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Four wine glasses chinked together as a small group of women enthusiastically celebrated their friend’s latest book release.  Raising their glasses they all took a sip.
“Speech!  Speech!” Three voices called out, looking at Emma expectantly.
Shaking her head with a laugh, she politely refused.  “Thank you, but you know I don’t like a big fuss or speeches.”
“Ok, fine.  I’ll give it!”  One of the ladies stood up.  “Congratulations Emma on the release of your 10th book!”  The ladies applauded.  “I know you’re too modest to admit it, but this is your finest book yet!  Some of us remember when you first started out, and never thought you’d get very far, but now look at you.  Of course, we all knew - besides, with a surname like Lovelace, how could you be anything but a romance novelist?”
Emma smiled sheepishly as the woman continued to gush over her achievements.  

Only a small-time author, barely selling enough to pay the rent for her tiny run-down studio apartment, Emma felt uncomfortable with such praise.  It was still something she was trying to get used to. Having dabbled with writing since she was a child, she’d only seriously taken to writing about five years ago, when the stress of her job had started to overwhelm her.  

Writing became an outlet of escape that she poured her free time into.  Slowly it became the focus, and eventually she had grown to have a small but expanding readership with fans eager to snap up the next love story she conjured up.

Normally a little reclusive, Emma had arranged for a couple of her close friends to meet at a local bar for a few drinks to celebrate this milestone. Her publisher had suggested book signings and touring the larger bookshops that would be stocking her books, but she wasn’t at all interested in being the center of attention in large crowdst.  She felt that to do so would be a little pretentious - she certainly did not feel she was famous enough for that!

There had been a large online party earlier that day, which suited her better. One of her tech-savvy friends had organized a video call with a few other authors she knew, and had streamed it online. Viewers in chat could ask questions for them to answer, they had done trivia questions and a few giveaways for signed copies of her books - it had been a lot of fun.

But when pushed to celebrate ‘properly’, Emma had invited just a few friends to a bar.  Not wanting her to get away with it that easily, the friends had insisted that they dress up for the occasion.  Really dress up.  As in, evening gowns, tiaras, gaudy jewellery, satin gloves and the whole shebang.

Embracing the absurdity, Emma had dutifully bought a nice new evening dress to wear.  Not something she’d ordinarily have dared to buy, but she’d put herself in the hands of the sales assistant, who had persuaded her that the long figure-hugging sparkly dress complete with a daring knee length split, accentuated her “luscious curves” and that she shouldn’t hide away in the shapeless frock she had been intending to buy.  So, investing in some heavy-duty shapewear, with a few wines for courage, Emma had dolled herself up nicely for the evening in her honour.  

She had to admit, she did look good and was having a great time. 

A song they all loved started to play and Emma was pulled to her feet.
“Come on, let’s dance!”
Downing the rest of her champagne, Emma allowed herself to be dragged through the crowd to the dance floor. Enthusiastically moving to the rhythm with huge smiles on their faces, the four women danced for a few songs before making their way back to the table to rest their aching feet and rehydrate.  

“How about I get us a round of sodas?”  Emma grabbed her purse from the table.  “To help stave off a dreadful hangover tomorrow.”
“No!” A chorus of voices protested, as they tried to snatch Emma’s purse out of her hands.  Some disagreed with the soda, but all disagreed with the idea of her paying for anything on the night that was all for her. Emma playfully swatted the hands away and triumphantly headed to the bar.  
Still giggling as she approached, she was jostled by a portly gentleman carrying a pitcher of beer in each hand, and pushed backwards into one of the people sitting at the bar. 

“Ohh, I’m sor–” As she turned to apologize, all powers of thought and speech drained away as she got lost in the dark eyes of the ‘tall, dark and very handsome’ man she’d inadvertently backed into. 

He looked amused as her face flushed and she fumbled to find the right words.  Taking a calming breath to center herself, she started again. “Sorry.  Someone bumped me.”  

She flashed him an apologetic smile and held her breath, waiting for his reaction.  He had an edge of darkness, and an armful of tattoos. The last thing she wanted was any trouble tonight from an angry drunk dude.  To her relief, he accepted the apology with a genuine smile and she quickly stepped to the bar to flag down the bartender.

“Can I buy you a drink?” the hot guy asked.
Oblivious to the request, Emma placed her order with the bartender and waited until she felt a tap on the arm and turned to find the hot guy looking at her. 
“Can I buy you a drink?” he repeated, his expression unreadable.
Confused, Emma looked around to see if there was someone else he was addressing.  There wasn’t.  “Me?”
He chuckled softly, his face lighting up with a smile.  “Yes, you, gorgeous.”
Blushing at the compliment, and torn as to what she should do, she looked back to the table of her friends, there to celebrate her. Although she was very much single, and he was very attractive - she was not there to pick up some random guy in a bar. It was just her luck to finally have someone interested when she wasn’t in a position to accept.  Yet he probably tried his luck with every woman who came within earshot, and with looks like that, he wouldn’t be sitting there alone for long.

