was slow on the uptake.
Maybe he was, heaven forbid, not interested.
Celeste stopped dead in her tracks, pressing her hand against her chest. Maybe she was losing her touch. Not that she had much touch with the opposite sex anyway but still. Usually when she became interested in a man she made her subtle moves. And they usually worked.
With a shake of her head, she stepped to the safe and turned the dial, listening as the locks tumbled into place, allowing her entrance. Pulling a stack of midnight blue velvet jewel displays out, she headed back into the store and started the morning preparations, menial tasks she’d resumed a while ago, after her sister Hannah had ditched her.
Hannah had been the one who’d prepared the store for opening for so long and when she left, Celeste had taken over. The preparations didn’t bore her, though, not at all. It thrilled her to know that all of this was hers, really hers, her own business. Her mother had enough faith in her to take over the family store and Celeste worked hard at it, wanting to make it shine—wanting to make her mother and her entire family proud.
Not like her sister Hannah, who took off the first chance she got to run a gallery for her sculptor fiancé. Celeste crinkled her nose as she set the velvet displays on top of a counter and opened the tiny glass door beneath it, shoving one of the panels inside.
She couldn’t imagine being involved with an artist, dealing with an artist’s temperament, the uncertainty of financial status. How could Colin make enough money to support him and Hannah forever? They planned on getting married soon, probably wanted to have children. How could they afford to give their children everything they needed when they were living off the sales of his weird, too modern sculptures? Yes, he was successful right now but that could all change at a moment’s notice. Or more like on the buying public’s whim.
Celeste didn’t get it. Relationships were a partnership, almost like a business deal. A marriage was made between two people who got along, held the same interests and beliefs and worked to support each other until they died. None of this spontaneous fall-in-love-and-run-away-together kind of stuff like Hannah did with Colin. That just didn’t compute.
She wanted to find a respectable man, fall in love slowly and then marry him. Become a powerful couple in the community—she running her store, he preferably a man of the law—have two children and live a neat and tidy life, just like her parents had.
Glancing out the front window, Celeste saw the large man still leaning against the wall of the Coffee Bean, his head bent, hair dark as night tumbling over his forehead. Taking her time studying him, her hand automatically reached for the phone she’d brought back from the office. She wanted to be able to describe him properly to Johnny when he stopped by, of course.
Though she couldn’t see his face there was no mistaking he was one of the largest men she’d ever seen in her life. Broad shoulders and a wide chest encased in a dark green button-up shirt, legs that went on for miles in dark denim, heavy work books on his feet. Rugged, rough-looking, probably had no manners, ate with his mouth full or something gross like that.
Ewww.
Celeste dialed Johnny’s cell number, told him about her lurking stranger and then hung up, intent on finishing her preparations for opening the store. She put the man across the street out of her head. She couldn’t be bothered with that right now.
She had a store to get ready, business to attend to. A bracelet she needed to sell—and fast, considering how much money she could potentially make. Money she needed to better the store’s future.
The gorgeous thirteen-carat diamond bracelet was made in the Fifties as a gift for a society bride from her husband and his wealthy family. A stunning piece Celeste had found at an estate auction as part of a lot of various pieces of jewelry and bid on immediately. She’d known at first glance it was far more valuable than the pieces it accompanied.
She’d spent more money than she meant to in purchasing the lot but she hadn’t been able to resist. She knew the bracelet would fetch a pretty penny, giving her a huge return on her investment—if she could just find a buyer.
More than anything, she needed to find that buyer fast. The store needed refurbishing and it would be nice to get that accomplished before the holiday shopping season. Maybe she’d made a foolish move, being so rash in buying the bracelet, but she really didn’t think so.
That bracelet, if it got the price she wanted, would give the store’s earnings a considerable boost. She’d even have enough to invest in more exquisite pieces that could fetch the store even more money.
Chewing on her lip nervously, she placed the bracelet in the glass case that sat in the center of the main countertop, closest to the cash register. It was the most prominent spot in the entire store. She was sorely tempted to place it in a window display but it made her too nervous. Anyone could come up, break the glass and take it. She couldn’t afford for that to happen. Yes, she had insurance on all the items in the store but still. Celeste wanted that sale more than anything in the world.
Glancing at the clock above the door, she hurried to flip the sign to read Open and disengaged the lock once more. Across the street, the front of the Coffee Bean was devoid of any tall, dark strangers and she breathed a sigh of relief.
Good. She didn’t need to worry about anything right now but the store. Besides, now she could flirt with Johnny instead of sending him to interrogate the lurking man.
Humming a nameless tune, she turned to stash the cleaning supplies in a cabinet behind the counter, standing tall when she heard the distinct tinkling of the front door announcing the arrival of the first customer of the day. With a smile she turned, figuring it wasn’t a customer at all but Johnny making his arrival.
Her mouth dropped open when she saw who stood in the doorway.
Him. The lurking stranger, the very man she wanted Johnny to check out. Now she could check him out, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to.
No—she really, really didn’t want to.
His presence seemed to fill the entire store, even though he didn’t move from the doorway. His face, which had been hidden before, shocked her silent, rendered her still as a statue.
He was gorgeous. Beautiful dark eyes fringed with the longest, thickest lashes, chiseled cheekbones, a strong nose, firm jaw shadowed with the faintest hint of stubble and the most sculpted lips she’d ever seen on a man. Lips that would probably feel divine pressed against her own, trailing along her neck, over her chest…
Smoothing back an imaginary hair, she ignored the rather shocking thought of his mouth on her body and cleared her throat. “May I help you?”
He stood there silently, glancing about the store, his brown eyes wide. Shaking his head, he stepped backward, his arm moving behind him to shove the door open.
“This was a mistake. I should’ve never come in here.”
Her brow wrinkled in confusion. “Are you lost? Do you need directions to another store perhaps?”
He turned his gaze upon her once more and her breath stalled in her throat. Really, no man should be as handsome as this one. Certainly no stranger had ever made her react like this one did. Heart beating against her chest, breathing shallow, skin tingling with awareness, all over a man she didn’t know.
“I’m not lost, just made a wrong turn. Sorry to bother you.” Making an attempt to leave, the man was thwarted by Johnny, who pulled the door open from behind him, forcing the handsome stranger farther into the store as he entered.
“Where’s that strange guy you called about, Celeste? Your hero is here to save the day.” Johnny grinned at her and the man scowled at Johnny.
Talk about bad timing.



Chapter Two
 
Her hero? Who the fuck was this bozo?
One look at the uniform though and Alex wanted to bolt from the store and never look back. Cops made him nervous as shit, ever since he got busted by some a couple years ago. They were so cocky, thought they were superior to everyone else when really they were usually just adrenaline junkies like the bad guys.
They just decided to work on the right side of the law instead.
“Um, I’m fine, Johnny. Really.” The beautiful blonde smiled at the cop, resting her tiny hands on the countertop. Her nails were painted with pale pink polish, her hands neat and elegant, fingers slim.
Hands he could imagine stroking his cock, bringing him undeniable pleasure, making him come like a geyser with just her touch.
Shaking his head, Alex stepped out of the way of the cop who now stood in front of him, sizing him up. The skinny jackass rested his hands on his hips, pointy elbows out, grim expression on his wholesome face.
“You from around here?”
“No, just visiting.” Alex didn’t plan on volunteering any more information than he had to.
Damn his luck for running into a cop the moment he stepped into a jewelry store for the first time in years. Discreetly sniffing the air, he swore he could actually smell the expensive stones. He caught a glint of something extra shiny in the center case of the counter.
The bracelet he’d come for, he’d bet his life on it. He’d always had an eye for the most expensive item in a store. It had never failed him in all his years. He didn’t doubt it now.
“Is this the guy you told me about, Celeste?” The cop cocked his bean head in Alex’s direction.
Celeste shook her head, her big blue eyes never leaving Alex’s. His groin heated, cock stirring to life and he swallowed, trying to tear his eyes away from her, focus on the cop, anything but her.
But he couldn’t. He was trapped like a fly in a spider’s web. Unable to move, unable to look away.
She couldn’t seem to look away either.
“No,” she finally said, her sweet voice washing over Alex, sending a shiver up his spine. “That guy was shorter, with blond hair. He left. I don’t know where he went.”
“Want me to go look for him? He might be hanging around here, or maybe he’s down the street.” The cop hitched up his belt, keys clanging, gun slapping against his thigh.
Alex turned quickly, focusing on the gun. He hated guns—they made him more nervous than cops did.
Of course, that hadn’t stopped him from bringing one with him, though it was back in the motel room.
“Oh that sounds like a great idea, Johnny. Thank you.”
Johnny the cop nodded his head in Celeste’s direction and turned, squinting at Alex. “Have a good day, sir.”
“You too, officer.” Alex gave him a mock salute and the cop was on his way out the door, searching for a phantom stranger.
Interesting. Celeste the store owner must have called the cops on him for watching the store—yet she didn’t tell Johnny Gung-Ho that he was the very one who’d been watching. She even sent the cop on a wild goose chase.
It didn’t make much sense. But he wasn’t about to protest it.
“Why’d you send him on his way?” Alex edged closer to the door, already planning how to grab the bracelet though he knew he wasn’t going to do it today. He needed a little more time to figure this shit out.
All the jewelry sent his senses into overload. The gorgeous blonde behind the counter was fucking with his senses too, though he wasn’t protesting that either. He swore even from across the room he could smell her sweet scent, reminding him of a summer breeze and flowers.
“Why were you spying on me?”
Her question threw him for a loop, surprised at her bluntness. “I wasn’t spying. I was just…waiting for your store to open.”
“When you walked inside you said you shouldn’t have come in here. I didn’t think you were interested in my store.” A dark reddish blonde eyebrow arched, pink lips pursed with doubt.
He wanted to kiss the doubt right off those lips. Wanted to taste her, devour her, consume her.
Shaking his head, Alex rested his hand on the door handle, deciding to go for the poor-pitiful-me plan. “I can’t afford this place. You have beautiful jewelry but it’s a little out of my league.”
Shit, he couldn’t afford to be inside the place, that was for damn sure. His palms literally itched, whether to get his hands on some valuable pieces or the hot little piece suddenly headed his way, he wasn’t quite sure.
Okay that was a lie. He’d rather have his hands on her than some expensive, cold stones any day.
Damn it, he didn’t want her to come any closer. He needed her to stay as far away from him as possible. She was temptation personified, walking sin, seduction in its purest form.
Where the hell was his fried brain coming up with this stuff? This is what happened when a man went without sex for too long.
He got all dramatic and shit.
“Our jewelry comes in various price ranges. We have very reasonably priced pieces. What are you looking for?” Her smile revealed straight white teeth and she clasped her hands in front of her. The pale blue sweater set she wore emphasized the color of her eyes, and the string of lustrous pearls surrounding her slender neck showcased its elegant curve.
She was one classy broad, as his father would say. Certainly wouldn’t be interested in an ex-con like him.
“Um, something for my mother.” The words came quickly, easily, and disgust filled him. His mother had died when he was five yet he had no problem lying.
Once a liar, always a liar, his father always told him. He said the same thing about being a thief too.
Shit.
“Ah, that’s nice.” Celeste’s smile grew and Alex felt a tightening in his groin at the sight of it. “Does she like anything in particular?”
“Diamonds.”
Damn, he could swear his forehead just broke out into a cold sweat. Why the hell did he say that?
Her eyes lit and she waggled a finger at him, turning to walk straight toward the center of the glass counter. “I know you said we’re too expensive but let me show you this, just to show you. It’s beautiful. Maybe your father could buy it for her. Is it her birthday?”
“Yes. It is.” Alex followed her, admiring the shift of her ass beneath the tight black skirt as she walked.
She leaned against the edge of the counter, tapping her fingernail on the glass, exactly at the spot where a diamond bracelet rested. “Isn’t it gorgeous? I just obtained it from an estate sale, I couldn’t resist it.”
“It’s beautiful.” His breath lodged in his throat, his heart rate increasing triple time. The bracelet sparkled up at him in all its brilliance, thirteen carats of pure perfection. The woman had no idea just how valuable this bracelet was—or to whom.
The old lady who’d had it in her possession when she passed was none other than the mother of the man who founded the gang his own father now ran.
His father had explained the entire story. When old lady Annabella Rizzo up and died, no one from her family had been able to claim any of her possessions. The son who’d once headed his dad’s gang was already long gone, her various grandsons either locked away in prison or hiding out in other countries. The only one available had been her great-granddaughter, who was unable to make it to the estate before it had been sold off, per Annabella’s will. Apparently the great-granddaughter had no idea the bracelet was so valuable either. She was so happy to be presented with the check after the auction that there’d been no protesting or questions on her part.
But Alex Sr. had found out about that bracelet—had even seen it once, briefly, many years ago. Once word of Annabella’s death reached him, he’d tracked down the buyer and then sent his son to this quaint little coastal town to steal it and bring it back to him. Just so he could boast about the great lift he’d made, brag about possessing the Rizzo family’s greatest heirloom.
