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      Rowan

      As I opened the door to the noisy, crowded ballroom of the Honeysuckle Inn on New Year’s Eve, a seed of optimism took root in me for the first time in more than two years.

      I needed this. So badly. Needed to have fun, forget reality for a few hours, and immerse myself in happy people.

      The beat of the music pounded through me. Shimmers of light from a disco ball shifted over every person and surface. The energy of the party enveloped me, making me feel alive even before I fully entered the room.

      “Hello. Got your ticket?” a guy in a Luigi costume asked as my eyes adjusted to the dimness.

      “Oh,” I said. “I just checked into the inn tonight. Ava invited me. She loaned me this costume.”

      He looked me up and down briefly and tilted his head.

      “Claire from The Breakfast Club,” I told him.

      “I was getting there,” he said with a smile. “Red hair would complete it.”

      “Last minute,” I explained. “Do you need to talk to Ava?”

      “Nah. Welcome,” Luigi said. “Happy New Year, eighties version.” He gestured me past him.

      I stepped to the left, where I spotted a bar. I’d need a drink—actually I was overdue for one hell of a bender—but first, a moment.

      Taking in the scene, I breathed. Like, took a chest-lifting inhalation that filled my lungs fuller than they’d been in…months.

      There was a live band at one end, playing a Culture Club song. People were stacked about fifteen deep around the stage, dancing and giving the musicians their full attention.

      In one corner was a neon-green sign that said Arcade and several full-sized arcade games, each of them in use. In the center of the ballroom was more of a traditional dance floor with a few couples and a group of women on it. Opposite of where I stood, a neon-orange sign said Trivia.

      Every corner was filled with people. People who didn’t know me, didn’t know what I’d been through. People who wouldn’t scrutinize me to figure out whether a sympathetic look or a hug would be better received.

      I was so tired of needing sympathy. Of my eyes filling with tears at an empathetic smile.

      Even when I’d met Ava, the inn owner, at the check-in desk, more damn tears had threatened. The upside was that, as soon as she noticed, she’d stopped asking conversational, well-meaning questions about where I was from and what I was doing at the inn.

      I sucked in another life-affirming breath.

      Festive people. Upbeat music.

      Freedom.

      I needed all of it even more than I’d realized.

      In the next second, a pang of guilt jabbed at me, but I shook it off.

      Tonight was about looking ahead, not mourning the past.

      This town might turn out to be my future, at least my short-term future. My respite. My chance to rediscover myself and focus on my life.

      Drink, Rowan. You need a drink, girl.

      At the bar, I ordered one of the eighties cocktails, a Blue Lagoon. It tasted like a blue vodka lemonade and had a festive curl of lemon peel floating on top.

      It’d been months since I’d dared to try to relax with anything alcoholic. Now I carried my drink to a spot along the wall and took a sip. I let the sweetness and the distinct taste of alcohol sit on my tongue for several seconds. My eyes fluttered shut in appreciation.

      When I opened them, my attention caught on a guy at the bar whose gaze was on me. He smiled, and I felt a pulse of something I hadn’t felt in ages.

      Interest.

      He was tall with dark hair and broad shoulders under a light brown trench coat. What tripped up my heart was that smile. It reached across the room and grabbed me.

      I smiled back, then glanced away self-consciously, resisting the urge to check behind me to verify it was actually me he’d been looking at.

      I was out of practice on more than enjoying a cocktail. I hadn’t been on a date for over three years, since the early days with Christian. Hadn’t been with a man since he’d dumped me because of my inability to give him enough of my time, or really, any of my time, once I’d become my grandmother’s full-time caretaker.

      Alzheimer’s was like that. It not only robbed its victims of their brain, identity, and life but also took so much from the victims’ loved ones. I didn’t regret a single minute with my grandmother, felt genuinely grateful I’d been her trusted one at her side as she gradually transitioned out of a long, love-filled life. But recovery would take a while. Finding my way forward would be a process.

      My next breath was shaky, and I had to force my grandmother, my grief, and my profound loss out of my mind.

      Not tonight.

      Tonight was about possibilities.

      I glanced around for the guy from the bar. He was no longer there, and my gaze skimmed the room until I spotted him among a group of people gathered around several of the standing cocktail tables. At the same moment I saw him, he turned his head my way, and we made eye contact again.

