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Brief Encounter

Though undoubtedly a fake, the painting was nevertheless one of the most erotic works Professor Elizabeth Carlisle had ever set eyes on. Giovanni DiMarchione had had an almost preternatural ability to create the illusion of movement – techniques that had inspired the dynamism of the High Renaissance artists who had come after him. As Beth moved closer to this particular canvas, she could have sworn she could detect the way the man’s head moved between his lover’s legs. That in turn, produced the distinct sensation of his hair brushing against her own inner thighs as his tongue danced over the most private parts of her body.

Sinful. Real and yet not real, like the best art of any age. And potentially embarrassing if she couldn’t clean up her thoughts. She was in public, after all. Of course, everyone else at this reception might be thinking and feeling exactly the same things she was. She shook herself and tried to concentrate on the reason she’d come here.

She sipped her champagne and did her best to study the brush strokes instead of dwelling on the images in the painting. But they wouldn’t leave. The silky material that draped over the side of the bed in chaos, suggesting hours already spent in heated sex. The flushed skin of the woman’s face. The position of one of her hands over a breast while the other rested on her lover’s head.

It all made her recall sensations she hadn’t experienced for . . . how long? Best not to spend the effort going back that far in her memory. Even less point trying to figure out when she could take the time to have it again. Maybe when she finished her current book, she’d have solidified her position in her department. Of course, before that it had been fighting for tenure. Before that, she’d spent months getting her dissertation published.

Enough. Self-pity was a waste of time. For some reason, she’d received an invitation to the opening of this exhibition – an honor no one else on the faculty had managed. She should spend her time exposing the fraud. Sexual arousal would only cloud her brain.

A passing waiter paused to offer her a canapé. A toast point with an expensive heap of caviar piled onto it. She accepted it, took a small bite, and closed her eyes in bliss. Another sip of the champagne complimented it so perfectly, she almost melted into a puddle of pleasure.

When she returned to her full senses, her gaze fell on the man across the room again. He hadn’t let her out of his sight since she’d first spotted him. That would have made her a little uncomfortable if he weren’t so damned attractive. The tuxedo fit him perfectly, reflecting the sort of expert tailoring only someone used to wealth could afford. He wore it casually, as if he’d just tossed any old thing on. His dark hair curled almost to his collar, amplifying his unstudied look. Few men could pull that off, but he managed nicely.

All the attention created a pleasant flutter in her stomach, especially given the subject matter of the painting behind her. Was he giving it the same attention she was? Was he playing out the man’s role in his imagination as he studied her? The room suddenly seemed warm. She was blushing, and even across the room he’d be able to see.

She turned back to the painting but could fairly feel him approach. Sure enough, his voice came from not far behind her. He was talking to someone else, his deep baritone rich with the rhythm of Italy. Though she didn’t catch the words, the sound rolled over her. Far too sexy for her good.

“Si, si, bella,” he said. “Scusami.”

Then, he was standing directly behind her. Several inches taller than her own five-eight, he had to be over six feet. A shiver went down her spine.

“Aren’t you going to eat that?” he asked.

“Hm?”

“You seemed at first to like the caviar,” he said. “Is something wrong?”

Aside from the fact that she was having a conversation with someone standing behind her? She turned slowly. “It’s delicious.”

He gave her a smile that lit up his eyes. Instead of dark brown to match his hair, they were hazel with golden flecks. She shouldn’t be staring into them, though. He’d said something about the caviar and the fact that she hadn’t eaten it. She did, finally, popping the whole thing into her mouth. The eggs exploded under gentle pressure of her teeth. More than delicious. Decadent.

“Delightful,” he said.

“I’m sorry?”

“I’ve waited to watch you finish that for the last five minutes. There aren’t many things a woman can do that are sexier than enjoying something she’s eating. When she’s fully clothed, that is. There are plenty of other things she can do after I’ve undressed her.”

Her chin dropped. “I beg your–”

“Surely you know why I’ve been staring at you, signorina.”

“Professora.”

He leaned toward her. “Good, then. No husband.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“If you were married you would have said signora.”

“Fine, then. I’m single.” The butterflies in her stomach whipped themselves into a frenzy. That was not the sort of conversation someone usually had in a museum, even one that exhibited erotic art. No one else in the room stood huddled in a tête-à-tête. And although the more glamorous women slid the man heated glances from time to time, he’d focused all his attentions on her.

He took a flute of champagne from a waiter and tipped the edge against her glass in a toast. “Does the professora have a name?”

“Elizabeth Carlisle.”

“Ah,” He straightened, just a small adjustment of his posture. “The critic.”