Now Alex stood right where his father wanted him, the bracelet teasing him with flashing winks of icy blue fire. His palms were clammy and he rubbed them on his jeans, anxiety filling him.
He couldn’t do this today, the timing was all wrong. He should’ve planned this better, should’ve brought the gun his father gave him. He would’ve held the beautiful Celeste at gunpoint and snatched that bracelet from its place beneath the glass in a matter of seconds.
Instead, he stood before her pretending to be looking for a gift for his dead mother, feeling like the biggest jackass in the entire damn world.
“It’s expensive, though.” Celeste leaned toward him, her whispered words making the moment intimate somehow. There was a glint in her eyes that made him yearn to reach for her, haul her against him and kiss her senseless. Let her feel exactly how much she excited him before taking her right on the goddamn floor of her store.
“Yeah, I can’t afford this though my mother certainly deserves it. Maybe I will send my dad in.”
Ah hell, he wished.
* * * * *
He looked nervous, her big handsome stranger. Why Celeste had covered for him and sent Johnny on his way, she had no idea. There was something about him, though. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.
He was definitely handsome, carried himself well and had manners, all pluses. But his clothes looked old and worn, his shirt almost threadbare in some places. He needed a haircut, though the rakish wavy lock of hair that fell over his forehead was rather sexy.
She crinkled her nose, tearing her gaze away from him. Sexy. She’d never thought of any man as sexy. When her friends oohed and ahhed over a Hollywood celebrity or some random handsome man at a restaurant, she always played along but she never really found them that special.
This man, though, was sexy. Her body seemed to react to him without any help from her brain. She didn’t understand it.
Then again, she couldn’t fight it either.
“Maybe you’d like to look at something else? Aquamarines?” She had to break the silence, had to keep things normal, keep the conversation moving. If she didn’t, something else might happen. Something weird. Like maybe she’d reach out and touch him, test those arms to see if they were as big and hard as they appeared.
Breathing deeply, she allowed her gaze to travel over his form once more, lingering on his arms held akimbo, fists resting on his hips. His biceps bulged against the worn fabric of his shirt. Goodness, when he stood like that the buttons on the front of his shirt actually strained, he was so broad.
Celeste wondered what he would look like without the shirt on. Her mouth literally watered at the thought.
“Nah.” He shook his head, a faint smile curving his sensuous lips. “I appreciate you taking the time though, and keeping your cop friend from frisking me.”
She laughed, couldn’t seem to help herself, which caused his smile to widen, revealing dimples that bracketed either side of his mouth.
Oh my.
“Oh no problem, really. And your name is?” She had to ask, had to know what this man’s name was. She might never see him again.
“Alex.” He extended his hand toward her. “And you’re Celeste, right?”
“Yes.” She nodded, taking his hand. Long fingers wrapped around hers, his skin hot and electrifying to the touch and the brief contact sent a frisson of excitement up her arm. Her nipples hardened instantly and she released a shuddering breath.
Never in her life had she reacted so strongly to such a simple touch. Heck, she’d never reacted so strongly to any kind of touch.
It made her crave more.
“Nice to meet you, Celeste.” His voice was a low murmur, making her toes curl in her shoes, her nipples hardening even more beneath her sensible bra.
“You too, Alex.” His name rolled off her tongue and she could easily imagine herself calling it out while he buried himself deep inside her, her fingers tangled in his thick, silky hair, his big, hot body pressed against hers.
Blinking, she released his hand as if burned, mortified by her train of thought.
This was not normal. She did not think this way about men, especially a complete stranger. It didn’t make any sense.
There was no denying the invisible energy buzzing around them though, filling the room, making their bodies lean toward each other. Her lips parted. She could actually imagine herself kissing this man right here, right now and the way his head cocked toward her made her think he was about to do it too—
“I didn’t find him.” The bells jangled with Johnny’s arrival and she and Alex sprang away from each other.
“You didn’t find who?” Her voice came out shaky, even a little husky and she risked a glance toward Alex, who watched her from beneath lowered lashes. The seductive expression on his face made her think of satin sheets and naked skin.
No! She needed to stop this. It was ridiculous.
“The perpetrator you told me about. I looked up and down both sides of the street, couldn’t find anyone.” Johnny shook his head, resting his hands on his hips in that annoying wide-leg stance he had.
Annoying? When had she ever thought of Johnny as annoying before?
“Well, thank you for looking, Johnny. I appreciate it.” She smiled at him, hoping he’d get the hint and leave but he didn’t. He just stood there watching both of them with a goofy grin on his face.
Standing next to the giant Alex, Johnny looked downright puny. Like a boy compared to a big strapping man. What had she ever seen in him?
“Wanna grab some dinner tonight after my shift ends?” Johnny shuffled his feet, glancing down at the floor. “I thought Luberman’s sounded good.”
This was the moment she’d been waiting weeks for. Johnny had been coming by the shop off and on for almost two months and she’d laid it on thick, hoping he would ask her out on a date. Now that the time was here, her automatic urge was to turn him down.
All because Alex was watching her with narrowed dark brown eyes, his full lips pulled tight into a slight frown. He didn’t look pleased with Johnny’s attempt at asking her out on a date.
“What do you say, Celeste?” Johnny finally looked up, his expression hopeful though his body was tense, as if waiting for her to say no.
Her mouth opened, her gaze sliding toward Alex—but he answered for her.
“She’s going out with me. Tonight. For dinner.”
“Huh?” Johnny’s mouth hung open, his arms dropping to his sides. He looked from Alex to Celeste in disbelief. “Do you even know this guy’s name?”
“Well, yes, I know Alex.” She smiled, her tummy tingling at the thought of going out to dinner with him.
Funny how an hour ago she thought him to be some sort of criminal watching her store and now she was ready to go on a date with him.
It really, really made no sense whatsoever.
“Yes, she knows me and we’re going out tonight.” Alex smiled in Johnny’s direction but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Sorry bud, I guess I beat you to the punch.”
“Yeah, I guess so.” Johnny shrugged and started for the door. “I’ll be seein’ you, Celeste.”
She waited until the door shut behind him before she turned toward Alex. “Why did you do that?”
“You didn’t want to go out with him.” It wasn’t a question but a statement.
“Yes, I did. I’ve wanted to go out with him for weeks!” Well, that last part was true at least.
“Yeah well, you don’t want to go out with him now. You want to go out with me instead.”
“I do not want to go out with you.” Now it was her turn to place her hands on her hips, hoping he didn’t notice the hard points of her nipples. She was almost positive her bra was lined well enough…
Really, she didn’t want to go out with this man. He wasn’t her type, she had no idea who he was and he was awfully pushy. Cocky.
So why did she find that just the slightest bit irresistible?
“You’re saying that what happened between us earlier didn’t actually happen then?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Of course she knew what he was talking about. And secretly, she couldn’t deny the sexual tension that had crackled around them. There was something between them—but people just didn’t react based on instant attraction.
Did they?
Well, people like her didn’t. She knew that.
He smiled and actually brushed the tip of her nose with a calloused fingertip. Just that little touch sent a zing straight to her pussy, making her panties dampen in an embarrassingly quick manner.
“You know exactly what I’m talking about. I’ll meet you here at six-thirty, when you’re done closing the shop. How does that sound?”
“I can’t even go home and change my clothes?” She didn’t deny his suggestion or protest his arrogance in assuming she’d be waiting for him.
“I like that sweater on you. It does amazing things for your eyes.” His gaze was nowhere near her eyes, though. No, more like he’d taken up a complex study of her breasts.
She didn’t know it was possible but her nipples actually ached, they were so hard.
“My eyes are up here,” she protested weakly.
“Yeah, I know.” He met her gaze, a smile on his face, dimples winking at her.
And then he was gone, the swoosh of the door closing and the gentle tinkling of the bells the only evidence that he’d been there.
Slumping against the counter, she rested her hand against her chest, her wildly beating heart threatening to burst out of her skin. If she could barely survive that encounter with the mysterious, sexy Alex, how was she going to survive dinner with him?
She had no clue. But she was dying to find out.


Chapter Three
 
“Tell me you have it now. It’s the least you could do for your old man.”
“Look, Dad, this isn’t as easy as it sounds. There are a lot of complications I have to deal with. Give me time, let me finesse the owner before I swipe the bracelet from her display case.” Alex turned the key in his motel door and walked inside the tiny room.
“Finesse the owner my ass. I heard she’s a pretty little thing. Stop wasting your time trying to get in her panties and bring home that bracelet now, Alex.”
Alex sat heavily on the edge of the bed, the cheap mattress groaning from his weight. “I’m not trying to get into her panties. That’s your method, not mine.”
“Ha. Smartass. Listen—you get that necklace back to me within the next seventy-two hours and I’ll make it worth your while.”
“What are you talking about?” He perked to attention at the words “worth your while”, he couldn’t help it. It was part of his nature, the greed, the lure of the money. Yeah, his father had given him a couple grand to make it through his time in Santa Augustina but he hadn’t talked actual payment for the return of the bracelet.
His father was so eager to have that bracelet he figured the payoff on delivery would be well worth it. Give him enough money to get back on his feet, establish himself so he wouldn’t have to resort to working for his dad on a permanent basis.
He loved dear old Dad, worried about him and all that but he’d be damned if he was gonna fall back into this life all over again. He needed to start over, start fresh…redeem himself, damn it.
Problem was, the easy money was hard to stay away from.
“Ten K for you, but you need to bring it to me in three days’ time.” Alex Sr. paused, his breathing ragged over the phone line. His father wasn’t in the best of health but damn if he didn’t sound outright awful today, worse than usual. Yet another reason to make his dad proud—he wanted to do this before he lost him for good. “Are you up to the challenge, boy?”
“I’ll try,” he said with a sigh.
His father grunted. “You’d better do more than try, you’d better get it. And fast.”
Yet again his father hung up the phone before Alex could get another word in. Frustrated, he tossed the phone on the bedside table and stretched out across the mattress, folding his arms beneath his head.
Dumb move he’d made, telling Celeste he was taking her out to dinner in front of the cop. He didn’t know what had possessed him. What he should’ve done was turn tail, bolt out of that store and never look back. Forget about her, forget her beautiful face, the sound of her voice, the scent of her skin.
Ah fuck all that. He needed to think up a plan to sneak back into that old store with the flimsy security system and snag the bracelet. He knew it went into a safe at night but he’d cracked enough of those in his lifetime to not let that little detail worry him. He’d scoped out what little security she had while in the store and realized it wasn’t worth much.
He sighed. He was tempted, but no way could he get involved with the very woman who was in possession of the item he needed to steal. Not even a quick fuck, much to his disappointment. How long had it been anyway since he’d actually enjoyed a woman? Six months? Yeah, at least six months. A man shouldn’t go that long without sex. It made him think crazy things, maybe even do crazy things.
She was so beautiful though, in a classy, prim yet sexy way. He had a feeling she would be a wildcat once he stripped those proper clothes off her. Peel away what could only be a cashmere twinset, unhook the sensible pearls, tug the modest skirt off her hips to reveal her body to his gaze. Stroke her soft skin, taste it, taste the very essence of her. She’d writhe and moan beneath him, trying to restrain herself but unable to. Too consumed with lust for him, just as he would be for her.
Fuck. He leapt from the bed, trying to ignore the raging hard-on straining against his boxer briefs. He’d be better off buying a porn movie off the motel cable versus dreaming about the very pretty, very unattainable Celeste.
What a damn shame.
Gazing at the open door of the tiny closet, he saw the white dress shirt and black pants hanging from wire hangers. When he unpacked, he hadn’t known what possessed him to bring the dressier clothes. Not like he had any semiformal events to attend while stealing a bracelet.
Now he was glad he’d brought them, though they could be newer. Plucking at the pants waistband, he realized they were a little faded, the shirt not necessarily stylish, rather basic and boring. But they were all he had, and they would have to do.
He shook his head. He still couldn’t believe the complete transformation from his previous life. A life filled with designer clothes, expensive cars and lavish homes. Big parties with plenty of booze flowing and gorgeous women attending. He’d had it all.
Lost it all too.
After the first few bitter months behind bars, he’d realized he didn’t miss any of it, didn’t need all that shit. That’s why he hadn’t run to dear old Daddy the minute he’d been sprung. He’d missed him, though. Even missed his old way of life though he hated to admit that. He’d been happy to hear from his father. Had leapt at the chance to come to this shitty tourist town and steal a bracelet his father so desperately wanted.
Now the idea of an easy ten thousand dollars made the deal even sweeter.
Celeste’s image flashed in his memory and he closed his eyes. The way she leaned toward him just before Johnny Jackass Cop burst through the door. The hungry look in her eyes as she’d watched him, the breathless sound of her voice when she’d caught him blatantly checking out her rack.
His eyes popped open. Crap. That ten thousand dollars didn’t sound so easy anymore.
Deciding to hell with it, Alex went into the bathroom to take a shower and beat off. Get rid of the frustrating erection he’d had since leaving Anderson’s Fine Vintage Jewels.