      There was the smile. He had an irresistible dimple on one side.

      My heart raced, and a feeling of lightness rushed through my chest.

      I lifted my glass for a drink and looked away, trying to play it cool.

      As the band started a Billy Idol song, I meandered closer to the stage, sipping my drink and bobbing my head slightly to the beat. They were good. The lead singer had the Billy Idol growl down. The guitarist’s hair was very eighties, like those guys from Duran Duran.

      I was angled just enough to the side of the stage that I could easily, nonchalantly glance toward the brown-coat guy, and I’m not even kidding, he happened to look my way again.

      I might be out of practice, but I was pretty sure he was checking me out.

      I didn’t hate it.

      I also knew better than to come across as a desperate girl. I’d just gotten here, for Pete’s sake. The outdated expression had been my grandmother’s favorite and came to mind automatically, bringing with it a pang of sadness and a bittersweet smile.

      I was a certifiable mess in my head. I didn’t need to hook up with anyone. I just needed to enjoy the mental space. Savor the lack of responsibility.

      I watched the band through three more songs, hovering along the wall so I wasn’t really part of the crowd. When they went to intermission, I wandered toward a different bar, planning to order another Blue Lagoon. On the way, a guy dressed in a blue letterman jacket stopped me.

      “Claire?”

      “No,” I said automatically. Then the blue letterman jacket of his costume clicked. “Oh! Andrew?” My counterpart from the movie.

      We laughed and agreed we had to share a dance to the Go-Gos, played by the DJ who was spelling the band. Our conversation remained impersonal as we discussed the best lines of The Breakfast Club. The most personal we got was me confessing I was not, in fact, a princess, and him clarifying he’d never wrestled in his life but had played tennis and golf in high school.

      At the end of the song, he leaned in and said, “Thank you for the dance, Claire. I’m off to find the goth basket-case chick for the next one.”

      I laughed and wished him luck, then resumed my path to the bar.

      How long had it been since I’d danced? Just set aside reality for three minutes and felt the music?

      Ages.

      Dancing was good for the soul, I decided. I needed to dance more, even though I wasn’t a particularly good dancer.

      And laughter? Mine was almost rusty.

      More dancing, more laughing.

      More alcohol.

      I resumed my path to the bar near the arcade, taking in the costumes and characters on my way. The eighties were before my time, but I’d fallen asleep to so many movies in the past two years that I’d seen at least pieces of all the big ones from that decade and beyond. I spotted a group of ninja turtles, a Ms. Pac-Man, the couple from The Princess Bride, Prince, and a lot I couldn’t identify in a flash as I walked by.

      This little town was going all out for its New Year’s celebration.

      I’d never been to Dragonfly Lake before, but Presley had promised me it was adorable and friendly and would make a good landing place. She’d arranged for me to meet her best friend, Chloe Henry, to discuss a possible job opening. I had no idea whether it would pan out, but I was grateful to have a starting point.

      I waited in a short line at the bar, keeping my head down but my ears open. I was curious about this place but not up for meeting bunches of people. With each introduction would come questions I wasn’t sure I could answer without getting emotional. My introverted self was content to be in the crowd but not too connected to it.

      “What can I get for you?” the female bartender asked when it was my turn.

      “A Blue Lagoon.”

      She tilted her head as I said it, studying my light pink blouse and white scarf. “The popular girl from The Breakfast Club?”

      I nodded, impressed because she looked several years younger than my twenty-nine. “You got it.”

      When she handed over my drink, she said, “Good luck finding your bad boy.”

      I laughed as I turned around, then stopped short.

      The brown-coat guy stood there, front and center, six feet from me, all his attention on me, holding a large boom box in both hands above his head. He was even better-looking this close, with one side of his mouth quirked up in a half grin and his warm, hopeful eyes gauging my reaction.

      At once, I realized he was dressed as the guy from Say Anything, and the song the DJ had just started was “In Your Eyes” from the same movie.

      I laughed self-consciously, and this time I did look behind me to make sure it was me his focus was aimed at. No one at the bar was paying attention to us, though a few people around him had noticed his bold antics and watched for my reaction.

      I smiled, unsure what to do, but then he stepped forward and said, “Lloyd Dobler. Would you like to dance?”

