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Zachary Cooper whistled the chorus from “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction” as he strolled into the office of Coopers’ Companions. The sun shone brightly on this beautiful spring morning. He had his youth, his health, an incredible family, plenty of money in the bank, and a job he loved.

Life simply didn’t get any better.

“Mornin’, bro,” he said to his younger brother after entering the office.

“Hey, Zach.” Brent glanced at his watch. “You’re here early.”

“Lots to do today. Plus Michelle has something she needs me to sign. I wanted to get that done before I head out to pick up more supplies.”

“Still buying materials for your house?”

“Yeah,” Zach said with a grin, “and loving every minute of it.”

“I’ll let you be Stanley Homeowner. I like my apartment. If the plumbing needs fixed, I just call the landlord.”

“You have no sense of adventure, little brother.”

The telephone’s ring put an end to their conversation. Brent lifted the receiver. “Coopers’ Companions, this is Brent... Yes, Ms. Talmage, how may I help you?... We have several escorts available Saturday evening. I’m sure you and I can find one to please you.” He opened a file folder on the immaculate desk and withdrew a sheet of paper. “I have a few questions to ask you, Ms. Talmage. We want to find the perfect escort for your mother.”

Leaving Brent to complete his conversation, Zach wandered across the room and gazed out the window. The house that he and his brother had remodeled for their business sat in an affluent area of Fort Worth, complete with oak, willow, and pecan trees. The trees shaded the house as well as made it eye-pleasing.

Fluffy, white blossoms bloomed on the large tree directly outside the office. Zach didn’t know the name of the tree, but his sister would. Michelle knew the name of every tree, every flower, she’d ever seen. He would swear she could make silk flowers grow. She kept the outside of Coopers’ Companions landscaped with a wide assortment of flowers, shrubs, and trees. They hired a service to mow the lawn, but Michelle insisted only she could touch the flowers.

She kept the inside of Coopers’ Companions as neat and organized as the outside. He and Brent had gladly handed over all the bookwork to Michelle. As CFO of the company, she kept the business humming along efficiently and productively.

Plus, they made a shitload of money.

“That sounds great, Ms. Talmage,” Zach heard Brent say after he tuned back in to his brother’s conversation. “You can be assured your mother will be very pleased with her escort... Thank you for calling.”

Zach turned to face his brother when Brent ended the conversation. “New client?”

“Yeah. One for you.”

Sitting on the wide windowsill, Zach crossed his arms over his chest. “Oh?”

“Breanna Talmage asked specifically for you. She said a friend of hers hired you a couple of months ago and was very impressed with your...attention. I take that to mean you fucked her brains out.”

He frowned at Brent’s choice of words. Sometimes his younger brother’s lack of respect for women grated on Zach. “Not every date ends with sex. You know that from personal experience. Sometimes a woman simply needs an escort, not a stud.”

“I know from personal experience that most of them do end with sex because that’s what the woman wants. No matter the reason for hiring an escort, these women fantasize about a young man fawning over them.” He tapped the piece of paper on his desk with one long forefinger. “This one is right up your alley, big brother.”

“Who is it?”

Brent turned the paper so he could read it easier. “Her name is Jade Talmage.”

Jade. Zach liked that name. It made him think of a sparkling jewel.

“Her daughter is hiring you to escort her mother to some fancy-shmancy shindig at North Texas Highland Hospital.” Looking at his brother, Brent bobbed his eyebrows. “Breanna said her mom is a fox.”

“All daughters think their mothers are foxes.”

“Maybe, but she convinced me her mother really is hot stuff. Thirty-nine years old, chin-length auburn hair, full lips, big green eyes, great legs, voluptuous body.” He shivered playfully. “Damn, I’m getting a hard-on.” Brent leaned back in his plush leather chair and hooked his hands behind his head. “But since you like the older broads, and since the daughter asked for you, this one is yours.”

Zach frowned again. Brent believed the best place for a woman was on her back with her legs spread. Why, Zach didn’t know. Their father had died several years ago, but he’d always respected women, especially their mother.

Zach thought of women as so much more than a piece of ass. Rising from the windowsill, he walked to one of the large leather chairs before Brent’s desk and sat. “An older woman is not a ‘broad,’ Brent. All women are beautiful in their own way. They deserve respect and consideration.”

“Which is what you give them, and that’s why Coopers’ Companions is so successful. You’re a natural at this, Zach. Tall, good-looking, charming, great sense of humor. The ladies start to salivate as soon as they see you.” He grinned. “The fact that you have a big dick doesn’t hurt either.” Brent leaned forward and picked up the form. “Breanna said her parents divorced almost two years ago. Jade’s gone out a few times, but hasn’t been involved with anyone since she and her husband split. She should be really horny by the night of your date.”

Zach studied his brother. Although only eighteen months younger, Brent had a long way to go before he grew up. Zach knew several twenty-eight-year-old guys who were much more mature than his younger brother. “Do you ever see the inside of a woman, Brent?”

“As long as she’s gorgeous and a good lay, I don’t give a shit what she’s like inside. Neither do you. You like sex as much as I do. That’s why we started this business.”

“I never said I don’t like sex. I love sex. But I also happen to know there’s more to a woman than her sex organs.” He held out his hand for the form. “When?”

“Saturday night,” Brent said, placing the form in Zach’s palm. “The daughter’s home and cell numbers are on there, too, if you have any questions.”

A quick glance at the piece of paper showed him where Breanna’s mother lived. He knew the classy, quiet neighborhood in Fort Worth well. “No problem. Jade Talmage and I will get along just fine.”

* * * * *
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Jade frowned as her daughter held up a silky green thong. “You aren’t serious about me wearing that thing.”

Breanna’s eyes twinkled with a devilish light. “C’mon, Mom, be adventurous. You can’t have panty lines in that gorgeous emerald gown.”

Jade had bought the emerald gown two weeks ago on her and Breanna’s last shopping trip. Now, she had second thoughts about it. She didn’t know if the hospital’s Board of Directors would approve of her wearing a dress so revealing. “I’m not sure about that gown, Bre. It’s so...low.”

“It’s a party, Mom. You’re supposed to have fun at a party. Besides, you have incredible cleavage. Show it off to all those stuffy doctors and board members.”

“I’ll be forty in two weeks. I’m a little old to be showing off my cleavage.”

“You’re a long way from old, Mom. Besides, a beautiful woman is never too old to show off anything, and you’re a babe.”

Jade laughed while her daughter grinned. “A babe?”

“Babe, fox, hot stuff. However you say it, you’re it.”

Jade wrapped her arm around Breanna’s shoulders and gave her a quick hug. “I must be doing something right if my twenty-one-year-old daughter thinks I’m hot stuff, even when I need to lose twenty-five pounds.”

“Where?” Breanna’s gaze slid over Jade from head to toe and back. “You’re perfect, Mom. I wish I had some of your curves.” She looked down at her small breasts. “I got your eyes, your nose, your mouth, and Dad’s boobs.”