He had a feeling it was going to be a long shower.
* * * * *
Alex was prompt, Celeste had to give him that. As he walked through the front door at six-thirty on the dot, she couldn’t help the giddy bubble of excitement that bounced in her already nervous stomach. The smile he shot her way when he spotted her caused that excitement to bloom throughout her body, making her warm all over.
Pressing her fingers to her lips, she assessed him as discreetly as possible. Unbearably handsome in a white button-up shirt and black trousers, she couldn’t help but sigh with approval. At least he didn’t look like a lumberjack, which his outfit from earlier in the day had reminded her of. A sexy lumberjack nevertheless, all rough and rugged and sexy. A look that was a little uncouth for a nice night out for dinner.
Hmm, who knew rough and rugged was so tempting, though?
He cleaned up nicely. His hair was raked back from his forehead, so dark it almost seemed to glisten beneath the spotlights scattered throughout the store. A spicy, purely masculine scent wafted in the air and she breathed deeply, unsure if she’d be able to survive the night smelling him. Intoxicating is what he was. Intoxicating to look at, intoxicating to smell and most likely intoxicating to touch.
Her hands itched to touch him. She clenched them into fists, physically restraining herself from doing so.
“Are you ready to go?” His deep, rich voice washed over her, making her skin prickle with awareness.
“Yes, everything’s in the safe, all locked up.” No way would she admit she started closing up shop early just so she could be ready by the time he showed up.
“Sell my mom’s bracelet today?” His voice was casual, nonchalant, but he seemed to tense, as if he were holding his breath.
Rolling her eyes, Celeste grabbed her purse from the countertop and walked toward him. Wishing she could wrap her arms around his waist and snuggle against his broad chest. “I wish.”
His big body visibly relaxed. “Do you think you maybe have it overpriced?”
“Oh no, it’s truly the most valuable piece in the entire store.” She glanced around, pretending someone could have overheard. “But that’s just between you and me.”
“Of course, don’t worry.”
They exited the store, Celeste careful as she locked the doors tight. Tugging on the door handle, satisfied when it didn’t give, she finally turned to face Alex. She wasn’t about to take any risks with that bracelet inside.
“Do you have somewhere in mind for dinner?”
He glanced at her as they walked down the sidewalk. “I was hoping you’d have some ideas since you’re from here. Me just being a visitor and all, I don’t know what’s good.”
“Oh, so what brings you here?” When she’d been younger, she’d wished she could’ve escaped the almost strangling confines of the small town where she’d spent her entire life. Now, though, she was glad she had stayed. She liked Santa Augustina in all its quaint, small town glory.
Though she wondered what made people come here sometimes. Especially single, handsome men like Alex.
“A little vacation. I needed to get away, needed some downtime.” He shrugged those impossibly wide shoulders and smiled down at her. “I just wanted to escape for a bit, gain some me time, I guess. I live in Los Angeles, a total hellhole and rat race that can eat you up inside if you let it.”
“So you decided to come up the coast?”
“Yeah, I jumped in my car and just started driving. Took a little vacation time from work and now here I am. It’s a nice town.”
“Yes, it is. I like it here. And there’s a good restaurant that’s just two streets over. Do you like Italian food?”
He chuckled. “With a last name like mine, I would have to say yes.”
Her brow crinkled. “What’s your last name? I don’t think you ever told me.”
“It’s Moretti.”
“Ah, so you’re Italian.” That explained the dark hair and dark eyes, the almost exotic look to his swarthy features. Compared to Alex, the men she knew and hung out with seemed so bland and boring—kind of like herself. Nothing special, nothing exciting.
Excitement seemed to shimmer off Alex. He was completely different from any of the men she’d dated in the past. Someone she’d consider not her type at all but was undeniably attracted to all the same. An attraction she would normally fight off or ignore but she realized tonight, she didn’t want to.
She wanted to see where this would go. For once, temporary didn’t sound like a bad idea.
Stopping abruptly, she rested her hand against her chest, stunned at her own thoughts. Something temporary didn’t sound like a bad idea? A little fling with a man who was on vacation and would leave in a matter of days? This was so far out of her normal realm of thinking she didn’t even know what to do.
“Are you all right?” Alex rested a big hand on her shoulder, the heat from his touch searing her skin right through her sweater.
Celeste released a shuddering breath and glanced up at him, a weak smile on her face. The intensity of his gaze, the way his hand still rested on her body, made her feel funny inside. Made her body tingle in all the right places—and go liquid in all the right places too.
“I’m fine,” she finally said, her voice wobbly as she nodded once. Yes, she was. Really. She could get through this night without attacking him across the table, for instance.
She could get through this night without drooling at the sight of his handsome face, his dark eyes watching her so closely. Really she could.
“Are you sure? Is something bothering you?” His hand slid from her shoulder down her arm, sparks of awareness from his touch making her tremble with need.
Need for him.
“No, nothing’s bothering me, I’m fine. I, uh, thought I forgot something back at the store and that’s why I stopped. But really, I’m fine.” She gestured to the left, where the sidewalk curved around along the cross street. “We go this way and turn another left at the light and we’ll be at the restaurant.”
“Sounds perfect.” He smiled at her, his hand dropping away from her and she restrained the groan that wanted to slip past her lips.
She was in so much trouble.
* * * * *
Alex had no idea how he’d sat through that long, torturous dinner without touching Celeste but he did it. The restaurant was small, intimate, seemingly lit with only candles in red cups on every table. The waiter had been more than courteous, familiar with Celeste, offering them the best service imaginable and food that would make his dead grandmother praise the hills of her birth country.
But he’d barely been able to eat a thing, too enraptured with Celeste’s beauty, her voice, the way she looked at him from across the table. Surprise was one way to describe it. Like she couldn’t believe she sat there with him, talking to him…was attracted to him.
He felt exactly the same way.
Finishing off that bottle of good red didn’t help either. He hadn’t been a big drinker since he’d gotten out of prison and he felt like a pansy that a couple glasses of wine had gone to his head. It was some excellent wine, he had to admit. He hadn’t felt this good in a long time.
Depositing a bunch of twenties on the table, he escorted Celeste out of the restaurant, surprised at the lateness of the hour. They’d stayed at the restaurant for nearly three hours, talking about their lives. Well, she did most of the talking, he just listened.
No way could he reveal anything about his past. She’d jump up from her chair and run like the devil was nipping at her heels if he mentioned anything about his time in prison for breaking into a jewelry store.
Sweat beaded on his forehead at the thought, even in the cool fall night air.
“Thank you so much for dinner. I think you left Sid the biggest tip of his life.”
“He deserved it.” Deciding to go for it, Alex grabbed her hand, her soft, small fingers clutching around his. “I’m glad you wanted to go there. I’m stuffed.”
“You barely ate your food.” She smiled shyly at him, the sight of it making his dick jump in his pants and he cleared his throat, squeezing her hand even more.
“Yeah, well I was distracted.”
“Distracted by what? All the good wine?” A little giggle escaped her and she covered her lips with her other hand, her gaze drifting away from his.
“No. I was distracted by you.” He said the words quietly, stopped in front of a small gift shop and turned to face her.
“Oh.” Her hand dropped from her lips and she looked up at him, her blue eyes even bigger than normal, the color almost the same as the dark blue sky above. Lit by a full moon and tiny sparkling white stars, the night was magnificent, clearly made for lovers.
He wanted to be this woman’s lover. If only for tonight, then so be it. The urge to be buried deep inside her, bringing her pleasure with his hands, mouth and cock nearly overwhelmed him.
“Where do you live?” The question came out fast, his voice gruff, his stance tense as he watched her.
Waiting for her to give him a sign.
“Where are you staying?” The words seemed to slip past her lips without her even thinking and he heard the tiny gasp that followed them.
She must’ve surprised herself. Good, he was shocked too.
Shaking his head, he tugged on her hand, bringing her closer to him. The scent of flowers and fresh rain washed over him, making his cock even harder. “I can’t take you there, it sucks. Tell me where you live, Celeste. Do you have a nice soft bed?”
Her eyes widened and he saw the pulse at the base of her neck jump erratically. He was so tempted to kiss her there, lick her sweet skin, but he restrained himself.
“I do.” Her gaze didn’t waver though her pulse kicked up another notch.
“You want to show me your bed, sweetheart?”
“Yes.”
“Then lead the way.”


Chapter Four
 
Her house was small and on the older side but Celeste had fixed it up nicely so she wasn’t ashamed of it. Besides, she’d bought it for a steal before Santa Augustina’s real estate boom of the last few years and it wasn’t too far from the ocean. On a really quiet night, she could even hear the waves crashing against the shore in the distance.
Tonight was proving to be just such a night. Not only could she hear the waves lapping against the sand but she also had the most handsome man she’d ever seen standing in the middle of her bedroom. Glancing about the room with a seductive look in his eyes, he seemed to fill the entire room.
All she could do was stand there at the foot of her bed and stare, her arms hanging at her sides, her tongue wanting to hang out of her mouth.
She kept that last bit under control, thank goodness.
“I don’t normally bring men I don’t know to my bedroom,” she blurted, unable to stop herself.
Immediately she covered her mouth with her hands, shocked at her statement. Why did she bring this man back to her home, into her bedroom? Did she really want to have sex with him? Because that’s what this meant, the two of them standing near her bed, their mingled breathing the only sound in the room besides the comforting sounds of the ocean waves wafting through the open window.
Her silent answer seemed to move through her body, causing her nipples to peak and harden, her panties to grow wet.
Yes.
Yes, she did want to have sex with him. Something she’d never done with a man after the first date. Celeste could count on one hand the number of men she’d had sex with in her life. Then she could count on one hand again the sexual encounters she’d had with each of those men.
Needless to say, she wasn’t that impressed with sex. Didn’t really get it when her friends rambled on and on about the great orgasm they’d had the night before or the amazing moves some guy had in bed. It didn’t compute. She had better orgasms by her own hand, she was embarrassed to admit. How did a man make a woman feel the way they described in the movies, in the romance books she read and hid under her bed?
“You don’t need to explain yourself to me, Celeste,” Alex finally said, his eyes roaming over her form, seeming to undress her everywhere they roamed. “All I care about is what’s going to happen between us tonight.”
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea, something happening between us tonight.” She said the words so fast they seemed to slur together and she cleared her throat, taking a step back when he moved toward her.
“I don’t think I believe you.” His moves were stealthlike, his feet quiet as he came closer, his arms stealing around her waist and hauling her close. “I think you want this as badly as I do.”
Resting her hands against his chest, she was startled by the heat she felt there, the pounding of his heart beneath her palms as quick as her own. Having him so close was overwhelming, made her body go limp, her mind fuzzy. She titled her head and found him watching her, his eyes zeroing in on her mouth, and her tongue snuck out to lick her lips tentatively.
He groaned, the sound reverberating through her, rumbling against her hands. “Are you okay?”
“Whatever you do, don’t do that again unless you want me to attack you without any finesse whatsoever.”
“Do what?” Her eyebrows drew together in confusion.
“God, you’re cute as hell when you do that too.” Alex pulled her even closer, his lower body brushing against hers and she gasped when she felt his rigid erection through his pants. “Licking your lips. Don’t lick your lips like that, it drives me nuts.”
“Ooh, you mean like this?” Celeste did it again, her tongue swiping across her lower lip. What possessed her to do it she didn’t know but the sound of his strangled groan caused a great wave of satisfaction to roll through her.
And then before she even realized she’d moved he had her lying across the bed, his big body pinning hers, mouth fused to hers as if he never wanted to let go. A little cry escaped her and he took advantage. His tongue dipped into her mouth, tangling with her own and she surrendered completely. Her hands sank into his hair, gripping him tightly, holding him to her. He ground his pelvis against her, his erection hot and huge against her belly, and her eyes flew open in surprise.
Did he actually think that thing was going to fit? Good Lord, her entire body was trembling and not just because she wanted him.
A little trickle of fear spilled down her spine and she tried to ignore it, concentrating on the delicious things his mouth was doing to hers instead. His big hands roamed all over her body, pushing at the hem of her sweater and she let him slide the fabric up the slightest bit, baring her belly.
“Such soft skin,” he whispered, his rough fingers searching her stomach, inching higher. “I’ve wanted to touch you all night.”
“Don’t stop,” she murmured, arching toward him, shocked at her bold command. Had she ever asked for anything from a man in bed before?
No, she didn’t think so.
His hand kept moving, up and up until it tickled the edge of her bra. She squirmed beneath him, wanting him to touch her breasts, dying for him to touch her there and when he did, she sighed with relief, basking in the sensation his long fingers wrought within her.
“I want the bra off.” Sure fingers searched then found the clasp in the front and she thanked the heavens above for convenience, nearly giggling when the bra sprang free so easily for him.
Alex pushed the cups from her breasts, moving away from her so he could yank the sweater and shell she wore up higher so he could stare at her bare skin.
His dark eyes glittered in the faint light of the moon from the open window. “Take the sweater off.”