      The name jogged my memory as the movie’s main character, so I replied, “Sure. I’m Claire.”

      “Lloyd” lowered the boom box and held out a hand toward me, smiling more fully, flashing me that dimple.

      My insides dipped, and a spark pulsed through me as I took his hand. As he led me to the dance floor, he set the boom box aside on a table. I took a couple of swallows of my new cocktail, then set it next to the boom box. I wanted to dance more than I wanted that drink.

      When he laced our fingers together, it felt natural, which was strange since I didn’t even know his real name.

      Once on the dance floor, we faced each other. He kept holding my right hand and slid his other hand to my back, above my waist. I rested my left hand on his shoulder, and we swayed to the in-between beat with just a couple of inches between us.

      “You look old for high school,” he said with a grin.

      “High school?” Did he somehow know I was a high-school teacher? Then it hit me: He was still referring to my character. “Oh! Yes, well, you look too old for high school too, so I guess we have something in common.”

      We both laughed.

      “You’re not from Dragonfly Lake,” he said.

      I shook my head. “You must be if you know I’m not.”

      “I moved here a couple of years ago.”

      “I arrived after the sun went down, so I haven’t even seen the town yet.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Nashville. Where did you move from?”

      “I’m originally from St. Louis.”

      My brows went up. “You moved from there to this little town?”

      He nodded. “When I was a kid, I went on vacation one summer with a buddy and his family to Dragonfly Lake. It left an impression, I guess.”

      I had so many questions, but I bit down on them. The more questions I asked him, the more he’d ask me, and I didn’t have it in me to go into too many details, regardless of how attracted to him I was…and believe me, I was.

      He was nearly half a foot taller than my five seven. His jaw was covered with a scruff of facial hair I wouldn’t quite call a beard. His eyes were a milk-chocolate brown, with the beginnings of crinkles at the outer edges, telling me he laughed frequently. Beyond that, they were intent on me in a way that drew me in rather than made me feel uncomfortable.

      The space between us lessened. I wasn’t sure if it was my doing or his—or both. Our bodies were lightly touching now, and it awakened a pulse of desire deep within me. I breathed in his scent, picking up notes of wood and spice. It made me want to nestle up against him and soak in the feel of his protective arms and strong hands.

      I’d never experienced this kind of instant, powerful attraction. Was it my vulnerable state? That I’d been on my own, without a man’s touch, for so long? Was it the magic of costumes and make-believe and a guy who’d fake serenaded me with a boom box in the middle of a crowd?

      Or was it just this particular man? This man whose name I realized I still didn’t know.

      I stopped overthinking, stopped questioning. I was exhausted on a soul level, and right now I had the opportunity to just be for the last two minutes of the song. To sink into the moment with this guy I was unquestionably drawn to and felt strangely safe with.

      Next the DJ slowed the tempo down even more with “Take My Breath Away.” My partner pulled me in closer, dropping my hand to put both of his on my back. I slid my hands to the nape of his neck, his coarse hair brushing over my fingers, and we swayed as one, our bodies flush.

      We kept dancing through “Saving All My Love for You” and “Against All Odds,” and then the DJ welcomed the band back for one more short set.

      “Lloyd” took my hand, bent to my ear, and said, “How about a breather? I could show you your first view of the lake.”

      “On one condition,” I said, more than ready for fresh air even though I knew it would be cold.

      “Name it.”

      “Tell me your real name.”

      He flashed that dimpled smile down at me. “It’s Chance.” He raised his brows as if asking mine.

      “I’m Rowan.”

      “That fits you better than Claire.”

      “Chance fits you a hundred times better than Lloyd,” I said with a laugh.

      He led me out of the ballroom onto the inn’s terrace. The air was brisk but refreshing. The sudden quiet was a relief. I exhaled, sending a visible puff into the cold air.

      “Here.” Chance took off his trench coat, stepped behind me, and held it out for me to put on.

      “Then you’ll get cold,” I said, taking in his T-shirt and cargo pants.

      “I’m good,” he said, so I slid the coat on and pulled it around me, noticing it smelled like him.

      “Thank you.” Still secretly inhaling the smell of his coat, I took in the scene before me.

      A string of lights lined the stone terrace that stretched along the entire common area of the inn. At the center was a stone stairway down to the water.