She turned back to face him.  “I’m with my friends...”
“The more the merrier,” he winked lasciviously.
The bartender returned with her tray of drinks, making her refusal easier.  With a heavy heart, Emma gave the hot guy a smile. “Thanks, but as you can see, we have drinks.  Have a good night.”  Picking up the tray, she turned back toward her table of friends.
“Maybe later?”  he called after her.
“Maybe,” she called back noncommittally, without turning around.  He’d forget about her the moment his head turned and another pretty woman caught his eye, she was sure of it.
Emma returned to the table and handed out the glasses, just in time to be included in a series of silly selfies. Emma jumped in to pose with a giggle.  Hot guy now forgotten.

The friends enjoyed the rest of the evening with more wine and more dancing, until everyone grew tired and they reluctantly decided to call it a night.  Bemoaning the fact that staying out all night partying in their 30s and beyond wasn’t quite the same as it was back in their early 20s.  

Walking out the front together into the crisp night air, they hailed a taxi.

“I’m on the opposite side of town.  So I’ll grab the next one.”  Emma offered when the taxi pulled up.
“You sure?”  One of her friends looked concerned.  “I don’t think we should leave you here alone.”
Emma shrugged.  “It won’t be long to wait, and I’m sure nobody will mug me for the crown jewels...” She patted the tiara on her head with a smile.
With the driver waiting, they quickly hugged goodbye and Emma waved them off as the taxi departed.

“Do you have time for that drink now?”  A voice startled her from behind.
Emma turned to find the hot guy casually leaning against the outside wall of the bar, looking at her expectantly.  Surely he hadn’t waited for her all night?  She honestly hadn’t even thought about him after she’d returned to her friends.
Now that she had time, she studied him more closely, trying to work out what sort of man he was. 

Tall and slim, he had a well manicured close-cropped goatee that showed he took a degree of pride in his appearance. His long black hair was worn half tied up in a bun, the rest loose and flowing down over the tops of his shoulders. Dressed in a red shirt worn untucked over black jeans, it was unbuttoned enough to be considered risque, but the loosened tie around his neck filled the gap to make it almost semi-respectable again.  An impressive array of tattoos were on display, disappearing under his rolled shirtsleeves, and a bunch of leather cuffs, bands and chains adorned his wrists.

He was an alluring combination of flamboyance and casualness, and she found him intriguing.

She’d been about to head home - tired, more than a little drunk, and her feet hurt.  But now that she didn’t have her friends around, she was free to do whatever she wished... and the way he was ravenously looking at her was making her seriously consider taking up his offer and seeing where it led. 

It could be the perfect ending for her wonderful celebratory evening, and perhaps even lead to some new inspiration for her next book.

“I figured you’d go home with someone else,”  she slowly stepped toward him.
He flashed her a charming smile.  “And miss the opportunity to buy a drink for a Princess?”
Touching her hand to the tiara, she smiled.  “Who says I’m not a Queen?”
“My apologies, your majesty," he pushed off from the wall and gave a deep bow. 
Giggling, she came closer.  “I’ve already had enough to drink for tonight...”  She tested him, curious about what he’d say.  “So I really should be heading home.”
“Mocktail then?” he offered, looking hopeful. “I’d just like to get to know you.”
He was clearly not going to be dissuaded, which pleased her.  He’d waited for her all night, and seemed to respect that she wasn’t going to get drunk with him. Accepting his offer, she nodded.  “Okay, sure.”
Leading her back inside with a hand placed in the small of her back, the hot guy ushered her to the bar to order drinks. He further surprised her by ordering a mocktail for himself too, then found an empty table up the back where it was quiet enough to talk, and they sat down.
“I’m Sam.”  He offered an introduction.
“Emma.”
“Pleased to meet you Emma,”  he smiled.  “You seemed to be celebrating something special tonight?  Or is this how you always dress?” 
She blushed. “Uhh, I published a new book... nothing all that special.”
“I think that qualifies as special.  What do you write?”
“... books...”  She gave him a cheeky smile.
He laughed.  “I kinda figured that, what type of books?”
This was the part she always dreaded when telling people what she did for a living.  It seemed that if you were to tell people that you wrote crime or mystery novels, they took you more seriously than if you wrote romance or fantasy. She always felt embarrassed to admit it, even though she knew she shouldn’t.