Jade’s heart swelled with pride when she looked at her stunning daughter. Tall and slim with dark-brown hair and olive skin like her father, she turned men’s heads wherever she went. “Bre, as slender as you are, you wouldn’t be able to stand up straight if you had my breasts.”

“That’s probably true, but I’d like the chance to find out.” Breanna waggled the thong by the elastic straps. The shiny fabric shimmered in the lights. “Speaking of chances, at least try this on, and the matching bra. They’re almost the same color as your gown.”

Jade wrinkled her nose as she studied the tiny thong. “Those things have to be uncomfortable. Don’t they ride up your... You know.”

“The word is ass, Mom. It’s okay if you say it.”

“Hey, I’m old-fashioned. Get used to it.”

Breanna chuckled. “I wouldn’t have you any other way. But for your information, thongs aren’t uncomfortable. I love ’em.” She bobbed her eyebrows. “And your date will love them, too.”

Jade bristled at her daughter’s implication. “Breanna Renee, you get that notion out of your head. I let you talk me into having a strange man escort me to the gala tomorrow night—and I still haven’t figured out why I let you talk me into it—but that’s all it is. It isn’t a date. Besides, I don’t think what he does is even legal.”

“There’s nothing illegal about being an escort.”

“And you think all he does is escort women? There’s no sex involved?”

“I didn’t say that. There’s probably sex involved with some women.”

“Well, not with this woman. I have no intention of having sex with a man who’s paid to pleasure women.”

“Maybe you should.”

Jade’s mouth dropped open. She couldn’t believe what her daughter had just said. “What?” she squeaked.

“Dad left you two years ago and ran off with Melody. You get asked out all the time, but I’ll bet you haven’t had half a dozen dates in that time.”

“For your information, I’ve had several dates in the last two years.”

“I doubt if any of those included sex.” She tilted her head. “Did they?”

“Breanna!”

“Well, have you had sex or not?”

“No, I haven’t,” Jade huffed. “There, are you satisfied?” Groaning, she covered her eyes with one hand. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with my daughter.”

“You’ve always said I can talk to you about anything.” Breanna pulled Jade’s hand away from her face. “I’m not a virgin. You know that because I told you about my first time.”

“Yes, and I wasn’t exactly thrilled with that confession.”

Breanna shrugged one shoulder. “I can’t apologize for liking sex. I like it a lot. I inherited that desire from someone.”

Her ex-husband was a louse for leaving her for a woman fifteen years his junior, but he’d been a wonderful lover. Sex had always been pleasurable for Jade, and she missed it greatly. That didn’t mean she’d fall into bed with a man who’d had sex with dozens of other women.

“Two years of celibacy is long enough,” Breanna said. “Go for it. Do something totally out of character and jump his bones. With all his experience, he’s probably incredible in bed.”

“He’s probably mechanical in bed, making the same moves he believes women love but really loathe.” Jade shook her head firmly. “No. He’ll be my escort, nothing else. And that’s the end of this discussion.” She pulled her purse strap higher on her shoulder. “I need shoes and Macy’s is having a sale. Let’s go.”

“What about the underwear?”

“I’ll...think about it.”

“Which means you’ll chicken out.”

Jade frowned. “You know, you’re not too old to spank for being rude to your mother.”

“I’m not being rude, Mom, I just want you to have a good time.” She took one of Jade’s hands and squeezed it. “I want you to be happy. You deserve that.”

The love and concern in Breanna’s eyes brought a lump to Jade’s throat. Her ex-husband had been a cheating louse, but he’d given her a wonderful daughter. Jade returned Breanna’s squeeze. “I appreciate that, and if I meet the right man, I won’t have any trouble jumping his bones, okay? But this stud for hire isn’t the right man.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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“Where are you, Mom?” Breanna called out.

“I’m in the bedroom.”

Jade looked up from the pile of towels she folded to watch her daughter walk into the room. She couldn’t help but notice the large sack her daughter carried from Breanna’s favorite bookstore.

“Didn’t you buy two books yesterday when we went shopping?”

“I don’t have a date tonight, so I need something to do.”

“I told you it isn’t a date, it’s part of my job.”

Breanna sat on the side of the bed, facing Jade. “Pfftt. Details. You’re still going out with a hunky man.”

“You don’t know for sure he’s hunky.”

“Trust me, Mom. If he works for Coopers’ Companions, he’s hunky.”

Jade arched one eyebrow. “And how do you know that for sure?”

“I told you about Roxanne’s date with one of the escorts. She said he was charming and gracious to her, and totally hot.”

“I like the charming and gracious part. The totally hot part makes me nervous.”

“Why? Are you afraid you won’t be able to resist him?”

Jade wiggled her mouth back and forth. “Hardly.”

“Don’t be logical, Mom. If he’s a stud—and I have no doubt he will be—then go for it. Jump his bones and have a good time.”

“I thought we finished this conversation yesterday.”

“Is that a polite way to tell me to change the subject?”

“I knew I’d raised a smart girl.”

“I never get to have any fun.” Playfully pouting, Breanna opened her bag. “While you’re with the hunk, I’ll read these erotic romances.”

Pushing aside the unfolded towels, Jade crawled to the middle of the bed and sat facing her daughter. “Some I don’t have?”

“Three brand new ones. I’ll let you borrow them after I’m through. You can buy the next ones.” A wicked sparkle lit her eyes. “I did get something for you, though.”

Jade wasn’t sure if she liked that look in her daughter’s eyes. “Should I be afraid?”

“Nah. It’s good, I promise.”

Reaching into the open bag, Breanna pulled out a smaller, dark-maroon sack. Jade recognized the logo on the sack immediately as one from the lingerie shop where she and Breanna had looked at the bra and thong yesterday. “You didn’t.”

“I did. I knew you wouldn’t buy that gorgeous underwear, so I did it for you.”

“Bre—”

“Don’t ‘Bre’ me, Mom.” She passed the sack to her mother. “Try them on. I want to see how sexy you are in them.”

“I take back what I said about raising a smart girl. I raised a brat instead.”

Breanna grinned. “You’re so lucky.” She waved a hand toward her mother. “No stalling. I want to be sure they fit.”

Jade opened the sack and removed the emerald bra and thong. They felt as light as air in her hands. Her heart beat a bit faster at the thought of wearing something so sexy. She liked pretty lingerie, but never wore anything as skimpy as these.

“Mom? Aren’t you going to try them on?”

Sighing heavily, Jade let the underwear drop to her lap. “I can’t wear these, Bre.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not...” She gestured toward the silky lingerie. “I’m not the type of woman who wears this kind of...stuff.”

“Again I ask, why not? And don’t give me that bullshit about you being forty in two weeks.”

“I will be forty in two weeks.”

“So does that mean you stop being a woman, or feeling desire? You love reading erotic romances. Don’t they affect you? Don’t the love scenes turn you on?”

“Well, yes, sometimes—”

“Don’t you fantasize about making love with a man, having him touch you?”