      Chance took my hand again, and we went to the stairs and started down. On the right side, close to the water’s edge, was another terrace.

      “In the summer there are loungers along here,” he said, “and they’ve held weddings here.”

      “I bet it’s a pretty venue.”

      “The lake is a lot prettier in the summer,” he said with a chuckle.

      We reached the bottom of the stairs. Ice lined the lake from the shore, reaching several feet out before changing to open water.

      “I didn’t know the lake was so big,” I said. The opposite shore was far away, only visible because of lights shining here and there.

      “There’s a cove beyond those trees,” he said, pointing to the left, “and then an older lake community.” He pointed to the southeast. “In that direction is a relatively new vacation rental development. Over there”—he indicated the area to our right—“is the Marks Hotel and newer homes. That’s the town of Dragonfly Lake in all its glory.”

      The town looked sleepy and peaceful from here.

      There were trees everywhere, and dark hills barely visible in the distance. The air smelled of pine and freshness. An unexplainable serenity came over me as I took it all in.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said quietly.

      Chance put his arm around my waist and pulled me into his side.

      “You must be freezing,” I said.

      He let out a sexy, quiet laugh. “I’m fine. Though I wouldn’t be opposed to having a princess warm me up.”

      I laughed at his reference to my costume again. “Confession: I’m anything but a princess in real life.” I turned to face him. “But I might be convinced to help you warm up.”

      He brushed my hair back from my face, his gaze dipping to my lips. I moved my body into his to let him know I was on board. My heart thundered as he leaned toward me, and then his lips were on mine. A thrill shot through me at the first contact. I lifted my hands and ran them through his thick hair, pulling him closer into me.

      Kissing this near stranger should seem odd, foreign, dangerous, but Chance felt natural and irresistible.

      As he plunged his tongue into my mouth, I felt it to my core. I realized I might be open to more than a kiss from him. It’d been years since I’d had a fling, and I hadn’t had many of them, but if this tempting man was up for it, maybe we could start the new year together. Just for a night. No strings.
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      Chance

      As a single dad of a teenage girl who broke rules more often than she followed them lately, I didn’t get many evenings to myself.

      On top of that, my job at the Rusty Anchor Brewing Company sometimes required working past five o’clock. I didn’t mind since I liked the people, the job, and the challenge of managing the brewery’s marketing efforts.

      My social life was limited to early mornings at the gym and my Saturday nights with a group of dads who’d been hanging together since we were all single. Some of us weren’t solo anymore. I probably always would be, at least until my daughter, Sam, was an adult and on her own. In the meantime, she was a full-time worry and then some.

      I hadn’t been with a woman for… Shit. I couldn’t say how long it’d been since I’d gotten laid. A few hours of escape, of not needing to keep tabs on my fourteen-year-old, would be a luxury. I loved that girl with all my heart, but she’d been struggling since we moved here a year and a half ago. It got worse when she started high school last fall.

      Tonight, though, it seemed things might be lining up in my favor.

      Sam was spending the night at her friend Lacey’s house. I’d verified with Lacey’s mother that the woman would be home so the girls wouldn’t be unsupervised. That translated to being able to relax at this party and have a few drinks. And maybe spend some time with the woman who’d caught my eye the second she entered the ballroom alone. Rowan.

      The chemistry between us was fire, like nothing I’d ever experienced. Even before I’d gone cheesy and used my costume and boom box to get her to dance, I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes from seeking her out.

      She was distractingly pretty, with chestnut-brown hair that reached below her shoulders and large, captivating brown eyes. Her skin was flawless, lashes full and long, body slender and alluring even though she wore a non-revealing, narrow skirt that reached her calves, with a thick suede belt, tall boots, and a plain pink blouse for her costume.

      We’d stood out in the frigid night kissing like teenagers until my balls threatened to fall off from the cold. Then we’d laughed at ourselves, made our way back up the stairs, and she’d returned my jacket before we reentered the ballroom. Once inside, she’d excused herself to go to the ladies’ room.

      To avoid looking like a creepy dude, in case she was giving me the blow off, I’d had to give her that space. My gaze had been on the door ever since, waiting for her to return, even as I took a ribbing from West, one of the only other singles left in the dads’ group, about disappearing with my mystery woman, as he referred to her.