Without hesitation, she lifted her upper body as best she could and whipped the sweater and shell off in one movement, throwing the offending garments on the floor.
“Ah, God, you’re so beautiful.” He cupped her breasts once more, thumbs flickering across her nipples and she closed her eyes, lost to his touch.
When his mouth closed around her nipple she cried out, sinking her hands in his thick hair, holding him to her. His lips tugged and pulled, his wet tongue swirling around her turgid nipple and she whimpered. Wanting more but not quite sure how to ask for it.
He moved to her other nipple and gave it the same glorious treatment, his hands skimming down her stomach, hovering just at the waistband of her skirt. Her stomach tingled in anticipation, her panties already saturated, and she opened her eyes to watch.
The neglected nipple pointed in the air, rosy and so hard, glistening in the moonlight. His dark head moved over her chest, sucking and nibbling her other nipple, big hands moving all over her upper body, claiming her, making her ache with need.
“We need to get rid of this.” Alex tugged on the band of her skirt, fingers slipping beneath it. “Now.”
She eagerly reached for the button on the side and undid it, sliding the zipper down. Reaching out to help her, his hands slid the skirt past her hips, down her legs until she was able to kick the garment off. He straddled her, sitting up so he could stare down at her and she didn’t move, eyes wide open, not shying from his blatant observation.
“I can’t believe I’m here. With you.” His hands drifted over her body, his gaze following their path, his expression filled with admiration. “You’re so beautiful, so elegant.”
Her cheeks grew hot with embarrassment and she shook her head, startled by his words. “No I’m not.”
“Yes you are.” Alex began to unbutton his shirt, undoing each button one by one, slowly revealing a broad, muscular chest. “You’re the classiest woman I’ve ever met.”
Celeste could only stare in fascination as he finished unbuttoning his shirt, tugging it off his wide shoulders. Her mouth literally watered at the sight of his well-developed pecs covered with a soft smattering of dark hair, his flat, rippled abs. He must work out, do hard labor or something along those lines. He could probably crush puny Johnny with his bare hands.
“Are you okay? You’re looking at me funny.” His brows furrowed, his lips twisting in question.
“You’re just so—wow.” She waved her hand in his general direction, couldn’t help but notice the discreet beading of his tiny nipples. The temptation to circle her tongue around each one was strong but she held herself in check. Just lay there waiting for him, more than ready to feel his bare skin pressed against her, his legs tangling with hers.
Even though he still wore his pants. Unfortunately.
“I should take these off.” As if he could read her mind, he tore himself away from her to stand next to the bed, his hands going for the waistband of his trousers.
A man stripping in front of her by the dim light of the moon was the ultimate fantasy she hadn’t even known she had. Her breath lodged in her throat while she watched him take the rest of his clothes off. Strong, hairy thighs were slowly revealed, along with his dark gray boxer briefs. Her gaze zeroed in on his package and a startled cry erupted from her.
Celeste had thought his erection impressive when he pressed it against her earlier but now, seeing its length strain against the thin fabric of his underwear…
Mind-boggling, to say the least.
He kept his underwear on when he rejoined her on the bed and she sighed in pleasure at the initial contact of skin on skin. Blazing hot, hair-roughened skin caused a delicious friction against her own, making her shiver.
“You feel good,” he murmured, his voice like smooth silk rippling over her skin.
“So do you.” Her arms slid around him, fingers splaying across his back, searching.
If she was only going to have this one adventure-filled night with this man, then she was going to take full advantage of it. She wanted to do it all, see it all, taste it all.
All with Alex.
Nuzzling her neck, his lips were warm and damp as they pressed a trail of kisses along her sensitive skin. She lifted her chin, allowing him better access and he took it, his teeth nipping, tongue licking, making her squirm and giggle.
“You like that?”
“I seem to like anything you do,” she said on a sigh, for once in her life not embarrassed to say something like that. Screw it. She’d been reading Cosmo lately. She needed to start asking for what she wanted in bed. Why not start tonight?
More than anything, she wanted to have an orgasm while a man was inside her. Something she’d only done a couple times with previous sexual partners. Oh she’d faked it more than once. Almost every single time—but she was done with that. No more fakes allowed in her bed.
Celeste had a feeling Alex was the perfect candidate to bring her to orgasm while buried deep inside her. Just the thought of it made her tremble in anticipation and her panties were beyond soaked.
He slid down her body, raining kisses all over her skin, paying close attention to her breasts once more. His hands skimmed the outline of her body, smoothing along her waist, over her hips, across the tops of her thighs. Fingers brushed against the front of her panties and she held her breath, shifting beneath his touch, dying for him there.
As if knowing exactly what she wanted he moved lower, his hot mouth pressing against the sensitive skin of her stomach, tongue dipping inside her navel. She smiled, tilting her head forward to watch and her heart swelled with eagerness at the sight.
Alex’s face was directly above her panty-clad sex, his hot breath puffing against the cotton and she swore she grew even wetter. Legs widening to accommodate him, she waited breathlessly, arching upward when his fingers hooked around the sides of her underwear, allowing him to slide them down.
“Hmm, so wet,” he said, his hand clutching the fabric as he pulled the panties off her legs.
Wetter than it had ever been in her life, her pussy positively tingled in anticipation, waiting for him to stroke her there. And when he finally did, her eyes slid closed in ecstasy, a tiny moan escaping her when a finger brushed against her extended clit.
“God, Celeste.” His voice was positively ragged, the sound of it thrilling her. His fingers worked magic between her legs, searching her folds, one, then two thick fingers pushing deep inside. “You’re so tight.”
Moving slow and sure, his fingers were a sensuous push and pull within her body and she moved with him, arms drifting over her head, upper body arching. A cool breeze from the open window brushed across her hard nipples, making them ache even more.
With an appreciative murmur his head dipped, mouth nuzzling her outer lips and her head turned from side to side, overcome with the sensation of his mouth on her pussy.
Alex’s tongue swiped her clit, teasing it, running down the entire length of her slit. Big hands pushed at her inner thighs, widening her legs even more for his gentle assault.
Always too uncomfortable before to let a man go down on her, she’d suffered in silence before, always pulling her partner away before he could complete the act. Now all she could think was—finally. What had she been afraid of, why so self-conscious? She had always been so sexually repressed. So damn boring.
Celeste didn’t know why she’d led such a dull life, didn’t have an answer at all. But she knew one thing for sure…
She was glad she was sharing all of this with Alex.
All thoughts of her past disappeared in an instant when he drew her clit between his lips, his tongue tapping against it in an insistent rhythm. She pressed her groin to his mouth, grinding against him, unable to help herself. Her limbs started to quake, her belly tightening in preparation for orgasm and she reveled in it, her entire body pulled taut, ready for it to take over.
How lovely she didn’t have to work for it so hard like normal. All it took was Alex’s wonderful hands and skillful mouth to bring her to climax in mere minutes.
His fingers picked up the pace, thrusting in and out of her, his tongue lightning quick as it slashed against her clit and she let loose a keening cry. A wave of sensation crashed over her body, her inner walls constricting over and over again around his fingers, her womb rippling with the force of her orgasm. Alex rode it out with her, his fingers slowing, mouth releasing her clit though his tongue still softly licked.
“Beautiful,” she swore she heard him murmur and then he was above her, kissing her, the taste of her juices still on his beautiful lips. His insistent cock probed at her entry and panic suddenly smacked her sensible mind awake.
Pushing against the solid wall of his chest, she gazed up at him with hope surely shining in her eyes.
“You have a condom, right? Right?”
* * * * *
Alex’s lids slammed closed, his entire face crinkling in concentration. Shit, did he have a condom? Hell if he could remember. Maybe a spare in his wallet?
For the love of all things womanly soft and naked, he sure as hell hoped so.
“Do you, Alex?” Her fingers rubbed against his chest, nails scraping, and his skin broke out in gooseflesh.
Her touch was like a balm that soothed his soul. Corny shit but hell it was true. He wondered if it was just because he hadn’t had sex in so long but deep down, he didn’t think so. It was the woman beneath him that touched him so.
“Uh, lemme check my back pocket.” Reluctantly he lifted himself away from her, went to where his pants lay crumpled on the floor and dug his wallet out of the back pocket. Flipping it open, he searched, heart tightening in his chest at the thought that there wasn’t a condom in there.
Ah, there it is. He plucked the tiny foil package from the depths of his wallet, waving it at her with satisfaction.
“Only one, babe. We’re gonna have to make this last.”
Her eyes darkened considerably, pretty little mouth parting and she crossed her arms over her chest. What a shame. She had the most gorgeous breasts he’d probably ever seen. Nice and full, not too big, not too small and not a drop of silicone or saline in them.
Most of the beautiful women who’d graced his bed in the past had fake boobs. Nearly every single one of them. It was ridiculous but something he’d eventually gotten used to. Hell, when a man had a nice pair of tits in his face he usually didn’t complain, real or no.
But Celeste was one hundred percent genuine. She had the softest skin too, like satin, and so fragrant. Her scent would linger in his senses long after he was gone, he knew.
“Hurry,” she whispered, big eyes pleading, voice trembling.
Tossing his wallet on top of his pants, he hopped onto the bed, pinning her beneath him. Her breath came in quick spurts, her chest rising and falling rapidly, causing her peaked nipples to brush against his chest hair.
God that felt good. Everything about her felt good. He didn’t know if he could ever get enough. Not the kind of thoughts a man had about a quick fling.
Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply through his nose. Shit, this was a quick fling he shouldn’t even be indulging in. He would only hurt this woman. And what if his father found out? He’d never hear the end of it, could only imagine what his dad would say. Great, you banged the broad and then you stole the bracelet from her? And now she can identify you…hell, can identify your dick in a penis lineup? What the fuck is wrong with you?
Alex had no idea what was wrong with him.
Gentle fingers stroked his cheek and he opened his eyes, watching in amazement as Celeste searched his face with her fingers. She touched his jaw, ran her index finger down his nose, traced his lips. Opening his mouth, he drew her finger inside, swirling his tongue around the tip.
She moaned and he sucked her finger deeper, loving her taste, remembering how responsive she’d been when he’d buried his face in her creamy cunt. The little sounds she’d made, the way her pussy contracted around his fingers when she came, all of it drove him straight over the edge.
Made him want to ram himself deep inside her right now.
Moving away from her, he tore open the little package still clutched in his hand and sheathed himself with trembling fingers. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman made him shake. He poised himself at her entrance, his cock brushing against her swollen pussy lips and she arched against him, trying to take him in.
“Easy, baby, let me take my time. I don’t want to hurt you.” He tested her depths with his fingers, found her more than wet enough to make his entry easy. She was just so damn tight though, and he wasn’t bragging but hell…
He was big. Thick. Had been told that more than once in his life.
She whimpered in frustration. “You’re teasing me.”
“This is just as hard for me as it is for you, trust me.” He chuckled at his double entendre.
Her engorged folds surrounded him, welcoming him inside and he entered her tight hole slowly, the soft suctioning of her body around the head of his cock making his eyes cross.
“Please,” she whispered, her voice harsh with need and he understood.
He was just as needy as she was, he was sure.
Celeste was so small though and the last thing he wanted to do was bring her pain. He wanted to make this good for her, make this good for them both. If he just plunged in, buried himself balls-deep then surely he would come in an instant. Just feeling her hot, tight walls surround the tip of his cock was enough to make him blast his load.
Inch by excruciating inch he entered her, and she cried out, writhing beneath him. Sweat droplets popped on his brow, his arms shaking as he held himself above her and his cock jerked within her body, more than ready for action.
Her hips shifted, thrusting against him and he sank even deeper, a groan tearing from his throat at the sensation. Celeste wrapped her arms around him, her hands smoothed down his lower back, over his buttocks and clutched.
“More, Alex. Please!”
Never one to make a lady beg, he began to move within her. Drawing his cock almost all the way out of her tight sheath then slamming back inside her, he did it again and again. She gasped with his every thrust, her pussy wrapped so neatly around him.
Already he could feel the tingle at the base of his spine, his balls drawn up tight against his body. He desperately wanted to make this last considering they only had one condom to work with but his body wouldn’t allow it.
Looked like her body wouldn’t allow it either. No, if the drawn-out cries coming from her slack mouth indicated anything then she was just as close. Her cunt clutched him, her inner walls began to milk and massage his dick and then he lost it.
With a shout, he came with one powerful thrust, his entire body shuddering with the force of it. Celeste thrashed beneath him, her legs wrapping around his, her pussy fluttering around his cock. It all made him crazy, made him want her even more, made him want to do this, share this with her all over again.
Again and again and again.
Her name dropped from his lips as he slumped against her and he reached out to stroke her sweat-dampened hair. He’d never had such an intense orgasm in his life, had never experienced the overwhelming crash of emotions that threatened to overtake him.
This woman beneath him was like a precious jewel that needed to be protected, taken care of, loved.
And he was the man who wanted to do it.