Warmth crept into Jade’s face. Breanna would probably be mortified to know how many times her mother fantasized about being intimate with a man, and all the different ways of being intimate. Jade cleared her throat. “Breanna, I think we’re getting a bit too personal.”

“Why?” Breanna moved closer and laid her hand over Jade’s. “The sharing of anything works both ways. I’m not simply being a daughter who loves her mother when I tell you how special and lovely you are. You’re surrounded by men because of your job. There’s no reason why you can’t find a man who will adore you. Why won’t you give anyone a chance?”

Jade pushed her hair behind her right ear. “When your husband leaves you for a younger woman, it doesn’t exactly boost your self-esteem.”

Breanna remained silent for several seconds before softly saying, “No, I guess it doesn’t. But that was two years ago, Mom. Let it go.”

“I’ve tried, Bre. I really have tried to let it go.” Lowering her gaze to the lingerie in her lap, Jade fingered the silky material. “I thought we had a good marriage. I thought I’d made your father happy, in every way. That included the bedroom.”

Breanna squeezed Jade’s hand, but didn’t speak.

“We had a good sex life. Let me rephrase that—I had a good sex life. Apparently, your father didn’t.”

“It wasn’t just sex, Mom. I think it was more of an ego thing for Dad. He’s very dominant. I don’t mean in a sexual way. At least, I don’t think you two had that kind of relationship, and I certainly don’t want you to tell me. That would be way too much information. But you aren’t a fawner and Melody was. He needed someone to hang on his every word and jump at his slightest command.”

Jade looked back at her daughter. “You’re using past tense phrases, Bre.”

“I know. Dad and Melody broke up three weeks ago.”

Perhaps the news should’ve been more of a shock to Jade, but it wasn’t. She’d never believed Carl and Melody would last forever. The fact that they never married proved that. “I didn’t know.”

Breanna shrugged. “I didn’t think it would make any difference to you. It’s not as if you and Dad will ever get back together.” Her eyes widened and a look of panic filled them. “You won’t, will you?”

Jade couldn’t help laughing at her daughter’s stricken expression. “I thought all children wanted their divorced parents to get back together.”

“Not me. I’ve watched you grow into your own person since you and Dad split. He’s too domineering for you, Mom. You need an equal, someone who will love you for the person you are, not the person he wants you to be. You need a guy who will appreciate you and love you so much, he’d never consider even looking at another woman, much less take her to bed.”

“Men like that don’t exist in my age bracket.”

“Who says he has to be in your age bracket? How about someone younger than you, someone handsome with a great body and a huge cock who’ll make you come three times a night?”

Jade’s mouth dropped open at her daughter’s language. “Breanna!”

She grinned. “Nice fantasy, isn’t it?”

Jade returned her daughter’s grin. “It certainly is.”

The giggle Breanna released made her sound much younger than twenty-one. “Well, I don’t want a guy younger than I am, but the rest of it would work.” She pointed to the lingerie in her mother’s lap. “And speaking of a younger man, you have a date in a few hours. Try on your new undies.”

“You’re determined for me to wear these, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely. So up! Try them on.”

Arguing would be useless, Jade knew that. She could humor her daughter by trying on the underwear. That didn’t mean she had to wear it tonight.

“And don’t think you can get away with trying them on now and not wearing them tonight. I’ll be back to check on you later.”

“I hate it when you read my mind.” With a sigh of defeat, Jade rose from the bed. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“It’s a day for firsts. Believe me, it was a first for me to buy a bra with an E cup.”

Modesty had never been a problem for Jade with her daughter. She had taught Breanna that the human body was beautiful, not something “dirty,” no matter the shape or size. She peeled off her T-shirt, jeans, and underwear, and let them fall to the floor.

“God, Mom, you have a better body than some of my girlfriends. You don’t have one tiny bit of cellulite anywhere. I think I hate you.” Breanna stretched out on the bed and rested on one elbow. “I don’t know why you think you need to lose twenty-five pounds.”

“My scale makes me think that.”

“You should throw away that stupid scale and simply use your mirror. It isn’t the number on a scale that’s important, Mom—it’s what you do with it.”

Jade slipped on the bra first. It didn’t have any padding, but the style pushed her breasts together and upward, creating a deep cleavage. She eyed the thong as if it would morph into a rattlesnake at any moment before taking a breath and stepping into it. After arranging the elastic so it fit comfortably at her hips, she faced her daughter.

“Well?”

Breanna grinned. “You’re a total babe. Go look at yourself in the mirror.”

Jade crossed the floor and stopped in front of the three-way mirror. She turned left, then right, examining her body from every angle. A frown formed on her lips. This wasn’t her. She liked nice lingerie, yes, but not a bra that made her breasts look even larger, and definitely not a thong that barely covered her pubic hair.

“Don’t look at you, Mom. Look at the woman in the mirror. See how sexy she is.”

Jade met her daughter’s gaze in the glass before shifting her attention back to her own image. She turned from side to side again so she could see her entire body. The woman in the mirror looked...voluptuous, sexy, confident of her appeal to men.

Totally different from the chubby divorcée she usually saw in the mirror.

“If that was a friend of yours, would you think she looked good? Be honest, Mom.”

Honestly, yes, she looked good. A tiny smile played across Jade’s lips. She looked damned good.

Breanna grinned. “You’ll have that escort drooling all over you.”

“He’s paid to drool over me.” She met Breanna’s gaze in the mirror again. “By the way, how much did you pay him?”

“That’s none of your business.”

The fact that Breanna didn’t answer had to mean she paid far more than she should have. “That much? Breanna, the trust fund from your grandfather wasn’t meant to be blown on foolish things.”

“I’m not blowing my trust fund, Mom, I promise. You don’t worry about the cost. The only thing you have to worry about tonight is having a good time.”

“And making sure everything runs smoothly.”

“It will. You’re incredible at your job and everything always runs exactly the way it’s supposed to.”

Jade smiled. “Thanks, honey. You’re good for my ego.” She turned and walked back to the bed. “I have an idea.”

“What?”

“I’ll get dressed and we’ll go out for an early lunch. I’ll buy.”

“You bet you will. I’m tapped out after paying for your hired stud.”
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Breanna sighed heavily when Jade tried again to pull up the bodice of her gown. “Mom, stop that. You’re going to tear it.”

“Are you sure this isn’t too low?”

“No, it isn’t too low.” Breanna pushed away Jade’s hands and tugged the bodice back down to where it should be. “You have beautiful breasts. Don’t be afraid to show them off. I’d show mine off every opportunity I got if they were as big as yours.”

“Are you sure my nipples are covered?”

“Yes, Mom, they’re covered.” She grinned. “Barely.”

Ignoring her mother’s glare, Breanna straightened the sweetheart neckline, then took a step back to look at Jade. She looked absolutely stunning. The long-sleeved, emerald gown had definitely been the right choice. It made her mother’s eyes appear an even deeper green, her hair a richer shade of auburn. While not tight, the silky material clung to Jade’s curves, emphasizing her breasts and hips.