      I was all too aware she wasn’t mine by any stretch of the imagination. There was at least a fifty-percent chance she wouldn’t reappear at the door.

      She’d seemed to be as into me as I was her, but I didn’t trust my judgment and sure as hell didn’t trust my game where women were concerned. I suspected she was out of my league, but that didn’t stop me from hoping for more time with her tonight.

      The band was playing its last song of the evening, as they were packing up before midnight to let the DJ, Adrian Cormier, take over again. I didn’t know him well, but I appreciated that he’d done me a solid and played along with my movie song pickup plot to win a dance with Rowan.

      “I’m gonna take off,” West said to the group that included Knox and Quincy, newlyweds Ben and Emerson, and me.

      “Leave me as the fifth wheel,” I joked. “Thanks, man.”

      “Your mystery woman’ll be back. I saw the way she was looking at you.”

      “You’re really leaving before midnight?” Quincy asked him.

      “Need to spell my babysitter,” West said, but I suspected he didn’t want to be by himself at midnight, watching all the happy couples ring in a New Year of love and bliss. I couldn’t blame him. I wasn’t sure how long I’d stay if Rowan didn’t return.

      As if I’d summoned her with my thoughts, she came back into the ballroom at that moment. She paused, scanning the room. I saw the second she recognized me in the low light.

      When she headed in my direction, I felt light as air. The crowd had thickened on this end of the ballroom now that the band was done playing, so I lost sight of her a few times. Then there she was, still coming my way, her eyes on me and a shy smile on her tempting lips.

      I closed the last few steps between us and took her hand as the DJ started a song.

      “Hey, princess,” I quipped, smiling warmly. “I was hoping you’d come back.

      “I told you I would,” she said.

      I didn’t point out that could just as easily be a blow off as a promise. “Would you like a drink? A dance?”

      “I’d love some water. I’m parched.”

      “It’s that dry, frozen air,” I said, laughing again because we’d gotten so carried away out there in twenty-degree weather.

      “You’re lucky your arms didn’t get frostbite,” she said as we headed to the nearest bar.

      “I’m lucky I had a beautiful girl keeping me warm.”

      Once we’d shared a bottle of water, we headed to the dance floor. The music was too fast for slow dancing, but I could hold my own on the upbeat songs too.

      Halfway through the first song, Rowan leaned close. “You’re good at this. I’m not worthy.”

      I laughed. “You’re perfect.” I pulled her closer, and we swayed together, our eyes locked, both of us grinning. I hadn’t drunk more than two beers, but I was flying high because of her.

      After a handful of eighties dance songs, the DJ said, “Hey, party people, the New Year’s about nine minutes away. We’re going to slow things down for a couple dances to get you in the mood for your New Year’s kiss, so if you don’t know who you’ll be kissing yet, now’s the time to figure it out. Don’t be caught alone at the stroke of midnight!”

      I didn’t have the chance to question Rowan. She ran her hands up my chest, to the back of my neck, drawing me in closer, her pretty eyes sparkling as if she’d drunk twice as many cocktails as she had. Knowing I was the cause of that sparkle sent my blood pounding through me. I ached to see what other reactions I could elicit from her, preferably with her out of that sedate costume.

      That was getting ahead of myself.

      “Tell me something about yourself,” I said as we swayed to a Madonna slow song, trying to rein in my thoughts. I barely knew this girl and might be reading her all wrong.

      She laughed quietly. “Like what?”

      I shrugged. “What do you do for a living?”

      A frown flitted over her face so quickly I wasn’t sure I’d seen right.

      “I’m a high-school teacher,” she said.

      “In Nashville?”

      She bit her lip. “I’m between teaching positions.” She averted her eyes. A couple of heartbeats later, she met my gaze again. “I had to quit my position to care for my grandmother. She died recently of Alzheimer’s.”

      The sadness in her eyes hit me in the gut. “I’m sorry,” I said helplessly. “That must’ve been really hard.”

      She swallowed and nodded. “Let’s not bring the mood down.” She mustered a smile. “What about you? What do you do?”

      “I’m in marketing,” I said, still trying to wrap my head around what she might have gone through recently. Quitting a job to be someone’s caretaker told me a lot about her character. I wanted to know more, but I didn’t want to cause more sadness.