Chapter Five
 
An incessant ringing sounded somewhere in the distance and Alex tried to ignore it, snuggling deeper against the soft pillow. The scent of woman and sex wrapped around him and a soft hand touched his stomach, stroking the line of hair that ran from his navel straight down to his hard cock.
“I think that’s your phone,” a feminine voice whispered near his ear.
His eyes flew open and he glanced about the room, disoriented. Then he remembered.
Celeste. Her house. Her bedroom. Making love with her last night, holding her close while they slept.
All of it interrupted by the nagging sound of his cell phone ringing most likely in his front pants pocket.
Stumbling out of bed, he dived for the floor and yanked the still ringing phone out of the pocket, not even bothering to look at the number on the LCD screen.
Big mistake.
“You got two days left, kid. Do you have it?”
No “hello”, no “good morning”, just straight to the point, that was his dear old dad. Glancing toward the bed, he saw Celeste’s head nestled against the fluffy pillows, the pale green comforter pulled up around her shoulders. Her blonde hair a sexy cloud around her head, she pushed it out of her eyes and smiled at him.
Shit. He ran his hand over his stubble-roughened face and headed out of the bedroom, desperate for some privacy.
Why the hell did he pick up the call anyway?
“Well, don’t keep me in suspense. Do you have it or not?”
“No, I don’t have it,” Alex growled, keeping his voice low, not wanting Celeste to overhear him.
“That’s a damn shame, son, because you’re running out of time. Considering you’ve been out of the game for so long I’m afraid you’re not gonna come through for me, which means I’m going to have to send someone else.”
“No, don’t do that.” Fear filled him. He could just imagine one of his dad’s thugs breaking into the store, snatching the bracelet from the case. Maybe even holding Celeste at gunpoint. Funny how the very idea of doing that to her just yesterday hadn’t bothered him so much.
Now, after being with her, holding her in his arms, the thought of someone threatening Celeste filled him with an inexplicable rage.
“Oh and why not? At the rate you’re going you’re not gonna make this happen, I’m afraid to say. What a shame, my own son disappointing me so. I never thought I’d live to see the day.”
Alex rolled his eyes. “Didn’t I disappoint you enough when I got arrested?”
“Well, there was that, but that happens to everyone sometime in their career, son. With the exception of me, that is.” Alex Sr. chuckled. Cocky bastard. “I’m going to send Vinnie up there in a couple days, maybe sooner, and let him figure out how to get that bracelet from the pretty owner. Maybe he could sweet-talk it out of her, I don’t know, but I’m sure he’ll get it faster than you.”
“Don’t you dare send that jackass here to Celeste. I swear to God if he does anything to harm her, you’ll pay.” Alex closed his eyes the second the words left his mouth, dread filling him.
Shit, he didn’t mean to get that dramatic. His father would surely figure him out now.
“Don’t tell me you banged the broad and now you have feelings for her? You big chump! That isn’t how it’s done and you know it.”
“You don’t know shit, Dad, that’s always been your problem. I’ll get your fucking bracelet, don’t worry. Don’t send Vinnie, I mean it.” Alex snapped the phone shut.
Fuck, he’d really stepped in it now. Revealing exactly what was going on without coming right out and saying it, he knew his father would view him as weak. He’d definitely send Vinnie to follow up on him now, despite Alex’s protests.
He needed to snag that damn bracelet out of the store. But how? And how could he do it after what he’d just shared with Celeste? Not like he could hold her up, demand the bracelet from her. She’d laugh in his face and then call the cops.
“Alex? Is everything all right?” Her sweet voice rang out, making his dick stand at attention and he glanced down at himself.
Great, all she had to do was speak and he got a boner. Buck naked in the middle of her living room, more than ready to get it on again when what he really needed to do was get the fucking bracelet and get the hell out of this town.
“Yeah, hold on.” With a grimace, he headed back toward the bedroom, telling himself he needed to put his clothes back on and hightail it out of this woman’s house and life. For good.
The sight that greeted him when he walked through the door made him momentarily forget his troubles, made him totally forget about leaving. Who could think about leaving when there was a gorgeous, naked blonde lying in wait for you?
Not Alex. She was sitting up now, and his cock grew even harder when he noticed her bare breasts, luscious pale globes topped with the reddest, hardest little nipples he’d ever seen. His mouth watered, he wanted to taste them so badly.
“You look worried,” she said, her full mouth turning into a frown, though he noticed her eyes widening at the sight of his all-too-ready cock.
“No, I’m fine, babe, really. Just my dad calling.” Hell, he may as well be truthful at least a little bit.
“Oh, your father?” Her face brightened and his gut clenched at the sight of it. He shouldn’t even have given her that little bit of information. She probably thought they were growing closer or something, like maybe he’d pour his heart out about his family.
Fat chance of that ever happening.
“Yeah, uh, we’re not very close so I’m not sure what he really wanted. I told him I’d call him back.” Alex slipped between the covers, yanking the comforter to his waist. Leaning on his elbow, he was at the perfect height to suck on her tempting nipples.
So he did.
“Oh.” Her eyes closed with her soft gasp, eyelashes fluttering slightly as he increased his suction.
Christ he could do this all day, sucking her, tasting her sweet skin. Her body visibly relaxed against the pillows, hands coming up to cup the back of his head and he turned his attention to her other nipple.
“Wait, wait.” She shoved at him, making him release the turgid nipple with an audible pop.
“What’s wrong?”
Celeste shook her head, shoving at his shoulders until he fell back onto the mattress. “Don’t talk, just let me do this.”
Alex settled back against the pillows, wondering what she was up to. Gnawing on her lower lip, she looked nervous, her fingers shaking as they glided over his chest, tangling in the dark hair there.
His cock did a little jerk at her touch and he pressed his lips together, desperate for control already. Whatever his little temptress was planning on doing, he only hoped he wouldn’t lose his load before she was done.
When she bent toward him, her mouth following the same path as her fingers, he knew he was done for. His eyes slid closed, a strangled moan emanating from him and he actually felt her smile against his stomach.
Ah shit, she was going to be his undoing.
Tugging the comforter away from him, she settled over his body, smooth legs straddling his legs. Slim hands played along his hips, over his thighs, hovering ever-so close to his cock.
His dick jerked, pre-come weeping from the tip and he let out a guttural groan when those tentative fingers grasped his shaft. With their slow up and down motion, her fingers were like a heated caress over his already blazing hot dick. Her thumb swiped over the head, smearing the liquid and he opened his eyes, watching her.
She stared in wonder at his straining cock, her mouth parted, hand moving up and down, making him nuts. Bending lower, her lips hovered above his dick and he muttered his encouragement. Her gaze lifted, met his and she licked her lips.
“Do it,” he whispered again, nodding his head toward her. If he had to beg he would, he had no shame. He couldn’t wait to feel those full lips wrapped around him tightly.
Inhaling deeply she bent her head, pursed lips kissing the tip, tongue snaking out to taste him. He whimpered, he couldn’t help himself, and that seemed to encourage her. Her mouth opened wider and she took him in, sliding his cock into her mouth, sucking him.
Alex threw his head back, his hips arching slightly as she began to move up and down. Her hair fell forward, brushing against the insides of his thighs and he reached out, smoothing it away so he could see her.
Her eyes met his, lips still wrapped neatly around his thick cock and he shrugged. “I like to watch.”
Celeste smiled around him and then really went to town, her head bobbing on his cock, sucking him as deeply as she could. His hips thrust against her, getting into it, fucking her mouth gently and she took it all. Her slim fingers wrapped neatly around the base of his shaft, her free hand playing with his balls, driving him toward the brink in a matter of seconds and all he could do was enjoy it, couldn’t even fight it.
Hell, he didn’t want to fight it. Even though he was enjoying one of the most mind-blowing blowjobs of his life, he still couldn’t help but remember he needed to hustle her out of a bracelet and fast.
He at least had a little time for this first. He’d deal with the guilt and regret later, when he was back home, alone and miserable.
She moaned around his cock, the soft, sexy sounds making his mind short out and his belly tighten. So close, so close. The sounds of her slurping, her tongue sliding all over his cock, her lips sucking the head so tightly, made his orgasm creep up out of nowhere, rendering his entire body taut. He felt bad for not warning her but he couldn’t help himself.
It didn’t seem to bother her, though. No, his semen spurted inside her mouth and she didn’t pull away, drank from him enthusiastically, making little “mmm” sounds as she did so.
This woman was like his every fantasy come true. He would’ve never thought she had it in her the first time he saw her. No, she’d looked like an uptight little prude who most likely had sex with the lights off and her eyes tightly shut.
Who knew she was a wanton sex goddess who liked to suck dick?
He wasn’t complaining.
* * * * *
Celeste had never really liked giving blowjobs. From the way Alex had reacted, she had a feeling she’d done a pretty fair job. He’d startled her when he came in her mouth but really, she hadn’t minded. Yes, it tasted a bit odd but wasn’t that what a woman was supposed to do to please her man? The way he went down on her last night had been magical, like nothing she’d ever experienced before.
She thought it only fair she return the gesture. And truly, she enjoyed it. She enjoyed having such power and control over a man who’d practically had her begging last night. Giving him such pleasure, his taste, the way he thrust between her lips…
It made her want to do it again. Soon.
She stifled a giggle, pressing her fingers to her lips.
“Woman, that was the most amazing thing ever.” Alex smiled with satisfaction, the expression on his face cocky, satisfied.
A little thrill of pride shot through her for putting that satisfied look on his face.
Glancing at the clock on the bedside table, she gasped when she saw the time. She leapt out of bed and hurried toward the bathroom. “If I don’t take a shower now, I’ll be late to the shop.”
Reaching into the shower, Celeste turned on the water and let it run so it could heat up. Her reflection in the mirror almost made her laugh. Talk about looking completely different. Hair a complete mess around her head, face flushed, nipples perky—she looked like a well satisfied woman.
Ha! She was a well satisfied woman.
A tiny smile crossed her lips as she stepped into the shower, sighing with pleasure as the warm spray of water hit her like stinging little daggers on her skin. She dipped her head under the water, lifted her arms to smooth her hair back and winced.
Her entire body was tender, even a little sore from the vigorous lovemaking last night. Never had her body been so deliciously abused. Just thinking about everything that had happened between them got her juices flowing, made her nipples harder, made her a little wetter between the legs. And that wetness wasn’t from the shower, either.
Too bad Alex wasn’t from around here. The more time she spent with him, the more she wanted to get to know him better. She wondered why he wasn’t close to his father. Just thinking about it made her think of her own and how much she missed him.
She wondered what kind of life Alex had in Los Angeles. Heck, she didn’t even know what he did for a living. They’d talked for so long at the restaurant last night but when she really thought about it, she realized she’d been the one who did all the talking.
Hmmm, a man of mystery. Was he purposely hiding information or was he one of those types who liked to focus solely on the woman to make her feel comfortable?
“Celeste?”
She squealed, nearly jumping out of her skin when she heard Alex’s deep voice call her name so close to the shower door. “Uh, yes?”
Should she cross her arms over her breasts, cover her crotch? The man had seen everything up close and personal last night and even into the early morning. There really was no need to be modest.
“Listen, babe, I need to go but I was hoping I could stop by the store later today? I need to talk to you about something.”
Her brow crinkled as she grabbed the shampoo and squirted some in the palm of her hand. “Sure you can come by. What do you need to talk about?”
“We can discuss that later.” He opened the glass door, a smile on his handsome face. Big brown eyes widened as he drank her in, his gaze wandering over her from head to toe. He was fully clothed, making her feel downright vulnerable. “I’m tempted to get naked again and jump in there with you.”
Mmm, she was tempted too but she was going to be late for work as it was. “I really should get ready. I have to be at work soon.”
Shedding his clothes, he completely ignored her protests, stepping into the shower and causing her to move backward. He yanked the door shut and turned to look at her with hungry eyes. “I can help you get ready. Wash you, wash your hair.”
Alex’s big body filled her small shower, his chest directly in her face, his erection brushing against her belly. Water cascaded over his head, beading on his wide shoulders and she licked her lips, so tempted to lick his skin, taste him.
“You’re doing it again,” he growled, arms sliding around her waist, pulling her close.
This time she knew exactly what she was doing. Pressing her hands against his chest, she leaned into him, her mouth resting against the center of his chest. His flesh was warm and wet beneath her lips and her tongue lapped at the water, tasting the salt of his skin.
His hands moved to clasp her shoulders, hauling her away from him and she gasped in protest. “What are you doing?”
“This is all about you, baby, not about me.” Alex turned her to the side, his hands grabbing hers and putting each palm flat against the wall of the shower before stepping behind her. “Let’s get you clean.”
Celeste watched over her shoulder as he poured a handful of liquid soap into his palm and then rubbed his hands together, causing the soap to froth. When he slid his hands over her shoulders then up her arms, her eyes slid closed, a little groan escaping her.
“Feel good?”
Nodding, she could only revel in the sensations his hands brought her. They smoothed all over her, soaping up her skin, making her tingle with awareness, with desperate need.