That sexy escort wouldn’t be able to breathe when he saw Jade. And that’s exactly what Breanna wanted. She wanted her mother to have a good time tonight, both at the gala and later in the bedroom.

“You realize I never wear anything like this,” Jade said. “My gowns are more—”

“Boring,” Breanna quickly supplied.

“Sedate. I represent the hospital, Bre. I have to look professional.”

“You look professional every day at work. This is a party. You’re allowed to let loose and be sexy.”

“I doubt if the board would approve of my having a good time if it means my nipples pop out of my bodice.”

Breanna swallowed her smile. Her mother had a quick wit and a terrific sense of humor. Any man would enjoy being with her because of her sparkling personality. Although with Jade’s looks and body, Breanna doubted if he would pass up the opportunity to be with her physically, too.

Including the escort. Especially the escort. Breanna had made sure of that.

Jade laid one hand over her stomach. “I swear there are five thousand butterflies in here.”

“I’ll get you a glass of tea.”

“Thanks, honey.”

Breanna left Jade in the bedroom while she walked to the kitchen. She thought back to earlier today and her conversation with Zachary Cooper. Wanting to be sure he knew exactly what she expected of him, she’d called Coopers’ Companions this morning and asked for Zach to call her cell. She’d been in the bookstore when he’d returned her call.

“Ms. Talmage, this is Zachary Cooper. How can I help you?”

Breanna shivered hearing that deep, sexy voice. Oh, yes, he would be perfect for her mother. “Thank you for calling me, Mr. Cooper.”

“Zach, please.”

“And I’m Breanna.” She stepped to a corner of the store for more privacy. “I wanted to make sure you understand about tonight.”

“I’m escorting your mother to the gala celebrating the one-hundredth anniversary of North Texas Highland Hospital.”

“I’m not talking about the gala. I’m talking about after the gala.”

“I don’t understand.”

Breanna glanced around to be sure no one stood close enough to hear her. “I want my mother to have a good time tonight. That includes sex.”

He remained silent for several seconds. “Did your mother ask you to call me?”

“No. She’d shoot me if she knew I was doing this.”

“Ms. Talmage—Breanna—it’s up to the woman if our evening ends with a more...intimate encounter. It isn’t Coopers’ Companions’ policy to come on to the women we escort.”

“But your dates do include sex. My girlfriend, the one who recommended you, said her date with you ended with sex.”

Intense, mind-blowing sex. Breanna shivered again. She’d had sex, but never intense, mind-blowing sex. It sounded nummy.

“I’m not sure if this conversation is appropriate, Ms. Talmage.”

The fact that he’d reverted back to “Ms. Talmage” sent a flash of dread down her spine. She had to get him to agree to have sex with her mother. “No, it probably isn’t, but I’m concerned about my mother. I want her to feel...sexy and alive. I want you to make her feel that way.” She turned silent a moment as a customer walked past. “So, will your evening with my mother include sex?”

“Ms. Talmage, I am an escort, a companion. I am not a prostitute.”

“I didn’t say you are. But we’re both adults, Zach. Be honest with me. Many of your dates end with sex, don’t they?”

She heard him sigh. “If the lady requests it, yes. My job is to be attentive to my date, to show her she’s appreciated because she’s a woman.”

“What if she doesn’t request sex?”

“Then I say goodnight at her front door and go home.”

Breanna blew out a heavy breath. “My mother won’t request it. I want you to initiate sex.”

“I will not do anything to make your mother uncomfortable.”

She couldn’t let him slip away. Frantically thinking about a way to get through to him, she said the first thing that popped into her head. “I’ll give you more money—”

“Money is not the issue. I will escort your mother to the gala. I will be attentive and gracious to her. I will not initiate sex if she doesn’t want it.”

Well, shit. Now what?

“It’s been a long time for her. She hasn’t been intimate with anyone since she and my dad divorced almost two years ago. I know that for a fact because she told me. My mother is a young, beautiful, sexy woman, Zach. She’s been alone much too long. I want her to feel desirable again.”

“I’m sorry. Unless your mother indicates she wants to be intimate with me, it won’t happen.”

“But if you get any kind of sign from her, any little thing, you’ll go for it?”

Zach chuckled. “You’re very persistent, Breanna.”

She took his chuckling as a good sign. “I’m a lot like my mother.”

When he didn’t say anything else, Breanna prompted him. “Any little sign, right?”

“Yes, any little sign.”

“All right!” If she wasn’t in a bookstore, she would’ve done a happy dance. “Show her a good time. And I mean a really good time. You’ll spend the night with her, right?”

“No. You won’t change my mind about that. We don’t spend the night with our dates. Ever.”

“But you can stay with her for a long time, right? I mean, the gala won’t even be over until probably midnight.”

“Staying late won’t be a problem.”

Breanna beamed. “Wonderful. Thank you, Zach.”

Yes, her mother would shoot her if she knew Breanna had called Zach. But she had to be sure that he paid extra special attention to Jade tonight.

She poured each of them a glass of iced tea and returned to the bedroom. She found her mother in the bathroom, putting the final touches on her hair. “Here, Mom.”

“Thanks, Bre.” Jade accepted the glass. She chugged down half the contents in one gulp.

“You really are nervous, aren’t you?”

“I’m going out with a man I don’t know, a man I’ve never even seen. I’ve never had a blind date. Of course I’m nervous.” She took another sip of tea before placing the glass on the counter. “What a stupid time for my brother to go on a fishing trip.”

“I think Uncle Paul purposely planned his trip when he did so he wouldn’t have to escort you. He hates wearing a tux.”

“‘Escort’. There’s that word again. Do you know anything about him, Bre?”

I know he’s going to give you the best sex of your life. No offense, Dad. “Not a thing.” Picking up Jade’s brush, Breanna smoothed an errant curl by her mother’s left ear. “Stop worrying. Everything will be fine. The gala will be a success with lots of those rich people making donations, and you’ll have a wonderful time.”

The sound of a car pulling into the driveway made Breanna toss down the brush and jog to the window. She pulled apart two slats of the mini blind and peered outside. The sight made her gasp.

“What?” Jade asked, anxiety evident in her voice.

“He’s driving a BMW convertible. What a sweet car.”

“Do you see him?”

“Not really. He’s... Wait, he’s getting out.” Breanna swallowed hard. Her knees trembled. Her knees never trembled at the sight of a handsome man. But rarely did she see a man so totally edible. Every man should always wear a tux. “Oh my God. Mom, he’s gorgeous!”

Jade joined Breanna at the window. “He’s a baby!”

“Oooh, baby!”

“Breanna, I cannot go to the gala with a man that young. He can’t be more than twenty-five.”

“He’s thirty.”

Jade took Breanna’s arm and pulled her away from the window. “I thought you didn’t know anything about him.”

Oops. Watch it, Bre. “I don’t, other than his age. But what difference does that make?”

“I do not want to go out with a man ten years younger than I am!”

The doorbell rang. “It’s too late to back out now, Mom.”

Jade huffed out a breath. Her eyes narrowed. “I am going to spank you for this.”