      “Is this how you spent last New Year’s Eve too?” She gestured to the party, then put her hand back on me where I wanted it.

      “Truth? I don’t remember how I spent last New Year’s.”

      More than likely, it was something to do with my daughter. I needed to quit thinking about Sam for a few hours, but when I spent most of my waking hours worrying about her, turning that off didn’t come easily.

      I eased our bodies closer together and breathed in her sweet, feminine scent. “Tonight has the potential to be much more memorable,” I said, watching her for a reaction.

      She arched her body deeper into me and clasped her hands at my nape possessively, telling me she was feeling the pull between us too.

      As the second slow song played, a server came up to us offering flutes of champagne. Rowan declined, and so did I. I’d much prefer to have my hands on her than a plastic flute.

      The DJ started the countdown.

      Still entwined, body to body, Rowan and I kept our eyes locked on each other as we counted along. “…four…three…two…one…”

      As the crowd yelled, “Happy New Year,” I fast-forwarded, taking her mouth in a too-eager kiss. The instant our mouths connected again, my whole body came alive. My blood pounded south as I ran my hands over her curves, aching to slip under her costume to feel her skin directly. There was just enough of my brain left to remember this was a dance floor in a crowded party and being too forward likely wouldn’t win me any points with Rowan.

      Our kiss went on as horns blew and people cheered and toasted to the New Year. This woman was more intoxicating than champagne any day.

      Eventually Rowan pulled away from the kiss just enough to peer up into my eyes and ask, “Want to get out of here?”
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      Rowan

      I stopped breathing as I waited for Chance’s reply.

      I wasn’t usually an aggressive girl. I hadn’t ever initiated a hookup, not even before Christian. But the past two years had taught me how precious every moment could be. Being passive wasn’t an option tonight. Not when I wanted to feel so badly. I wanted to feel what this man could do to me with every sensuous nerve in my body. This specific man.

      “Hell yes,” he said with a half laugh. “Let’s go.”

      He took my hand and headed toward the door, carving a path through the crowd with me following in his wake. I loved the feel of his hand around mine: large, strong, and sure.

      We finally made it through the throngs of celebrating people to the door. There were a few others leaving too. He led me to a corner, out of the way, then faced me, our hands still laced together.

      “Where to?” he asked.

      “My room?”

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      “This way.” I tugged him toward the west wing of the inn.

      The hallway was relatively quiet, the roar of the party barely audible. The lights were brighter out here, seeming harsh after the dimness of the ballroom.

      At the door to my room, I stopped and reached into my bra for my ID case that held my key as well. I’d left my phone in the room to further get away from the real world for a few hours. There was no longer anyone who’d need to talk to me anyway.

      Once we were in my room, I closed the door, then turned as Chance advanced, gently pressing my back against the door.

      The lights were off, but I could make him out by the illumination coming in under the door. Just enough to see the intent look in his eyes as he closed the distance between our mouths again. When his lips touched mine, it was urgent, passionate, unrestrained. He laced both of our hands together and framed my head with them against the door as his hard body pressed into mine, arousing a pulsing ache deep inside of me.

      “I want to strip you down and kiss you everywhere,” he said into my ear.

      “I want you inside me,” I countered, the need in me climbing, emboldening me, making me grind against him.

      “That can be arranged,” he said, grinning, his voice low and sexy.

      I’d never been so turned on by a man’s voice, never mind his kisses and his rock-solid body.

      We continued to kiss, our tongues dancing, teeth knocking together, shaky breaths mingling, coming out in gasps and pants. I loosened my hands from his so I could touch him, pushing his coat off his shoulders.

      “You forgot your radio,” I said as he shrugged out of the coat and tossed it aside.

      “Don’t care,” he growled as he kissed me again.

      I ran my hands under his T-shirt, up his tight abs, to his solid chest, liking everything I felt. He was solid and muscular but not so much so it was intimidating. As if he went to the gym when he had time but didn’t obsess about it. I kneaded his pecs, trailed my fingers to his shoulders, pulling the shirt up.

      He broke off from kissing me long enough to reach to his back and yank his shirt off, then tossed it to the floor too. I untied the annoying scarf around my neck and got rid of it just as he pulled the hem of my blouse out from my skirt. I helped him get it off me.