He got down on his knees, his lips brushing against the inside of her thigh and she jumped, startled. When she glanced back at him once again, he was watching her, a naughty grin on his gorgeous, water-covered face.
“I need to pay extra special attention to your legs.” His big hands moved up and down her legs, making them shake, and she was afraid they’d buckle. “And your pretty little ass.”
His hands now smoothed over her butt and she leaned heavily against the shower wall, barely able to support herself. A thick finger snuck between her legs, testing her throbbing core and she cried out.
“Hmm, so hot and wet. I want a taste.” Moving closer, he blew a hot breath against her swollen lower lips and she spread her legs wider, eager for him. More than ready for him.
Alex licked her with his wicked tongue, teasing her folds, swiping against her clit. Her head tilted back, she moaned, the warm water pounding over them, his even warmer mouth latched onto her pussy, bringing her such pleasure.
There was so much sensation to take in, she was overwhelmed. The hot spray felt good against her skin, Alex’s big hands kneading her butt made her want to melt, his tongue driving deep into her pussy in a sensual tongue fuck made her want to scream.
When a finger drew down the crack of her ass she jumped, startled.
“I want to taste you everywhere,” he breathed against her, giving her pussy another soft lick. “Will you let me, Celeste?”
Confused, she could only give a strangled moan in answer, anxious to see where he went next. His tongue moved upward, licking a path between her checks until it swirled around her puckered hole.
No one had ever dared to touch her there before. It felt amazing, deliciously forbidden.
“Hmm,” he murmured against her, licking her there again and again, two fingers sliding deep inside her pussy, pumping within her.
Feeling wanton, she thrust her ass into his face, eager for more, wanting him to go deeper. As if he could read her thoughts he pointed his tongue, driving it deeper between the puckered ridges, his fingers picking up their pace within her body. She writhed against him, her harsh pants filling the tiny shower, his slurping mouth, the sound of his fingers moving deep within her creamy pussy making her orgasm tremble right on the edge.
Alex withdrew his fingers and she cried out in protest. Then they moved up her crack, one finger teasing at her hole, his tongue still searching, licking.
“Yes, yes,” she murmured, wanting him to sink his fingers inside her there. She was shocked at herself, surprised at her words of encouragement, though she wasn’t about to take them back.
Celeste didn’t want this man to stop. She wanted him to do things to her no other man had ever done before. She wanted to give all of herself to Alex.
“Gotta do it slow,” he whispered, his breathing ragged. “You’re so nice and tight.”
His finger played with her anus, testing her, slicked with the cream of her pussy. He thrust slowly, working the very tip of his finger inside.
“Oooh!” She bucked against him, causing his finger to slip a little farther and she cried out. It stretched and burned, felt so full and his finger was barely inside.
She wanted more.
“Spread your legs wider baby,” he encouraged gruffly, his finger turning, slipping even deeper, pushing against the ring of muscles.
Doing as he bade, Celeste wanted to laugh out loud at the absurdity of it all. Two days ago she would’ve never dreamed of standing in her shower with a virtual stranger, his finger up her ass and her begging for more.
Now, though, it felt like the most natural thing in the world. A moment in time she would never, ever forget.
Alex licked around his finger, his other hand going to her pussy, fingers pushing roughly inside her. Her inner walls clenched around them, keeping them there, and he began to pump again slowly, his other finger working its way deeper inside her ass.
Oh God, she’d never felt so full! His mouth doing wondrous things to her ass, his finger sliding slowly in and out of her, the fingers of his other hand busy within her pussy—it all felt so unbelievably dirty.
In a fabulous, sexy way.
“Faster,” she encouraged, her body moving against his hands, wanting more, her orgasm so close. Usually she needed clitoral stimulation to come but not with Alex. His finger moving within her ass, other fingers pumping deep inside her pussy was all it took.
She shattered all over him, her hands pressing hard against the wall, her ass and pussy clenching rhythmically around his working fingers. She shouted his name, the word echoing against the confines of the shower walls and she wanted to collapse from the power of it all.
He held her though, his fingers withdrawing from her body, big hands cradling her tenderly. Pressing her forehead against the cold and wet wall, she panted from the aftermath, her body still racked with little tremors, the cooling water battering her skin.
Alex stood, moving her wet hair away from her neck to press a kiss to the back of it. She could only smile, couldn’t even find her voice to speak.
“Next time,” he murmured against her sensitive skin, his tongue swiping against her ear, “it’ll be my cock inside your ass.”
Oh God, she didn’t know what to say in response. Though she wanted to laugh at what crossed her mind.
I can’t wait.


Chapter Six
 
Celeste couldn’t help but look at the clock again. Approximately three minutes had passed since the last time she’d looked at it and she growled in frustration.
This was ridiculous. A man promised to stop by the store to talk to her and she was behaving like a teenage girl waiting for her crush to visit. There was always something to do in the store, but here she stood, leaning against the counter. Hoping beyond hope that Alex would walk through that door any second.
She had thought he’d show up sooner. It was already past four and she closed at six. Where could he be? And what the hell did he want to talk to her about? It was all so strange, so mysterious.
With a sigh, Celeste glanced down at the diamond bracelet, the stones winking up at her in the soft light. Maybe she needed to write up a special ad featuring the bracelet, along with a few other items and run it in the local paper. Yes, that was a great idea. She could eke out some extra money from the advertising budget to help sell the bracelet, she was sure.
Heading toward the back room to grab her notepad to jot down ad ideas, she stopped in her tracks when she heard the bells tinkling over the door. She whipped around to face the entry, fully expecting to find Alex standing before her with a smile on his face.
Disappointment filled her when she saw who’d entered the store instead—an older man, a little on the short side with a definite paunch, salt and pepper curling hair and a giant gold chain encircling his chubby neck. He was the perfect image of a mobster on TV.
“May I help you?” She went to stand behind the counter, resting her hands on top of the glass. The man gave her an uneasy feeling though she couldn’t decide why. She just felt it was best to put as much space as possible between them.
“How are you, little lady? I’m looking for something in a bracelet. The more expensive the better.” His voice was gruff, like he’d smoked a million cigarettes in his lifetime, and he came closer to her, a leer on his face.
Her heart rate increased but not from fear. Maybe this man was just the customer she was looking for. “I have a lovely diamond bracelet, thirteen carats, round cut, high-quality stones. Would you care to see it?”
“I most definitely would.” The man chortled, the sound almost a wheeze coming from his chest and she unlocked the glass case, pulling the dark blue velvet panel and the bracelet out at once. She set it on top of the counter with a tiny flourish.
“It’s vintage of course, created sometime in the 1950s for a society bride over on the East Coast.” She watched as the man’s meaty fingers grasped at the bracelet, holding it high in front of him.
He squinted, staring at the bracelet and flipping it this way and that, treating it like a thrift store trinket. Celeste frowned in distaste. “Very nice. It looks very expensive.”
“It’s worth every penny, trust me.” She nibbled on her lower lip, hating the way he was treating the bracelet. Why couldn’t people respect things a little more? He didn’t even own it. Yet.
Hopefully. She tightly crossed her fingers beneath the counter.
“And how many pennies is this little beauty going for?”
“Sixty-seven, five.”
A low whistled emitted from his fleshy lips. “That’s quite a few pennies, if you ask me.”
“It’s made of some of the finest quality diamonds you could find, sir. An E-plus color grade, VVS2 quality grade and the stones are cut differently from what you see now, making the piece rather unique in today’s market. You’ll find nothing else like it, I assure you.”
“Oh I bet.” He dropped the bracelet onto the velvet panel. It hit the cloth with a thwack, making her wince. She didn’t like the way this man spoke to her, looked at her, handled the bracelet…everything. He made her uncomfortable.
But she’d do just about anything to sell the bracelet, including dealing with a creep.
“Are you buying this for someone in particular? A special woman in your life?”
The man guffawed. “Yeah, she’s special all right. Just don’t tell my wife about her.”
He winked and she crinkled her nose, thoroughly disgusted. Great, not only was he a creep but he was also a cheating creep. Maybe she didn’t want to make the sale after all.
She was lying. Of course she wanted to make the sale.
“Well, I’m sure whoever you buy this for, she’ll love it. It’s such a special piece, something a woman should hold on to forever.”
“Women are greedy. The minute I piss the broad off, she’ll hock this thing and make a quick ten grand just to get back at my ass.” He shook his head, didn’t even notice her shocked expression at his use of such crude language.
The man was a complete pig.
“Um, well sir, I would love to wrap this up for you if you’re interested.” Take it or leave it, let’s just get you out of the store.
“Nah, I can’t buy this today, I’m afraid. I think I need to sit on it, make sure this is what she really wants. I might even bring her in and let her try it on.” He winked at her. “We’re on a little getaway right now. Wife is with the kids visiting her parents so we took advantage.”
“I see.” She yanked the velvet panel and bracelet away from him, shoving it back into the case and twisting the lock shut with a firm snap of her wrist. Could the man be any ruder?
Probably, but she didn’t want to bear witness to it.
“Sorry to waste your time, young lady.” He nodded his head toward her, a slight smile on his face. “I’ll be seeing you around again sometime soon, I’m sure.”
“Thank you for coming in.” She watched him head toward the door, noticing how he walked slowly, glancing about the room as if trying to capture every single detail. His hand rested on the door handle, fingers curling around the bar and he stared at the lock just above it.
Her breath lodged in her throat, heart beating double time. Was he actually thinking of robbing her store? Did he purposely ask her for the most expensive item so he could steal it from the store in the middle of the night?
No, no, she had to be overreacting. He didn’t look like a thief. He was just some chubby middle-aged man juggling a mistress and a wife. Creepy and lacking morals, yes. A criminal? No way.
Right?
Goodness, she was becoming paranoid with the bracelet in the store. Maybe she should bring it home with her. She had a safe in her bedroom closet as well. She could slip it inside her purse and take it home with her every night until she sold the darned thing.
Yes, that was the perfect solution to curb her paranoia. It was too nerve-racking having something of such value in the store, even though she could stash it in the safe every night. She’d never had a problem with break-ins before, not even attempted ones, but she didn’t want to risk it.
Now that she actually had something of substantial value, maybe she should look into getting a better security system. One of the local companies had put in her current alarm when she took over the store but it was rather pitiful, really. She should give Hal a call and have him check out the store, see what he could do for her.
Heading toward her desk in the back room, she went to get her notepad. She had a lot of things to do. Good. Something to take her mind off waiting for Alex.
* * * * *
Alex walked down the sidewalk toward the jewelry store, jingling the change in his jeans pocket and whistling a nameless tune. Catching a glimpse of himself as he passed by a window, he shook his head. He looked like a lovesick fool. All over a woman he didn’t really know. Hell, he was whistling for Christ’s sake, something he never did.
He couldn’t help it though. He liked her. Wanted to spend more time with her, get to know her better. The more he thought about her, the more he realized he couldn’t steal that fucking bracelet for his father. Had never really wanted to in the first place, truly—he’d come here out of a sense of obligation. All his life he’d wanted to please his father yet he’d been nothing but a disappointment.
So why not stay consistent? Really disappoint his ass, make his old man angry with him all over a woman he didn’t really know.
When he thought about it in those terms, it was ridiculous. Yet he couldn’t deny the hold this woman had on him, the way she made him feel just by looking at him. There was a connection between them and he wanted to explore it further. He could only hope she was willing to do the same.
Top on his list though was to keep her safe, get her and that bracelet out of town and somewhere safe, at least for a few days. How he was going to approach her about this, he still didn’t know. He was going to play it by ear.
Stopping short when he saw the fat man waddle out the front door of the shop, he jumped and hid within the open doorway of the store next to Celeste’s.
Shit. It was Vinnie. He was already here! He couldn’t believe it. His father had already sent the jackass to follow up on him.
Anger boiled deep within him. If that fat fucker did anything to hurt Celeste, he would tear him apart with his bare hands.
Lurking behind the wall, he pressed himself against it, hoping against hope Vinnie wasn’t headed his way. His heart raced, sweat popping out on his forehead. This was the last thing he needed. He’d thought they’d at least have a day or two to get the hell out of here. Looked like that wasn’t the case.
It looked like he’d have to get her out of Santa Augustina tonight. He only hoped Vinnie didn’t already have the bracelet.
Of course, if Vinnie did steal the bracelet then that would leave him completely off the hook. He’d never have to tell Celeste a thing, could be there to comfort her and he’d be free and clear.
He stilled, working his jaw, heard it pop like it sometimes did when he was tense or anxious. That could work. Hell, he could end up looking like a hero. Nice turnaround, no one would get hurt. He’d come out of it all smelling like a rose.
No. He couldn’t do that to her. He had to come clean. What if she found out later about his true intent, realized he’d been lying to her all along? She’d never forgive him. Hell, he wouldn’t be able to forgive himself.
But how would she ever find out? Not like anyone would tell her.
Deciding it might be safe, he peeked around the side of the brick wall and saw the coast was clear. He headed toward the front door of Celeste’s store with hurried steps, throwing open the door so hard the bells jangled wildly.