She turned as if to leave the room. Breanna quickly grabbed her arm to stop her.

“Uh-uh. I’ll answer the door. You need to make an entrance.”

“An entrance?”

“Yeah. Wait a minute.”

Breanna hurried from the bathroom while her mom hissed at her to come back. She wanted Zach to watch her mother walk down the hall, see the gentle jiggle of Jade’s breasts above her bodice and realize that beautiful woman would be in his arms tonight.

Besides, she wanted a close-up view of him first.

She opened the front door as the chimes sounded a second time. Her mouth would’ve dropped open if she hadn’t caught it in time. She didn’t know if Zachary Cooper was the most handsome man she’d ever seen, but he had to be in the top ten.

The top five.

Tall, at least six-one. Medium-brown, shoulder-length hair with a hint of curl. Mesmerizing blue eyes. Impossibly broad shoulders. Wide chest. Flat stomach. Husky thighs. A nice bulge between those thighs.

A very nice bulge.

Breanna sighed silently. Oh, yes, he would do quite nicely.

“Hi,” Breanna said when she managed to find her voice again.

He smiled. “Good evening.”

“Come in, please. I’m Breanna. My mom will be ready in a minute.”

She shut the door behind Zach. When she faced him again, he took her hand, lifted it to his mouth, and placed a soft kiss on the back.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Breanna.”

Her breath hitched. “Oh, you’re good,” she whispered.

“I know,” he whispered back with a grin.

He straightened and released her hand. She saw his gaze flick past her shoulder. The amusement in his expression quickly faded, to be replaced with an emotion she’d call awe.

Which quickly turned into downright lust.

Breanna turned and watched her mother gliding toward them. That’s the best word she could think of to describe the way Jade moved...almost as if her feet didn’t touch the floor. Tears filled her eyes. She was so proud of her stunning mother.

“Good evening,” Jade said softly once she stood before Zach.

He cleared his throat. “Good evening. I’m Zachary Cooper, your escort for tonight.” He held out a single white rose to her.

She gave him a small smile as she accepted the flower. “Jade Talmage.” She held out her free hand to him. Instead of shaking it, he took it in both of his and lifted it to his mouth. He kissed the back, then her palm.

Breanna sighed. How romantic.

When neither of them moved for a full fifteen seconds, Breanna clasped their arms and ushered them toward the door. “You two have a good time. Mom, I’ll lock up and put the rose in water. Zach, nice to meet you. ’Bye.”

She plucked the rose from Jade’s fingers and practically slammed the door in their faces. Grinning, she headed back down the hall to Jade’s bedroom. She had a few more items hidden in her bookstore bag that she planned to leave for her mother to find...items to make the evening even hotter.
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Chapter Four
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Zach had forgotten to breathe when he saw Jade walk down the hall toward him. He’d seen hundreds of beautiful women. He’d been intimate with dozens. Why one woman would affect him so strongly, he didn’t know.

He had to find out.

Placing his hand lightly on Jade’s lower back, he steered her toward the passenger side of his car. “You look beautiful, Jade.”

“Thank you.”

That voice. Soft, sensual, made to stir a man’s desires with nothing more than a whisper.

He imagined that voice begging him to take her as he lowered her to her bed.

Opening the door, he held her hand as she slid onto the seat. The slit in her dress blessed him with a glimpse of her right leg to just above her knee before she quickly closed it. He saw a shapely leg covered by a silky stocking. Somehow, he knew she wasn’t wearing pantyhose. Perhaps a garter belt, or those lace-topped, thigh-high stockings that stayed up by themselves.

Wondering would keep his cock half hard all evening.

He’d meant what he’d told Breanna earlier today on the phone—it was not Coopers’ Companions’ policy to come on to their dates. Zach had always lived by that rule and had never been tempted to break it.

Jade tempted him.

Why? What is it about this woman that affects me so much?

Zach shut Jade’s door and walked around the front of the car to the driver’s side. Once behind the wheel, he looked at her. She glanced at him, but her gaze quickly skittered away again.

His heart did a funny jog in his chest.

Silently, Zach backed out of the driveway. He drove two blocks before he pushed a CD into the player. Soft saxophone music filled the car.

“Music okay?” he asked.

“It’s nice.”

“You like the sax?”

“Very much.”

He glanced her way as he slowed at a yield sign. “Do you like to dance?”

“I do, but I’m not very good.”

“I have trouble believing that.”

“You’d believe it in about five seconds. That’s how long it would take me to step on your foot.”

Zach chuckled. He liked her sense of humor, and her honesty. “Will there be dancing tonight?”

“Yes.”

He looked at her again, longer this time. He could hardly wait to hold her in his arms. “I’ll take my chances.”

Jade shifted in her seat so she could see him better. The sun hadn’t set yet, so she had plenty of light to see his features. Bre hadn’t exaggerated when she’d called him gorgeous. His medium-brown hair brushed his shoulders. She’d never been partial to long hair on a man, but she had to admit Zach’s hair was very sexy. She wondered if it felt as soft as it looked. Straight nose, a hint of cleft in his chin, strong jaw, full lips...they all combined to make him positively yummy.

Jade had always had a weakness for blue eyes. Zach’s reminded her of a cloudless sky an hour before sunset. One look from those intense blue eyes would make a woman vow to do his every bidding.

Her gaze slowly traveled over his body. He wore a tuxedo as if he were born for it. His jacket hung open, giving her an unobstructed view of his body. She admired the wide chest and flat stomach. She especially admired the healthy bulge between his thighs that not even the perfect cut of his trousers could hide.

Jade couldn’t help the small sigh that escaped her lips. Such masculine beauty. Too bad she could enjoy it for only a few hours.

But for those few hours, she would enjoy it.

She’d made the decision as soon as she slid into his car. Knowing a man ten years her junior would be her escort for the evening had made her feel...wicked. She’d immediately worried what her co-workers at the hospital would think when she walked into the gala on Zach’s arm. Then she decided she didn’t care. The handsome, sexy man had been hired to be her companion for the evening. She had every right to enjoy herself...and him.

That didn’t mean sex, of course. She had no intention of being intimate with a man who’d had sex with who knew how many women.

Even though it would be so nice to feel a man’s hands touching her again, his lips on hers, his tongue darting into her mouth, his hard cock sliding inside her...

A jolt zinged through her clit. She missed the closeness, the intimacy, with a man that she hadn’t experienced in two years.

He turned down the volume on the CD player. “What do you do at NTHH, Jade?”

“I’m the assistant hospital administrator.”

“Impressive.”

“Thanks, but I spend most of my time seeking donations from people.”

“Is that the purpose of this gala—a fund-raiser?”

“Yes, but it’s also a thank-you to our generous donors, and a chance for the hospital’s employees to have some fun.” She clasped her hands together in her lap. “I could’ve come alone, but I thought having an escort would be more...professional.”

“Is this the first time you’ve hired an escort?”

“I didn’t hire you, my daughter did.”

“So it is the first time?”