      Chance’s gaze dropped to my light yellow plain-Jane bra. I’d had no thoughts of picking up a guy and bringing him to my room when I’d put it and the nonmatching pink bikini panties on. I didn’t really own anything sexy anymore anyway.

      He didn’t seem to mind. He lowered his head and took the tip of my breast, bra and all, into his mouth as if he couldn’t wait long enough to get the bra off me.

      I could feel the wet heat of his mouth through the thin fabric, but I wanted more of it. I reached behind me and flicked the clasp open, then let it slide down my arms, freeing the breast Chance was still suckling. He groaned and ran his tongue over my bare nipple, letting the lingerie fall to the floor.

      His mouth had everything deep inside me contracting with hot, throbbing need. I arched into him, but it didn’t relieve anything. Too many clothes in the way. I went to work on his pants, unbuttoning them, unzipping, dipping my fingers inside to find him rock hard and jutting out of his underwear. He released my nipple, his head falling back.

      I ran my fingers over his velvet-soft tip, eliciting another groan from him. Impatiently, needfully, I shoved his pants and boxer briefs down his thighs and wrapped my hand around his dick.

      “Mmm,” I growled at the feel of his thickness in my hand. I stroked him, hoping to make his need as urgent as mine.

      “Jesus, that feels incredible, Rowan.”

      “Good,” I said with a smile, loving his reaction, particularly since I was so out of practice.

      “It’s been a while.” He sucked my nipple into his mouth again, toying with the tip, drawing a gasp of pleasure from me.

      “For me too,” I said on an exhale. “I don’t normally—” He plucked at my other nipple with his thumb and forefinger, the ecstasy of it cutting off my words. “I don’t usually do this.”

      “I’m so fucking glad you are tonight.”

      I was too, wholeheartedly. Whole-bodily. Every cell was screaming for him to fill me, to end the pulsing ache at my core.

      “Right guy, right time,” I said, then caught my breath again as he worked magic on both of my nipples at the same time. I let go of him so I could undo my belt and get my skirt off as fast as humanly possible, which, with the things he was doing to my body, wasn’t fast enough.

      As soon as he realized what I was doing, he helped. Within seconds, I was naked. He got rid of his shoes and pants, then pressed me up against the door with his body again, allowing me to feel every solid, bare inch of him against my skin.

      He kissed a trail from my lips, down my chest, across both of my breasts, and lower. After circling my navel once, he went to his knees and trailed his tongue lower still, lifting one of my legs to his shoulder. When his mouth reached my center, I sucked in my breath, my legs going weak from the instant pleasure.

      With one large hand supporting me at the hip, he used his other one, along with his mouth, to make me come in record time. I gripped his shoulders as my body contracted, calling out his name with a mix of incoherent words. He laved at me until I couldn’t take the sensations anymore and buckled forward into him.

      He stood and scooped me up, then carried me to the bed. As I lay in the near dark, trying to get my bearings back, I heard him walk over to the door. He wasn’t leaving, was he?

      Before I could ask, he returned. He crawled over me, supporting his weight with his arms, and found my mouth with his.

      I felt his erection against my belly and clumsily reached for it, still catching my breath after he’d shot me to the stars. Chance caught my hand and angled himself to the side, resting his hip on the mattress.

      When I heard the tearing of a condom packet, I understood what was going on.

      “Good thinking,” I said, grinning.

      I appreciated that one of us had our brain at least partially intact.

      “I only have one, so we better make it good,” he said.

      “Mmm, it’s going to be good.”

      “No pressure, huh?” he said, smiling as he positioned himself over me again, teasing me with his erection brushing over my belly and lower.

      The bar was ridiculously low, but I didn’t tell him that. He was already blowing my ever-loving mind.

      He trailed kisses and nibbles along my jawline, taking his sweet time, even as he teased my center with his dick. Though it’d been less than five minutes since he’d given me an orgasm, my body responded electrically to every touch.

      I grasped his sheathed length as best I could manage with him on top of me and guided him to my opening. He might think I needed time for my body to be ready again, but I was right there with him, aching to have him inside me.

      When I angled my hips just right, he got the message and entered me. I let out a gasp at the feel of him, the size of him.

      “Okay?” he asked, sounding like he was struggling to hold himself in check.