Celeste ran out of the back office looking so beautiful his chest actually ached. She wore some sort of black fitted dress with dark tights and black knee-high boots, every inch of her covered except her face and hands but damn she was sexy.
“Are you all right? I thought you were breaking my door off the hinges.” She pressed a pale hand against her chest, causing his gaze to zero in on the luscious curve of her breasts and he mentally slapped himself.
He should be freaked out and ready to get the hell out of Dodge but all he could think about was Celeste’s breasts. And her beautiful body, naked beneath his hands. He needed to get a serious grip on his priorities.
“Sorry, I guess I don’t realize my own strength.” Alex went to her, slipping his arms around her waist, hands resting on her ass. The dress material felt like a sweater, soft and warm to the touch. He smoothed his hands up and down over her lower cheeks, making her purr with excitement. She was so responsive, always seemingly as aroused as he was. “What do you think about going out of town with me for the next few days?”
Celeste blinked once, twice, her eyelashes moving rapidly. “Are you serious? I have no one to help me run the store if I’m gone. My sister used to work with me but she’s with her fiancé now and my mother has zero interest in coming back here, even for a couple days.”
He shrugged, trying to ignore the way her flowery scent made his cock hard. “Who says you can’t close the place down for a couple days, take a little vacation?”
“Well, no one I guess but I, uh, was just getting ready to put an important sales ad in the local paper.” She nibbled on her lower lip, her small white teeth working the full pink flesh, making him crazy with need.
“Place the ad, have the sale when we get back.” His voice was strained, his entire body taut from wanting to pounce on her.
“I really need to have it now.” Her gaze lifted, clear blue eyes meeting his. “I’m really anxious to get rid of that diamond bracelet I showed you yesterday.”
His heart lurched. “Come on, Celeste, let’s get out of here. When was the last time you took some time for yourself?”
Her eyes narrowed and she stepped out of his embrace. “I don’t know, Alex. This is all happening so fast. We only just met yesterday.”
“Yeah, I know.” He slipped his hands into his pockets, unsure of what to say next. How to convince her to go with him.
Come on, man, get real. You were one of the biggest cons back in the day—but those days are gone.
Alex heaved a big sigh. “What if I told you that you’re in danger if you stay here?”
Celeste’s eyes widened and her hand went to her chest once again. “What do you mean?”
“I’m telling you that if you don’t get out of this town with that bracelet, you could be putting yourself and your store at risk.” He kept his expression grim, wanting her to get the seriousness of the situation. He wasn’t lying—but he wasn’t going to tell her the whole truth either.
He couldn’t. If he did, then he’d have to admit he was a thief. And he didn’t want her to judge him.
Really didn’t want her to cast him aside either.
Her hand fluttered up to her mouth, trembling fingers touching her lips. “Are you serious?” Then her eyes widened, and Alex could practically see the gears turning in her mind. “Does this have anything to do with the man who just came in here?”
She was smart, he had to give her that. “He’s part of a jewel thief syndicate based in L.A.”
“And how do you know this? How do you know that man? What exactly do you do for a living anyway, Alex? I don’t think you ever told me.” Celeste crossed her arms in front of her chest, waiting for his answer. Already judging him, suspecting him…
He could feel it radiate toward him…her doubt, mixed with anger and the tiniest hint of fear. He hated the fact that she was angry with him but more than anything, he didn’t like that he scared her.
Heart pounding in his chest, he realized he didn’t know what to say, how to explain. How could he tell Celeste—a jewelry store owner!—that he’d been in jail for jewelry theft? That he was a lonely drifter with no real career goals whose father had recruited him to steal again? Starting with the very bracelet in her possession?
He knew if he mentioned any of that, she would freak the fuck out. Not that he would blame her.
But he was stuck—and he was tired of half-truths. Damn it, he couldn’t change his past…couldn’t change who he’d once been. He didn’t want to turn her away but he was sick of lying. He’d lied his entire life and look where it had gotten him.
Absolutely nowhere.
He’d rather take the risk and share the truth than keep lying to her and feeling like a total shit.
“I, uh…haven’t worked since getting out of prison.” Alex spoke so softly even he could barely hear himself.
Her brow furrowed. “Excuse me? Did you say what I think you just said?”
With a nod, he took a step toward her, his heart cracking when she took an equal step backward. “I went in for breaking and entering, theft. My father runs that jewelry theft syndicate on the West Coast.”
“And that’s how you know about the man who was in my store? You work with him?”
“Yeah. Vinnie. I mean, I don’t really work with him but yes, my father sent him.” Alex nodded, his mouth tight. He could feel Celeste slipping through his fingers with every word he spoke. Didn’t know how to stop it from happening.
“So did your father send you here?”
His head jerked in a nod. He didn’t even bother speaking. What else could he say?
“To steal the bracelet?”
He nodded again. “After what happened between us last night, I wasn’t going to do it. I want you to know that.”
“I see. So after we had sex, you decided you can’t steal from me after all. Great.” She cleared her throat, her eyes cloudy. She looked so sad, he wished he could rush to her, comfort her, but she’d probably push him away. Not that he could really blame her. “You should probably go.”
“Listen, Celeste, I want to explain.” But how could he explain? She wouldn’t believe a word out of his mouth anyway. He was a con, a man who’d been in prison, certainly not worthy of her respect.
She shook her head, her voice low and emotionless. “There’s really nothing you can say, Alex. You came here to steal the bracelet and I guess you failed. Using me, sleeping with me to get to the bracelet, is pretty low. I’d rather you’d just walked in and held a gun to my head.”
It hurt that she thought he felt nothing, that what they’d experienced together meant nothing to him. What they’d shared last night, this morning in the shower, had meant everything to him. Foolish, considering they barely knew each other but the connection was there, undeniable. At least for him.
He had to at least tell her that before he left.
“Everything that happened between us last night was real, Celeste. I mean it. That wasn’t part of my scam, I swear. It just…happened.”
“Right, like I can believe you!” she seethed, eyes now shining with anger. “I’m sure it was your plan from the beginning, and now I’m supposed to believe some weird sense of morality has come over you? Whatever,” she scoffed, clearly disgusted. “You need to leave. Now. Before I call the cops and have you arrested.” She waved her hand toward the door and turned, could no longer even look him in the eye.
Alex didn’t think he’d ever felt so low. Not the night he was arrested, the day he’d been sentenced or the day he’d faced his father when he’d come to visit him in jail for the first time.
“Please, Alex. Just go.” Her voice was strained, her expression so sad he could barely stand to look at her. He was too disgusted with himself for putting that look on her face in the first place.
He did as she asked, heading straight through the door, not bothering to look back.
Exiting the store, he thrust his fingers through his hair in frustration. Well shit, he’d handled that well. He wished he had something to hit, something to kick. Anything to get rid of the pain that wrapped around his heart with pinching fingers, squeezing so hard he could hardly breathe.
He should just leave, go back to Los Angeles and tell his father he couldn’t do this shit anymore. It hurt too much, it was too dishonest and he didn’t want to be that person any longer.
But first, he needed to make sure Vinnie wasn’t going to lift that bracelet.


Chapter Seven
 
Celeste told herself not to cry. It had been two days since she’d kicked Alex out of her store and she hadn’t seen him since. Which was perfect because she didn’t want to see him, really she didn’t. He was bad, terrible, awful…a dishonest man who’d spent time in prison. After all these years hanging out with cops in the hopes of snagging one, she ended up sleeping with a criminal within twelve hours of meeting him.
What were the odds? It was bad enough she’d gone against her normal behavior and done something crazy like that, sleeping with a virtual stranger—albeit a sexy one. But with someone like him? Like Alex? It really didn’t make any sense.
He’d been sent here to steal from her, for God’s sake—so why was she still weeping over him?
Because it had hurt so badly to send him away. After all he’d confessed, it had still been the last thing she’d wanted to do. In one short day she’d started to fall for him, had wanted to spend more time with him. But when he’d suggested they go out of town, she’d known immediately something was wrong. Heck, she could tell something was off the second he’d walked through the door.
How she hated that she’d been right. What he’d said to her had shocked her to the core, the very last thing she’d expected him to admit. He’d seemed so nice, so sweet, so honest.
It had all been an act, a lie—and she’d fallen for it like a complete sucker.
After Alex had left she’d called Johnny, begging him for extra patrols to drive by the store. She even agreed to go out to dinner with him when he’d asked again, setting a date for the following week.
She could care less about going out with Johnny. Her body yearned for Alex. A man she absolutely could not have. Just the idea of never seeing him again, touching him again, never having sex with him again made her body hurt.
Especially her heart.
On top of her misery, business had been terrible the last two days, which came as a surprise considering the time of year. Fall was usually perfect for bringing out the tourists who wanted one last escape on the mild coast before the holidays and their impending bad weather. She’d been banking on that when she’d bought the bracelet, hoping to find some wealthy tourist willing to drop a lot of money on an expensive early Christmas gift for his wife.
No such luck. Barely anyone had walked through the door today, let alone serious buyers, and she was an hour away from closing. The only glimmer of hope was the holiday shopping season ahead.
The bells over the door rang and when she glanced up, dread filled her. There stood the man who’d creeped her out just a few days ago. Vinnie, the man sent by Alex’s father to steal the diamond bracelet when Alex couldn’t. He was back, this time with a voluptuous blonde on his arm and a cigar hanging out of his mouth. He was such a cliché it was almost painful.
Just seeing the two of them in her store made her panic, and she glanced about the counter, looking for her phone. Her heart dropped into her stomach when she realized it was on her desk in the back.
Would this man have the guts to blatantly rob her in broad daylight with his bimbo on his arm? She couldn’t even imagine it.
“Hey, little lady, remember me? Here’s my special someone I was talking about.” He presented the tacky blonde to her with a little flourish of his chubby hand, causing the woman to giggle.
It took everything Celeste had within her not to roll her eyes and stick her finger down her throat.
“Of course I remember you. Nice to meet you,” she said with false politeness, nodding toward the smiling woman.
“We want to look at that bracelet. She’s been dying to see it.” He withdrew his arm from the blonde and rubbed his hands together greedily.
“I…I’m afraid it’s not available.” Nervous butterflies jumped in her stomach as Celeste moved toward the case where the diamond bracelet once proudly glimmered, staring down at the empty spot. She’d kept the bracelet in the safe ever since Alex confessed everything to her.
Feeling in the pocket of her cardigan sweater, she realized she didn’t even have her cell phone on her. She was failing herself completely today.
Vinnie eyed her closely. “Are you saying that you sold it?”
Celeste nodded, noticed the blonde watching her with wary eyes as well. “Yes, sir, I’m sorry to disappoint you but I found a buyer for it recently. I apologize.”
”I don’t believe you.”
She shook her head nervously. Of course this wouldn’t be easy. What did she expect? “I-I’m sorry, sir, but the bracelet is really gone.”
“And I said I don’t believe you.” His hand discreetly slipped out of his pocket, a slim silver pistol clutched between his fingers.
A shock of fear sparked down her spine at the sight of the weapon pointed her way. “You don’t want to do this, sir,” she pleaded. God, this was ridiculous! But what else could she say to a crazy man who wanted to rob her store?
“Give me the bracelet, little lady,” he said, eyes shining. “I don’t know where you’ve got it stashed but I know you still have it. Now go get it for me—quick!”
The bracelet was going to be stolen, even though she’d been warned. How could she have been so stupid not to prepare better for this? She should’ve told Johnny the truth from the beginning, though she hadn’t wanted to admit how she knew Alex so well. Didn’t want him to know she’d fallen into bed with a stranger and ex-convict.
So embarrassing.
She should have known ignoring something didn’t just make it go away. All her life she’d done that, forced unpleasant things from her mind, pretending they didn’t exist and going on with a smile on her face. It drove her sister nuts, but it was the only way she’d been able to survive. Reality hurt too much sometimes. Now reality had come back tenfold and bitten her square on the ass.
She was a silly, stupid fool. She should’ve told Johnny immediately about Vinnie and Alex and his warning that the bracelet would be stolen. Dealing with her embarrassment would’ve been far easier than actually being robbed at gunpoint by this fat creep.
Celeste watched as the woman stepped away from Vinnie with a little pout, her glossy lips intensely pink and covered in glitter, twinkling obscenely under the light. “Sorry honey, we hate to do this,” the woman said in a simpering voice.
“Yeah, right,” Celeste muttered. She didn’t want to take him back to the safe. With her luck, he’d take everything in it. Hell, he might just grab everything in her store.
His beady eyes narrowed even more. “No need for sarcasm, sweetheart. Let’s go find that bracelet and take care of this.”
“Vinnie, this isn’t like we planned…we’ve already been here too long! Maybe we should just go.”
“Don’t say my name, baby doll!” he barked, jerking his head in Celeste’s direction.
“Who cares?” she shrieked. “I got a bad feelin’—I think we need to get out of here!” The blonde turned away from Celeste, looking ready to hightail it out of the store in a dead run when the ringing bells above the door sounded.