“Yes. My brother usually escorts me, but he’s in Florida on a deep-sea fishing trip.”

“Are you uncomfortable having me for your escort?”

“I was, at first.”

“No more?”

Jade had always believed honesty to be important. Although she barely knew Zach, she saw no reason to change that belief. “You’re a very handsome, sexy man, Zach. I’m going to enjoy being with you tonight.”

He glanced her way and smiled. “Good.”

Realizing how that could have sounded, Jade quickly continued. “I didn’t mean I’m going to be with you. I meant at the gala. I’m going to enjoy your company at the gala.”

“I knew what you meant, Jade.”

“Oh.” Heat filled her cheeks. Of course he knew what she’d meant. Just because she felt attracted to him didn’t mean he felt the same way. Why should he? She was ten years his senior. She imagined he usually dated women his age or younger—women who had firm bodies with smaller breasts that hadn’t been affected by gravity yet.

He expertly handled the luxury car over the side streets heading toward downtown Fort Worth. The car, the tuxedo, his mannerisms, screamed money. Apparently, he made a very good income as an escort. Jade couldn’t help but wonder how he’d gotten into this type of business in the first place. “Have you done this for a long time?”

“Done what?”

“Escorted women.”

“About ten years.”

It surprised her to hear he’d started so young. “You were twenty?”

“Twenty-one.” He stopped at a red light before looking at her. “How do you know my age?”

“Breanna told me.”

Zach didn’t say anything for several moments. “Does my age bother you? It shouldn’t. Age is a number. It’s no indication of who you are as a person.”

“That’s easy for a thirty-year-old to say. It’s a bit different for a woman pushing forty.”

His gaze passed over her hair, her face, her breasts, before he looked into her eyes again. “You’re a lovely woman, Jade. You’ll be lovely no matter your age.”

A warm glow filled her at his compliment. He certainly knew all the right words to say. But he should know all the right words after ten years of practice.

Realizing he’d probably used those same words on countless other women deflated her attraction a bit.

Face it, Jade. Whatever he says to you is memorized. He’s the same as an actor, and has been for ten years. He’ll say whatever he thinks a woman wants to hear.

The light turned green and Zach passed through the intersection. He’d paid compliments to other women, even when they weren’t true. It was his job to make his date feel special, and sometimes that included some exaggeration. He’d never felt guilty about “fudging” a little. As long as he made his date feel good about herself, that’s all that mattered to him.

He meant every word he said to Jade. Somehow, he had to convince her of his sincerity.

Another red light gave him the opportunity to look at her again. “All women are beautiful, Jade. Some are more physically appealing than others, but each woman is special in her own way. She becomes even more special as she ages. I truly meant what I said about age being a number. Yes, it’s a cliché, but it’s true.” He draped his left wrist over the steering wheel. “You’ll be forty soon?”

Jade nodded. “On May 11th.”

“Does turning forty bother you?”

“No. Getting older is better than the alternative.”

“That’s true.”

“There’s another cliché about life beginning at forty. I guess I’ll find out in a couple of weeks.”

“Are you where you want to be? Job, home, family, that kind of thing.”

“In some things, yes. In others, no.”

“What’s missing in your life?”

A sharp beep from the car behind him startled Zach. He’d been so focused on Jade, he hadn’t seen the light change to green. Pressing on the gas pedal, he drove through the intersection.

He noticed she didn’t answer his question.

The hotel where the gala would be held sat on the next block, so Zach didn’t have the chance to question Jade further. He assumed her marriage must be one of those things that hadn’t worked out the way she wanted. No one got married with plans of getting a divorce.

He wondered if she still loved her ex-husband.

He followed Jade’s directions to the parking garage. After traveling up three levels, he found a parking space within ten yards of the elevator.

“How often do you get a parking place so close to the entrance?” he asked after putting the gear shift into “park.” “My luck is good tonight.”

“You haven’t danced with me yet.”

“You’re still determined you’re going to step on my foot?”

Jade raised one hand, palm toward him. “I so solemnly swear.”

Zach chuckled. The more time he spent with Jade, the more he liked her. He couldn’t remember ever feeling such a strong connection with a woman. “I’m still willing to take my chances. After all, dancing will give me the chance to hold you in my arms.”

Her gaze roamed over his face while he waited for her to speak. When she remained silent for several moments, Zach spoke. “Is something wrong?”

“No. I was just...thinking.”

“About what?” he asked softly.

“Nothing important.”

Reaching over, he lightly touched the back of her left hand. “You can talk to me, Jade. I’m a great listener.”

Jade looked at their hands—his tan, hers much lighter. It seemed...natural for him to touch her. She didn’t like that. She didn’t like feeling this attraction for a man who paid compliments to women for money. He could call himself an escort, a companion, a date. No matter what name he used, he was still a stud for hire.

“We’d better go in,” she said, sliding her hand from beneath his.

By the time Jade had gathered her purse and wrap, Zach had rounded the car and opened her door. He held out his hand to her. It would be rude of her not to accept it. Placing her hand in his, she let him help her from the car.

Once standing, she was trapped between the car’s door frame and Zach’s body. A zing sizzled through her clit again when she looked into his eyes. She wanted to be in his arms, and not just on the dance floor.

That would not happen. She wouldn’t be the next in a long line of his conquests.

“Are you sure there’s nothing wrong?” he asked. “You...pulled away from me.”

“You’re my escort, Zach, that’s all. I won’t fall for your practiced lines of seduction.”

He frowned. “‘Practiced lines of seduction’? Where did that come from?”

“After ten years, I’m sure you know all the words to say to make a woman melt at your feet. Well, I won’t. I want that clear from the start. You’re my escort to a business function. That’s all.”

His eyes narrowed and anger flared through them. He lowered his gaze for a moment. When he looked at her again, the anger had disappeared. Now she saw no emotion at all.

Zach held out his arm to her. “Shall we go in, Ms. Talmage?”

Chin high, Jade cupped her hand around the bend of his elbow. Silently, he directed her toward the elevator.
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Chapter Five
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Zach behaved like the perfect gentleman. Jade couldn’t find fault in anything he did. He took her wrap to check when they entered the ballroom. He asked her if she wanted a drink, and headed to the bar to get the glass of red wine she requested. He smiled often, said all the right phrases, made small talk with the people who spoke to her.

She hated every moment of it.

The Zach in the car had been funny, charming, flirtatious. He’d made her feel comfortable and eager to spend more time with him. This man was a stud for hire.

Jade endured it for twenty minutes before she couldn’t stand being near the mannequin Zach had become. Unfortunately, the head of surgery and his wife had cornered them and Jade didn’t know how to gracefully get away from them. Dr. Douglas Lassiter loved to talk, and his wife, Marianne, loved to talk even more.

“You should see it, Jade,” Marianne gushed. “Doug designed it himself and had it built while we were on our cruise. It’s huge. Crystal water, live plants, rock formations.” She shuddered and sighed. Jade wondered if she’d had an orgasm. “It’s almost a shame to swim in it.”