“All academics are critics.”

“But you take greater pleasure than the rest in exposing counterfeits.”

“I believe that’s why the museum invited me to the opening,” she asked. “To get my seal of approval on these supposed DiMarchione’s.”

“They aren’t supposed,” he said. “They’re real.”

“They can’t be.”

“The museum must have done their research. They wouldn’t exhibit forgeries,” he said.

“Museums have made mistakes,” she said. “DiMarchione died in poverty. His family sold absolutely everything. This many new works couldn’t show up all at once. It’s impossible.”

“Let me show you something.” He took her by the elbow and escorted her toward the back of the salon.

She held back. “The reception is almost over.”

He inclined his head toward a clock on the wall. “Not for another fifteen minutes.”

When he took her glass and set it on a small table, she should have taken the opportunity to walk away. The allure of his smile held her, though – the way his lips curled higher at one corner than the other. His was a mouth designed for sin, and the heat in his eyes suggested he knew how to use it. No, she wouldn’t be walking away from him any time soon.

“Come.” He took her hand in his, his palm firm and warm against her own. “It’s something the others haven’t seen.”

He led her to a door hidden behind a screen on a far wall. A plaque there read “Staff Only.” He didn’t hesitate but turned the knob and pulled the door open.

“We’re not supposed to go in there,” she said.

“And you only do what you’re supposed to do, professora?”

“I don’t see any reason to break the rules in this case,” she answered.

“If you don’t break rules, you’ll never have fun.”

“Very romantic, but not strictly true. There are a great many legitimate things I enjoy doing.”

He held up a hand. “We’ll have the dissertation later. For now, come with me.”

He reached inside and hit the light switch. It revealed a storage room, and when he indicated she should go ahead of him, she stepped over the threshold. Canvases still in their packaging rested against the walls, and a few file cabinets stood to one side. A pedestal occupied the center of the room, a small statue on top.

The figure displayed a couple having sex, the man on his back with the woman straddling him. The material was alabaster. Blinding white, almost translucent. As with all the works in the exhibit area outside, this one created a perception of movement, as if she could actually watch as the man thrust upward as the woman rode him. It quite literally took her breath away.

“Lovely, no?” he said from right behind her.

She jumped, and her hand went to her chest. She hadn’t heard him approach. “Why isn’t it with the rest of the exhibit?”

“Perhaps this one is too explicit.”

“For a museum of erotic art?”

“View it from this perspective.” He moved to stand at a spot behind the man, so that he faced the female figure head-on. When she took a place beside him, his meaning became obvious. Somehow, the sculptor had arranged the bodies so that the sight of the man’s penis entering her body was obvious. The member was thick enough to suggest it might cause pain, but the woman’s expression – eyes closed, lips parted – read pure bliss.

The images in the painting outside had drawn a physical reaction from her, and now this statue created the same sexual response. A quickening of her pulse, followed by a dull ache between her legs. If the right situation presented itself, she could so easily lower herself onto a huge cock like that.

“Now you understand why the general public can’t see it,” the man said.

“Not really.” She stepped away, putting some distance between herself and the sculpture . . . and the man. “This is all very . . . um . . . interesting, but we’d better leave before the salon closes.”

He took her hand in both of his and brought her fingers to his mouth for a kiss. “Afraid to be alone with me?”

“In here? A storeroom is hardly the place for a tryst.” Good Lord, she was actually discussing having sex with him. She’d used the relatively innocent word “tryst,” but the meaning had come through clear. And it was true: this place wasn’t romantic enough for the first time she’d share her body with him.

A slip of the tongue, nothing more. People made that sort of mistake all the time, and under the circumstances, her mind would go immediately to sex. She could still recover. The museum would close in a few minutes. She’d go to her car, drive home, and make notes on what she’d observed before she went to bed . . . alone

She pulled her hand free of his. “It must be nearing midnight. We should leave.”

He bent in what appeared for all the world like a bow. “As you wish.”

When she went back into the outer room, she found it empty of people. Tables with food and champagne in buckets remained. Overhead lights had been turned off, so the only illumination came from recessed lamps around the art pieces. Everyone had left, but the staff would remain to clean up. She went to the exit and discovered that a heavy metal door was closed across it. It didn’t budge when she pulled on the handle.

“How could that have happened?” the man said from behind her.

“I don’t know.” She glanced at the clock. “We should still have seven minutes.”

“Ah, here it is.” He held up his watch. “The clock seems to be slow. It’s actually after midnight.”

“Later than I should have stayed. I have to go home.” She pounded on the door. “Hello
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