“Romance...”  She braced for the mocking, but he surprised her by simply nodding as if it was obvious. “Ahh, nice.  People always want a good love story.”
Breathing a sigh of relief she sipped her mocktail.  “What do you do?”  
He laughed, raising an eyebrow and regarding her curiously for a moment - as if the question was a strange one.  “Honestly, I pretty much sit around on my ass all day playing guitar and video games.”
It was Emma’s turn to laugh. “Does that pay the bills?”
“Well enough,” he grinned.
They chatted over a few more mocktails until the bar closed.  Walking her out to the front they stood by the curb, hailing a taxi. “Can I escort you home?”  he asked hopefully.

Emma didn’t normally pick up men in bars and go home with them. In fact, this was the first time this had happened, so she wasn’t sure what to do.  She had no issue ‘inviting him in for coffee’ so to speak, but she was concerned with the safety of hooking up with a stranger.  She didn’t want him to know where she lived and she didn’t want to end up a missing person if she went home with him and he ended up being an ax murderer.

“I’m not taking a stranger home, sorry.”  Emma gave an apologetic smile. 
He didn’t balk at being called a stranger.  “Come back to mine?”  
She shook her head.  “I’m not comfortable going to a stranger's house either, no offense.”
Undeterred, and without trying to disguise his intentions, he tried again. “Hotel?”

Amazed that he was still interested after he’d had a full pick of the entire bar all night, and she was making things difficult for him, she decided to throw caution to the wind and accept. A hotel seemed to be a decent compromise and likely to be somewhat safer than following a stranger home. Did people get murdered in random hookups in hotel rooms?  She didn’t know.  But if she survived the night that might offer an interesting plotline for a future book if she ever pivoted into crime novels.

When the taxi arrived he opened the door for her and she got inside.  Like a true gentleman, he made sure her skirt was neatly tucked inside then closed the door, coming around the other side to sit in the middle. He directed the driver to a decent hotel on the other side of town, and the taxi set off.

Emma sat nervously with her hands in her lap, acutely aware that she could be making a huge mistake.  As if reading her mind, Sam reached out to place his hand on hers. 
“You can tell the driver to pull over and I’ll get out...”
“No,” she turned to look at him and smiled.  “I’m good.”
Reaching up, he cupped her cheek then slowly leaned in closer.  The scent of his cologne and the warmth of his hand were intoxicating, and she shifted in her seat to face him, waiting expectantly for what was to come.

It started off as a soft brush of the lips, far more gentle and hesitant than she was expecting.  Everything about him screamed that he was a man of the world, and she’d half expected to be ravished in the back of the taxi, but he had started slowly, making sure she was comfortable.

As soon as he felt her return the kiss, it quickly became more. His hand moved to cup the back of her head and he pulled her closer.  Fuelled by mutual desire, and perhaps a little of the earlier alcohol, they were soon making out like teenagers in the back of the taxi.

All of a sudden Emma pulled away from the kiss, panting hard and covering her face with her hands.  “Ohh My God!” 

“What?”  Sam withdrew his hand from where it had started to explore the split of her gown, afraid he’d done something wrong by going too far too quickly.

She blushed profusely while pulling the fabric closed over her bare thigh.  “I wasn’t expecting to meet anyone tonight...” 
He still looked confused.  Peeling her hands from her face, he looked her in the eyes with concern.  “What’s wrong?”
Blushing deeper, she bit her lip as she tried to overcome her embarrassment.  “I’m wearing industrial strength shapewear...and I haven’t..  umm... had the landscaping done!”  she giggled, mortified.

Sam threw his head back and roared with laughter.  Shaking his head in amusement he picked up her hand and kissed the back of it.  “Emma, you are unlike any woman I’ve ever met!”
“I sincerely hope that’s a compliment?”  She looked unsure. 
“It definitely is.”  He pulled her in for another kiss, clearly undisturbed by the revelation. “Unfortunately I left my pith helmet at home,” he joked, “but we’ll see how we go.”
They arrived at the hotel and Sam leapt out to come around and open the door.  Holding her hand, he led her through the lobby towards the front desk and asked her to sit on one of the plush chairs while he checked them in.  Refusing to let her contribute to the reservation, even on his video game playing salary.  

A niggling thought in the back of her mind told her that she should be concerned about that.  He still hadn’t actually told her what he did for a living,skirting around the topic whenever it came up, and he seemed more affluent and well groomed than an unemployed gamer should be... but she was enjoying the evening too much to let sense and logic kick in... just yet.