“It sounds lovely,” Jade said politely. I don’t care about your new swimming pool, or your remodeled master bedroom, or the 1,968 pairs of shoes you probably own.

“Oh, and the gazebo!” Marianne gripped Jade’s wrist. Jade had to catch herself before she winced from those long, manicured fingernails. “Doug had it enlarged. It’s gorgeous.”

Is there anything you have that isn’t gorgeous? “I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” How can I get away from you when you’re digging your claws into my skin?

Zach took the problem out of her hands. “Dr. Lassiter, Mrs. Lassiter, would you please excuse us? I see someone I’d like Jade to meet.”

“Of course,” Doug said. “Jade, we’ll see you later. We’re seated at your table.”

She’d forgotten that she’d seated Doug and Marianne at the same table as she and Zach. Not exactly the smartest thing she’d ever done.

Jade forced herself to give Doug a bright smile. “Wonderful. We’ll see you at dinner.”

Placing his hand lightly under her left elbow, Zach led her away from the couple. “You owe me for that one.”

“Yes, I do. Thank you.”

“Just doing my job.”

His angry tone of voice made her stop and look at him. He returned her look, his eyes cool. “I don’t like that.”

“You don’t like what?”

“That reference to your job.”

“Isn’t that what you wanted? You informed me in the garage I’m nothing but your escort, that you won’t fall for any practiced lines of seduction.”

Her words thrown back at her sounded so cruel. He turned his head, but not before she saw the flash of irritation in his eyes. She didn’t know if she’d hurt him or simply bruised his ego. Either instance warranted an apology.

”I didn’t intentionally mean to be so rude.”

Jade saw his chest rise and fall with a deep breath. His eyes were no longer cool when he looked back at her, but still flat. “Apology accepted.”

“Shall we start over?”

He squeezed her elbow. “An excellent idea.” A hint of warmth returned to his eyes. “Hi, Jade, I’m Zach. I’ll be your escort this evening.”

Jade smiled. She liked this Zach much better.

“Would you like another glass of wine?” he asked.

“Yes, but I’ll go with you to the bar this time.”

“You’re afraid Marianne Lassiter will hunt you down again.”

“You’re right about that.”

“Well, then, my lady, I give you my protection.” He offered her his arm. “Shall we?”

She wrapped her hand around his biceps. “We shall.”

* * * * *
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Zach watched Jade work the room. She spoke to everyone who called to her, handled several last-minute problems with someone’s special food order or the seating arrangement. Instead of calling on one of the staff to do it, she personally moved two flower arrangements on the tables because of someone’s allergy to roses.

She fascinated him.

Leaning back in his chair, Zach took a sip of his iced tea. He didn’t drink when he had to drive, nor on a date. He could better judge what his companion desired when alcohol didn’t make his head fuzzy.

He wanted to be clear-headed so he knew exactly what Jade desired.

He’d meant it when he’d told Breanna that it would be up to Jade whether or not the evening ended with him in Jade’s bed. He’d never pushed a woman for sex. He didn’t have to. Women did salivate at the sight of him. That knowledge could easily inflate his ego. Knowing he wasn’t God’s gift to women helped keep him focused.

He loved sex. That moment when he slid his hard cock inside a woman, that instant of resistance before her body accepted him...nothing felt better. He craved sex, and he craved it often. Yet if a woman simply wanted an escort and not sex, no problem. He always followed her lead, and would do the same tonight with Jade.

Despite her adamant refusal to accept him as anything more than an escort, he couldn’t help hoping she would want to make love with him tonight.

She carried herself with confidence—head up, back straight, those luscious breasts thrust forward. She was a woman who knew what she wanted and wouldn’t take anything less. He admired that.

Her ex-husband had to be crazy to let her go.

Zach set his glass on the table. He wanted her. The small amount of time he’d spent with her fueled his desire for more. He longed to touch her, feel her skin sliding against his, hear her breath catch when she came...

The sudden thickening of his cock made him shift in his chair. He hadn’t been with a woman for three weeks, and the part of his anatomy with a mind of its own didn’t hesitate to remind him of that fact. But his reaction to Jade didn’t occur because of a lack of sex. In the past, he’d gone for several weeks without a woman when working on a house took up all his time and zapped his energy. He wanted Jade because of Jade and no other reason.

She turned her head his direction. He dipped his chin to acknowledge her, and she gave him a small smile. Turning back to the people standing with her, she spoke for another moment before walking toward him.

He had time to admire her voluptuous body in the clinging emerald gown before she reached her chair. He stood and held the chair for her while she slipped into it, then returned to his own chair, pulling it a bit closer to hers.

“Through schmoozing?” he asked.

“For now.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “Is it warm in here, or is it just me?”

“You’ve been busy.”

“Unfortunately, yes. I’m sorry I’ve ignored you.”

“Don’t be. You have a job to do. I understand that. You told me you’d be with me in fifteen minutes.” He pushed back his left cuff and looked at his watch. “Right on time.”

Jade chuckled. “Breanna would be proud of me. She’s always on my case about being late.”

“She’s a lovely young lady.”

“Thank you. I could brag about her for hours, but I don’t want to bore you.”

“Listening to a mother talk about the daughter she loves would never be boring.”

Jade’s gaze traveled over his face, as if trying to decide whether or not to believe him. “Do you always know the right thing to say?”

Zach could pop off a practiced answer. He knew enough of them to spout them all evening. With Jade, he wanted only honesty. “No,” he said softly, “I don’t always know the right thing to say.”

“You seem to.”

“Is that a polite way of implying I have a dictionary of phrases in my head?”

A couple slid into their chairs directly across the table before Jade said anything else. Zach muttered a curse at the interruption. It bothered him to think Jade might believe him to be nothing more than a professional charmer with a dick for hire.

Isn’t that what you are, Cooper?

Telling the voice in his head to mind its own business, Zach smiled politely at the seated couple before facing Jade again. “Would you like another glass of wine?”

She glanced at his iced tea. “Actually, I’m thinking of stealing your tea.”

Zach picked up his glass and presented it to Jade. “Help yourself. I’ll get another one when the waiter comes by.”

She hesitated a moment, then accepted his glass. He watched her take a long sip.

Directly on the spot where his lips had been.

His cock surged to life. Any little sign, Breanna had said. Any little sign that showed him Jade wanted to be intimate. He could take that as a sign, or he could realize she didn’t know she’d drunk from the same spot as he.

Her gaze met his as she drank again. She knows, Zach thought when he saw the devilment in her eyes. She knows exactly what she’s doing.

Zach smiled to himself. Why, you little temptress. Leaning back in his chair, he laid his left arm on the back of Jade’s chair. He touched the bare skin above her gown with his thumb. He watched her face as he circled his thumb over her satiny skin. She closed her eyes briefly before looking at him again. Desire clearly showed in her eyes.

She wants me as much as I want her.

He’d love to grab her hand, yank her from her chair, and drag her to some dark corner where no one would see them. He’d pull up her gown to her waist, free his aching cock, and drive it inside her. Over and over, he’d pound into her while she clutched his shoulders and moaned into his ear. Once wouldn’t be enough. As soon as she came, he’d drive her to another climax before he let himself come.