“Drop the gun!”
Celeste sagged in relief when she saw who stood in the doorway even though Vinnie’s gun was still trained on her.
Vinnie rolled his eyes though his arm wavered, making the gun shake the slightest bit. He didn’t turn around to look at Johnny who stood behind him, his gun aimed at Vinnie’s back. The blonde stood paralyzed in the middle of the floor, her mouth opening and closing in shock. A pack of policemen hovered just behind Johnny, guns drawn.
“Fuck off or I blow this chicky’s head off!” Vinnie shouted, raising the gun higher, making Celeste wince.
“Sir, drop your weapon or we’ll be forced to take action!”
Vinnie’s thick brows arched. “We?”
The sound of multiple guns cocking clicked loudly and sweat immediately beaded Vinnie’s brow. The look on his face said everything.
He was finished.
“Drop it!” one of the cops roared and with a loud sigh, Vinnie did so, the gun falling onto the carpeted floor with a soft thud.
“Celeste?” Johnny looked at her questioningly and she nodded. “You all right?”
“I am, Johnny. Thanks.” She watched as two of the officers went to Vinnie and immediately cuffed him while Johnny himself grabbed the blonde accomplice. A female officer walked into the store, taking over for him and he approached her with a tentative smile on his face.
“Are you really okay, Celeste?” Johnny stepped behind the counter, his hand resting on her shoulder and she wished she could feel something, anything for this man she’d crushed on for months.
But there was nothing, not even a pleasant buzz at his touch. Alex had ruined her for this man, though hopefully not for all men.
Alex. Just thinking about him made her heart ache and she wondered where he was, where he’d gone to. Was he back in L.A.? Was his father angry with him for not bringing back the bracelet? Well, his father would have more reason to be angry now that Vinnie had been caught.
An ache bloomed in her chest and she wished she could talk to Alex. Maybe he had told her the truth and hadn’t planned on stealing the bracelet from her.
Maybe she should’ve trusted her heart for once in her life and gone with her instincts instead of squashing them down and pretending they didn’t exist.
“I’m fine, really,” she finally answered. “I’m just glad you… Hey—what are you all doing here?”
“Oh, well you can thank that guy you know, the one in your store a few days ago. He called about a possible robbery, said there was a suspicious man at your store. I wonder how he knew…” Johnny gazed at her questioningly, shrugging when she remained silent. “Something we need to investigate, I think. You owe him a big thank-you, though.”
“Thank you,” Celeste repeatedly absently, turning Johnny’s words over and over again in her mind, confusion and disbelief making her head spin.
It had been Alex who called the police? He’d protected her and betrayed Vinnie—and ultimately his own father.
“Where is he?”
Johnny looked at her with confusion. “Where’s who?”
She cleared her throat, feeling silly for asking but she needed to know. She needed to thank him. “Alex. Is he outside? I’d like to talk to him, let him know how much I appreciate what he did.”
“I have no idea where he is. He called 9-1-1, left his name and specifically asked that I swing by and check the place out. I haven’t seen him, only got the information via the 9-1-1 operator.”
“Oh.” Her heart dropped to her stomach and she shook her head, shocked that tears threatened to spill.
Now she would never have a chance to thank him. She wanted to cry, she wanted to scream with frustration but she held herself in check. Smiling at Johnny, she turned to face the female officer who wanted to get a statement.
Inside though, her heart cracked.
* * * * *
Alex inhaled deeply as he walked down the steps of the Santa Augustina police department, relief filling him along with a healthy dose of exhaustion. After over fourteen hours of being held and lots of intense questioning, they’d finally let him go, believing his story for the most part. Vinnie’s story had corroborated enough with Alex’s that they let him leave, though they told him to stick around for a couple more days in case they needed to talk to him again.
He had no problem with that. His plans included seeing Celeste, hoping she would hear him out one last time.
He’d been heading to the store yesterday to try to talk to her again. After staying away for a couple days to give her space, he’d hoped she’d be open to his explanations. As he neared the shop he’d seen Vinnie and his little assistant walk inside and knew it was time. Without hesitation, he’d grabbed his cell and made the call to 9-1-1, explaining that there was a robbery in progress and specifically requesting that Johnny go to the store, accompanied by backup.
It was the least he could do for the woman who had somehow managed to change him.
He’d been escaping town a couple hours later when a police car flashed its lights behind him, pulling him over. Big bad Johnny himself approached the driver’s side door and when he caught sight of Alex, he immediately took him to the station. He had some explaining to do.
He came clean. Mostly.
It had felt good. Now he only hoped Celeste would listen to him as well.
Turning down a side street, he decided to go straight to the jewelry store. He’d been at the police station the entire night, hadn’t had a wink of sleep but it didn’t matter. He knew it was around nine o’clock, which meant Celeste should already be there.
Maybe she wouldn’t slam the door in his face when she saw him. He hoped someone had told her he’d been the one to call in the robbery. He had a feeling she’d hear him out but shit, he didn’t know. Why would she even give him another chance?
Alex didn’t know what else he could do, though. No way could he go back to L.A. now, not with his father thoroughly pissed at him. Not that he had anything to really go back to but still. It didn’t look like he could stick around Santa Augustina, either. Celeste would most likely kick him to the curb and what could he do for work anyway? Who would hire a man with a record?
Nobody, that’s who. He would be royally screwed, as usual.
Deciding to hell with it, he picked up his pace, every step bringing him closer to the truth he felt in his heart. He had to do this, couldn’t chicken out now, not when he was this close.
Lurking outside the front, he looked through the window at the darkened store within, hoping for a glimpse of Celeste. Should he knock on the door, maybe even go across the street and wait at the coffee shop until she opened for business?
The door swung open before he could even finish his thoughts and Celeste stood before him, clad in a red dress that emphasized her curvy form, her hands resting on her hips.
Looking so deliciously gorgeous, he wanted to drop to his knees and worship at her feet.
“Spying on me again?”
Her saucy tone took him aback and he could only stand there, his mouth slightly hanging open, most likely looking like a damn fool. His tongue felt stuck to the top of his mouth and he could only nod.
“Where have you been? To be honest, I thought you’d come sooner.”
“I just left the police station,” he said, finally finding his voice. She’d thought he’d come sooner? What did that mean?
It was her turn to let her mouth drop open. “You’re kidding me? How did they find you? Why did they keep you so long when you’re the one who told on Vinnie in the first place?”
Alex shrugged. “Johnny caught me on my way out of town. They wanted to know how I knew what was going on. Thought I might be working with Vinnie, especially considering my record, which Johnny ran when I told him my full name. But Vinnie actually told the truth and after a lot of questioning and waiting around, they finally let me go.”
“How awful for you. You were trying to leave town, though? Oh my.” She paused, her gaze softening, and she pressed her lips together. “Can I confess I’m glad they caught you? I wanted to thank you for making that call, Alex. You didn’t have to do that.”
“Yes I did. And I was leaving because I didn’t think you wanted to ever see me again.” He was humbled by her statement, was desperate to tell her he’d missed her.
“Well, I’m very thankful that you did call. It was a scary moment and when Johnny told me you were the one who’d informed the police, I was shocked. And pleasantly surprised.”
“Yeah.” Alex shuffled his feet, feeling like a teenage kid. “I’m glad I could help you, Celeste. After getting to know you, that’s all I wanted to do. I tried to tell you that.”
“I know.” She said the words so quietly he wasn’t even sure he heard them. When she left the doorway, though, stepping closer to him, he knew he’d heard her right.
“I’ve known…but I guess I just didn’t want to admit it.”
She rushed toward him then and he caught her in his arms, a bundle of soft curves and warm skin. He held her close, his arms wrapped tightly around her waist, face pressed against her silky hair. Nothing had ever felt so good, so right.
“Ah Celeste, I’ve missed you. I know this is ridiculous since we barely know each other but it’s true.” He closed his eyes, breathed deep and her flowery, clean fragrance filled his senses.
Tilting away so she could smile at him, she reached up and touched his cheek. “What you admitted scared me and I didn’t know how to react. I wanted to trust you but it was so hard. I hate to say this but…I couldn’t.”
“I’m not worthy of you.” He turned his head, pressing his lips against her warm palm.
“No.” Celeste shook her head, both her hands cupping his face, making him look her in the eyes. “That’s not true. You’re a man who’s made some mistakes but we all have—and we all deserve another chance.”
“You’re amazing!” Dipping his head, he kissed her, her lush lips clinging to his as if never wanting to let go. He pulled her closer, his burgeoning cock pressing against her lower body and she smiled against his lips.
“You’re rather amazing yourself.”
No other woman aroused him as easily as Celeste did. Just having her in his arms had his brain turning to mush, his cock more than raring to go.
“Let’s go inside so we can reconcile properly.” He grinned, nudging her with his pelvis and her eyes widened with shock, though also cloudy with desire.
“Alex, we can’t do that in the store.”
“It’s early, you still have time. Just a quickie, come on. I can’t wait to be inside you.” Grabbing her hand, he led her into the store, heading straight for the back office.
“Alex.” Her voice protested but her body clung to his when he turned and gathered her in his arms, setting her on top of the old desk. “Please.”
“Please what? Please stop?” He kissed her, his tongue diving between her lips, sweeping within her mouth, tasting her sweetness. “Or please fuck me?”
She moaned at his words, her mouth opening wider, hands immediately going for the hem of his T-shirt. She tugged at it impatiently, her hands resting against his bare stomach, searching the muscles there with wispy strokes.
His cock hardened even more at her wandering touch and he slipped his hands under her skirt, finding her bare legs, smoothing the fabric upward. Silky panties covered her hot cunt and he pressed his fingers there, making her arch against him.
“I’m going to fuck you hard and fast, I want you so bad.” His breathing was ragged and his fingers clumsy as they pushed the silky fabric down her legs, pausing just long enough to let her kick the panties aside. He touched her hot, wet folds, groaning at the intimate contact. She was more than ready for him, her pussy creamy with her desire.
“Yes,” Celeste breathed, leaning back on her hands, thrusting her upper body toward him. “Fast, Alex. I need you!”
He smiled, thrilled she was just as consumed with him as he was with her and he reluctantly pulled away from her. Fumbling for his wallet in his back pocket, he whipped out a fresh condom and she smiled, licking her lips eagerly. Undoing his jeans, he pushed them and his underwear down his hips and sheathed himself quickly.
“You came prepared.” Her legs widened even more, offering him a flash of dark pink glistening skin and his entire body tingled, already so close. He was afraid he’d come within seconds upon entering her.
“I was optimistic.” Moving between her legs, he plunged within her without hesitation, sinking into her hot, damp heat. Her inner walls clenched around him, holding him tight and he realized it felt as if he belonged there. A perfect fit.
“Faster,” she whispered, her legs sliding around his hips, clutching him tightly and causing him to sink deeper.
Alex rammed within her deep and fast, making her butt slide across the desk with his every thrust. She took it all, moving with him, her breath hot and harsh against his ear and he kissed her, drowning in her. He pulled away slightly to watch his cock slide into her, the both of them otherwise fully clothed, and the sight aroused him beyond reason. The familiar tingling started at the base of his spine and he knew he was close. Too close.
“I’m not gonna last, baby,” he panted, thrusting harder, his balls slapping against her lush ass. “I can’t.”
“Me either, Alex…please. Harder!”
He did as she bade, fucking her with abandon until both of them came with a shout, clinging to each other, their bodies racked with mutual pleasure as their orgasms took over, rendering them helpless.
Pulling away from her but not withdrawing from her body, he smoothed his hand over her hair, fingers trailing down her soft cheek. “Thank you for giving me another chance. I don’t want you to regret your choice.”
Celeste pressed a kiss to the palm of his hand. “What now, Alex? What are you going to do? Are you going back to L.A.?”
He shook his head, his mouth grim. “I can’t. My father has probably disowned me and I don’t blame him. I can’t go back there. I don’t want to anyway.”
“So where will you go?”
“I don’t know.” His heart lurched in his chest. He wanted to stay in this tiny tourist town. With Celeste.
“Maybe you can stay here in Santa Augustina.” She visibly swallowed, her head moving closer to his. “I would love it if you’d help me with the store. I figure with your experience in, uh…jewelry, that maybe you could be of value here on the buying end—and the security end,” she said, smiling.
His eyes widened, his entire body growing tense. It was as if she’d read his mind but did she even realize what she was saying? “You’re serious?”
“Yes, I am.” She cleared her throat. “I want to make the business grow and I think you would be an incredible asset.”
“To just the business?” He cocked a brow at her.
“No.” She laughed, the soft sound washing over him, making his body warm, his cock harden all over again. “I want to be with you, Alex. See what happens next. Everyone is going to think I’ve lost my mind! I know this is quick but—”
Alex didn’t let her finish her sentence, swallowing her words with a kiss, his tongue teasing her lips. “It feels right, Celeste,” he murmured when their lips parted.
“It does.” She sighed, her mouth moving over his, her body snuggling closer against him. “It really, really does.”
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