      “More than.” I wrapped my legs around him and kissed him.

      “You feel so fucking amazing. I hope I can last long enough to make it good for you.”

      I let out a little laugh. “News flash. Already good. Stop worrying.”

      He kissed me thoroughly, passionately, as he thrust deliciously into me, over and over. If it was good before, he upped it to stupendous.

      This man absolutely knew how to work magic on my body. Even though I’d just met him, the connection between us felt sacred. I wanted to hold on to it for hours. At the same time, I felt myself climbing higher and needing desperately to burst over the edge.

      My mind shut down, and I merely held on. I hadn’t felt so alive for years.

      We moved as one, as if we’d been doing this together for ages. When he reached between us and brushed a finger over my clit, everything in me tightened. Another few touches from him and I exploded, clinging to him for everything I was worth. The contractions went on, wringing me out as if I was being pulled through a portal to an amazing dimension of sheer ecstasy.

      “Oh, God,” Chance said as he thrust his hips harder into me.

      All I could do was hold on and try to breathe as he came as hard as I had.

      We lay there, entwined, hearts thundering, breaths coming hard, but otherwise not moving for a spellbinding few seconds, or maybe minutes. I didn’t know. Time stopped making sense.

      Eventually he rolled to his side and pulled me with him. I loved the feel of his arm banding around me, his thigh against mine, his overheated, solid body all along mine. I closed my eyes and relished the bliss that was still sparkling through my body. Taking in a slow, lung-filling breath, I reveled in the luxury of being with someone. Not alone. I’d been alone for so very long.

      “Happy New Year,” he said in a low voice, his smile audible.

      “Happiest,” I said, falling into a deep, sated relaxation after that incredible release.

      “Can’t be a bad year when we start it off like that, can it?”

      I shook my head, grinning as I burrowed against his chest.

      Chance kissed my forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be right here,” I said drowsily, content that he planned to rejoin me.

      This was a one-time thing, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t take comfort in each other for a few more hours. Though I’d never been big on cuddling, being in this man’s arms was reassuring. Life-affirming. The sex had been off the charts, and lying here with him afterward, in the dark, in the quiet, listening to his breath, calmed something in my soul.

      Chance

      I felt my way to the bathroom, where there was a thumbnail-sized night-light giving out just enough light to find the toilet, the sink, and the trash. I got rid of the condom and washed my hands.

      Outside the bathroom, I spotted my coat. I picked it up and grabbed my phone from the pocket to check the time. It was just after one.

      I hurried to the bed with my phone, setting it on the nightstand. The air was cool, particularly because of the sheen of sweat I’d worked up.

      Rowan had pulled the covers back and crawled under them, since we hadn’t bothered to do that earlier. She held them up now in invitation.

      Was it weird to come back to bed with a woman I didn’t really know? It’d been so long since I’d done this, I wasn’t sure what the protocol was.

      Fuck it. I wanted more time with her. Just a couple more hours. This was my rare chance to appreciate a woman’s touch, her softness, her warmth. I’d been aware as hell I was overdue for a good screw, but I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed being so physically close to another human.

      This one night would have to tide me over for who knew how long. In a few hours, it was back to my usual overfull life and the responsibilities that took up all my headspace.

      I climbed into the bed and rolled close to Rowan, pulling her naked body into mine. She made a drowsy, satisfied sound as she nestled into me. I breathed in her scent, knowing the floral sweetness was already imprinted in my memory.

      Tonight had been magical, our temporary connection a rare gift. With her being from Nashville, it was clear from the start this was only for a night. Maybe that made the fireworks between us all the more spectacular. There was no pressure for more. No worries about how we’d act tomorrow. We didn’t have a tomorrow. It was now or never, and we’d both chosen now.

      Her breathing evened out as she sank into sleep. I was struck by how good it felt to know she trusted me enough to let down her walls, bare her body and maybe parts of her soul to me, and fall asleep in my arms.

      Did I want more of this someday? Most days I couldn’t even think about it, but now, with this woman curled up against me, I could admit that, yes, someday I hoped to find love again. A partner. Someday later, when Sam was an adult.

      Thoughts of my daughter awakened old habits, and I loosened my hold on Rowan enough to roll to my back and pick up my phone. Just to make sure Sam was
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