“Hello again, Jade.”

Doug Lassiter slid into the chair next to Jade, putting an end to Zach’s fantasy. Jade released a breath and turned to the man sitting at her left. “Hello.”

Marianne joined her husband. “I do hope the food is good. I’m absolutely famished.”

Zach sensed the tension in Jade’s body. She was in charge of this entire gala, which meant she’d decided on the menu. Marianne’s implication that the food might not be good had to be a direct dig to Jade. He started to say something to take up for her, but Jade beat him to it.

“The chefs here are excellent, Marianne. I’m sure you’ll find the food delicious.”

“It isn’t chicken, is it? Every time we attend one of these things, they serve us chicken.”

“No, it isn’t chicken. We’re having prime rib.”

“Oh. Oh! Well, that does sound delicious, and a welcome change.”

Zach cleared his throat to hide his chuckle. He wondered if Marianne Lassiter always emphasized every other word she spoke.

His little temptress had claws. He liked that.

Jade leaned toward him. Zach moved closer and lowered his head so she could speak without being heard. “Stop that,” she whispered into his ear.

“Stop what?” he whispered back.

“Stop touching me.”

He tilted his head so he could see her face, a mere six inches from his own. “Why?”

“Because it makes me crazy.”

Zach grinned. “Good crazy or bad crazy?”

“All right, you two, knock it off,” Doug said playfully. “No flirting at the table.”

“I think it’s sweet,” Marianne said. She propped her elbows on the table and laced her fingers together beneath her chin. “Although I can’t help wondering why we haven’t met you before tonight, Zach. Where has Jade been hiding you?”

Not exactly subtle, are you, Mrs. Lassiter? Zach leaned back in his chair again. That eager look in Marianne’s eyes told him she wanted all the dirt on Jade’s new beau. He could tell her the truth, without telling her the whole truth. “We haven’t known each other very long.”

“What do you do for a living?”

“I build houses.”

If he hadn’t still been touching Jade, he wouldn’t have noticed her slight jump of surprise. She knew nothing of his other job for he hadn’t had the chance to tell her yet.

“You’re in construction?” Doug asked.

Zach nodded. “My uncle owns a construction firm here in Fort Worth. I help him off and on, whenever he’s short a worker. Right now, I’m building my own house.”

“You’re very...young to be building a house all by yourself.”

Marianne didn’t fool him for a moment. He knew she meant he was too young for Jade. Her implication made Zach see red. Outwardly, he remained calm and polite. “Age has nothing to do with talent, don’t you agree?”

He purposely wrapped his hand around Jade’s nape so Marianne could see it. Her eyes narrowed as she followed the track of his fingers caressing Jade’s neck.

“Well, yes,” she said. “I suppose you’re right. Still—”

“Marianne, leave them alone.” Doug’s voice sounded controlled, yet Zach heard the steel beneath the words. He faced them and smiled. “My wife has to know everything about everyone she meets.”

“I’m only being friendly, Doug.”

“You’re being nosy, as usual.”

Marianne huffed and picked up her glass of water. Zach exchanged a look with Jade. She managed to keep a straight face, but he could see the humor in her eyes.

He also saw her eyes cross when he slid his thumb to her ear and caressed the lobe.

Other couples filtered to their table, as did the waiters. Zach gave Jade’s nape a gentle squeeze before he released it. Later, he mouthed.

He saw her throat work as she swallowed.
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Jade clapped when Ronald Jennings, the hospital’s administrator, finished his speech, even though it had to be the most boring speech she’d ever heard. The man ran the hospital beautifully, but he had zero personality.

“A bit of a dud, huh?” Zach whispered in her ear.

His warm breath sent a shiver racing down her spine. Shivers had been racing up and down her spine all evening. A simple look from Zach’s incredible blue eyes made her stomach quiver and her nipples bead.

She didn’t want to want him.

Jade could fight her own body’s desires and she would. Having sex with Zach would probably feel good. Even mechanical sex would feel good after two years of celibacy.

Somehow, she knew nothing about sex with Zach would be the least bit mechanical.

Even though her body wanted to, it would be incredibly stupid. There could be no future for them. If she had sex with him, it would be nothing more than a one-night stand.

So what’s wrong with that?

That little voice in her head sounded suspiciously like Breanna.

“Now that I’ve completely bored all of you,” the administrator said, grinning when he received several chuckles and light applause, “it’s time for some fun. Dancing in the next room.”

“Ah, finally,” Zach said. “Ready to step on my foot?”

“You’re a glutton for punishment, aren’t you?”

Jade allowed Zach to take her hand and help her from her chair. He didn’t release her hand once they stood, but held it all the way to the dance floor. His palm felt warm and slightly rough against hers. She assumed the roughness came from calluses since he worked in construction.

A five-piece band played “How Can You Mend a Broken Heart.” Zach drew her into his arms. Jade laid her left hand on his shoulder, her fingers inches from his hair. He tugged her a bit closer to him, until her breasts brushed his chest. It felt so good in his arms, so right, as if they’d danced together before tonight.

Zach smiled at her. “So far, so good. My feet are unbruised.”

“It’s only our first dance.”

“I like to live dangerously.”

He did a fast spin and dipped her. Jade laughed at his silliness. Feeling a bit lightheaded after he raised her upright again, she clutched his shoulder tighter. “Making me dizzy isn’t a good idea. Your feet will suffer.”

“I think you’re teasing me about stepping on my feet. You’re very graceful.”

His gaze swept over her face, her hair. It dipped briefly to her cleavage, making her catch her breath. When he looked at her face again, she could clearly see the heat in his eyes.

Her heart fluttered in her chest.

He’d been with dozens of women, perhaps even scores. He knew all the moves, all the right things to say. She had trouble believing, even with all his experience, that he could fake desire.

“Are you having a good time?” he asked.

“Yes. You’re a wonderful dancer.”

“This is nothing. You should see my moves during a fast song.”

He bobbed his eyebrows and grinned devilishly. Jade laughed again. She could grow to like him a lot in a very short time.

Unable to resist the temptation, she moved her hand on his shoulder until she could touch his hair. It felt as soft as it looked. She curled her finger around a thick tendril.

His arm tightened around her waist. “Now you’re making me crazy, just like when you drank from my glass.”

Jade hoped the dim lighting would keep him from seeing her blush. “Your glass?”

“Don’t pull that innocent act on me. You knew exactly what you were doing when you drank from the same spot I did.”

She didn’t think he’d noticed that. It had been daring on her part, something she wouldn’t normally do. But she’d wanted that intimacy, that moment of being one with him.

“I don’t come on to my dates, Jade, no matter what you might think. I’ve never pushed a woman for sex.”

“With your looks and charm, you wouldn’t have to push.”

“I appreciate the compliment, but I’m not looking for compliments. I’m being honest with you. I want very much to make love to you. But it has to be your decision. If you choose
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