Stepping into the elevator, Sam could barely keep his hands off her as they made their way up to the room, despite the elderly couple who were also riding with them.  He maneuvered her into the corner and cheekily ran his hand over her hip, hidden from view should anyone look their way.  Pressing himself against her to let her know just how eager he was to get her into the room.

The elevator stopped at their floor and hand-in-hand they walked down the corridor until they found their room. Sam handed Emma the room key and giving him a seductive smile, she unlocked the door.

Ushering her inside, Sam kicked the door closed behind him then pressed her against the wall. Too eager to even step further into the room to begin. Kissing her with a fiery passion, he found the split in the sparkly dress and reached in to playfully tug on the hem of the shapewear shorts she wore. “Let’s peel these bad boys off, shall we?”

“Hang on a minute...”  she breathed.  “I’ll go wrangle myself out of them.” 
“It’s more fun if I remove them,” he gave her a lusty wink.
Blushing again, she laughed. Horrified at the visual image she was having of that scenario.  “Believe me, getting in and out of these is an olympic sport, and definitely not for spectators... I’ll be right back.”

Emma quickly made her way into the bathroom and locked herself in so that she could ready herself. Trying not to grunt in an unladylike fashion, she heaved her way out of the very unsexy garment. Thankfully she liked to wear nice underwear as an act of self-care, so she was wearing something suitably sexy underneath the ugly beige sausage casing.  Not that she assumed she’d be in it for long.

Taking a look at herself in the mirror however, her confidence took a hit with the removal of what had been the clothing equivalent of photo retouching. In the sobering bright lights of the bathroom, she suddenly didn’t feel like the sexy vixen she had a moment ago. 

The woman looking back at her was flushed, with messy hair, tired eyes and squeezed into a dress that looked two sizes too small and revealed every lump and bump.

Wondering what the hell she was doing there, she tried unsuccessfully to give herself a little pep talk to summon the courage to go back out to the hot guy she was supposed to be seducing right now.  But the voice inside her head chastised her for having made a terrible mistake.

After a few moments, Sam’s concerned voice came from the other side of the door. 
“Is everything okay in there?”
“Yes,” she lied.
“Have you changed your mind?  It’s okay if you have.  I can leave the key on the table and go.”
Emma leaned against the wall and closed her eyes.  He was gorgeous and caring.  “No... I haven’t changed my mind.”  That at least was true.  The fires were still burning, she was just feeling self conscious.  “I’m just a little shy,” she confessed.
There was a soft sound as he leaned against the door.  “Don’t be shy. You’re gorgeous and I want you.  Come on out, or I swear I’ll pick that lock to get at you if I have to.”
That was all the encouragement she needed to sheepishly unlock the door and go back into the waiting arms of the hot guy she’d somehow managed to pick up in the bar.

——————————————-
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Sam lay in bed, feeling content with his arm around the naked sleeping form of the beautiful woman he’d spent the night with. Her wavy hair splayed out over his chest and her breath tickled his skin as she exhaled.  

To say he did this often was an understatement.  He’d brought home more than his fair share of women over the years, and he wasn’t even a stranger to booking a hotel room for the night.  Yet almost all of the hookups he’d had, he’d been well and truly eager to leave the morning after.  Sometimes sneaking out in the early hours while they were still sleeping - just to avoid the awkward conversations and obligated promises that inevitably followed.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want relationships with the women he slept with.  He would be more than happy to - with the right woman.  It was just that most of the ones he had were shallow vacuous bores who showed little interest in him as a person.

This one was different.  Very different

He’d been attracted to her physically of course.  She’d been hard to miss.  A small group of women dressed in evening dresses and tiaras, hanging out laughing and dancing together in the trendy pub he’d gone to on a whim.  They had been enjoying themselves immensely.  Especially the curvaceous one in the sparkly dress who seemed to be the center of their celebration.

It was the happiness in her that he’d found appealing.  Her face shone with it.  That was why he’d initially thought it was a hen’s night. That happiness, the over-the-top clothing and the fact that all the women had turned away the few men who had tried to join them.  But they didn’t act quite right for that type of party.  From what he could tell after watching them for a while, it seemed more like a job promotion or something.  He’d been intrigued.

He’d got a closer look at her when she’d come to the bar to get drinks.  Some idiot had rushed past and bumped into her, in turn making her stumble backwards, pressing that shapely butt against his thigh.  She’d turned to face him and apologized, then gone on to order her drinks... as if he was nobody special at all.  

That’s what had appealed to him the most - that she’d completely ignored him.  Even when on impulse he’d asked to buy her a drink, even though she’d already ordered a round for her friends.

It was adorable and sad that she’d immediately assumed he’d been talking to someone else.  He knew some curvier women felt they weren’t attractive enough to catch the
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