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SECOND CHANCE

AT PERFECT

NY Times and USA Today Bestseller

Charity Pineiro

––––––––

Seven years earlier, her engagement had ended in bitterness and pain . . .

Maya Alfonso was hopelessly in love with fellow pre-med student Alex Martinez, but their engagement came to an abrupt end filled with recriminations and heartache.  Maya picks up the pieces of her life and vows never to make the same mistake again.

Seven years later, she finds herself with a second chance at the love she had lost . . .

Maya is a successful scientist and business woman set on establishing her biotech company as the best in its field.  After a conference in Miami, Maya unexpectedly finds herself face to face with none other than Alex, her ex-fiancé.  Passion flares between them, but they are two very different people now.

He wants nothing to do with a career-minded woman, but can’t deny his attraction to his first love. . .

Alex’s ex-wife was a driven medical student who wasn’t about to let either her husband or their child get in the way of her career.  After their divorce, Alex changes his plans to become a pediatrician and care for his young child.  He is a protective single dad and wants to provide a stable family life for his daughter. When Maya comes back into his life, he realizes that his love for her is still strong and wants nothing more than to have her in his life, but is she willing to sacrifice her hard-won career or will his heart and his daughter’s be broken once again?

Chapter 1

"Deep breath. Hold it. Now calm down," Maya told herself as she leaned her head against the cold metal of the bathroom stall.

"Maya," Daisy called out. "Maya, you need to get your ass out here, pronto," Daisy yelled, the sound of her sharp, stiletto heels bouncing off the tiles of the public washroom floor.

"In a second, Daisy. I'll be right there," she answered weakly. She opened the door of the stall and met Daisy's annoyed gaze. The other woman stood by the sink, her hands resting on her curvaceous hips, one high-heeled foot tapping the floor in irritation.

"Don't give me that look," she told her friend and colleague. "You know how I hate these things."

Daisy rolled her eyes and grabbed her hand, dragging her out of the bathroom. "You've only done this what? A million times by now?"

She breathed in deeply again and disengaged her hand from Daisy's grasp. "Just because you selected me to be the spokesperson, and just because I've had to do this not a million times, but a few – ”

"Not a few. Ten by my count," Daisy responded and paused by the door of the exhibition room in the Convention Center. She looked back at her, reached up and straightened out the collar on her silk shirt. Then she smoothed the shoulders on the black Ungaro suit. "You look great and you'll do well. You always do, Maya. That's why we picked you," Daisy said with a smile.

She wanted to tell Daisy they had picked the wrong person to represent their fledgling, but highly successful company. Of all of them, gorgeous Daisy, with an IQ high enough for MENSA and two doctorates, should have been the spokesperson for their company. But Daisy thought few people, especially men, took her seriously because of her looks and because of her age.

Only twenty-four and 5'10" with a body fit to grace the cover of any swimsuit edition, Daisy attracted attention. It didn't hurt that her face was as beautiful. Clear, cafe-con-leche skin was the perfect canvas for exotic, almond-shaped eyes the color of caramel, a straight regal nose with just a slight bump, and full, pouty lips Daisy often emphasized with bright red lipstick.

Totally unlike me, she thought. At 5'6", she was of average height and build, with girl-next-door looks. She could interact more easily with both sexes because of her non-threatening look.

The two other co-founders of their high tech company were a radical surfer dude-type and a quiet computer nerd. The public tended to have little credibility in the one and found the other hard to understand.

Though she might not like it, for those reasons she had become the spokesperson for their company—CellTech. With the amazing progress she and her colleagues at CellTech had made in developing a nearly automated DNA sequencer in the last year, she had been in high demand.

Speaking before the various groups and conventions had never been easy for her. Relatively shy by nature, it had taken all her determination to deliver her first lecture. But after the first few, she had gotten a little better at facing the crowds and dealing with their questions. But today was different. Way different. She was the keynote speaker at the meeting and that prestigious billing had brought added attention. Worse, it was in Miami.

She hadn't been in Miami in over seven years. Not since she had come down with Alex to announce their engagement to his parents. An engagement that hadn't lasted long, she recalled sadly. Before the summer was over, she and Alex had gone their separate ways.

But not before spending a glorious two weeks in Miami. It was the memories of their time together and of Alex, making today even harder.

As she entered the hall behind Daisy, she wondered if Alex was living here now. If he was married and had kids. If he maybe thought about her every now and then, the way she thought about him. And as it always did, thoughts of Alex brought a rush of heat, made her heart beat a little faster. Alex had always done that to her and made her acknowledge a side of herself she usually kept hidden beneath an aura of efficiency and organization.

A side of herself buried now for seven long years.

Between completing her degree and forming the company, the time for romance and relationships had been non-existent. The few men she had spent time with were safe and predictable. They never moved her the way Alex had and so in the past year or two, she had shut herself away in her lab with her colleagues, finding satisfaction in the challenge of her work and the camaraderie of her friends. And of course, of her family.

Only forty minutes away in a largely Cuban Union City, New Jersey, she regularly made visits home to bask in her parents' love. As their one and only child, she could always count on them to spoil her rotten and make her feel special. Like Alex once had . . .

She wondered for a brief second how different her life might have been if Alex was still in the picture and shook her head to clear those wayward thoughts as the Master of Ceremonies introduced her. She walked up to the podium, her palms wet with sweat. Her mouth dry. The lights in the hall were bright and kept her from seeing the faces of those seated in the audience. That was good. It kept her from wondering if he was maybe part of the group listening to her speech.

She gripped the edge of the podium to still the shake in her hands and began. "In 1843, a young man by the name of Johann Gregor Mendel decided to become a monk and shortly thereafter, began experimenting with various plants in the monastery's gardens. Mendel's hybridization experiments with the common garden pea unknowingly launched the science of genetics."

"In February, 1953, Watson & Crick announced 'We have discovered the secret of life'. They gave us our first glimpse into the unique double-helix structure of DNA, the building block of genes. Armed with those and other achievements in molecular biology and genetics, in October 1990 we officially began the Human Genome Project, the ultimate adventure of mapping the structure of the genes which make us what we are."

Maya paused, reached for a glass of water on the edge of the podium and took a sip, willing her mouth to accept the liquid and relieve the dryness. She set the glass back down and grabbed a remote control to run the computerized presentation of screens and video displays CellTech had produced. She partially turned, looking toward the side of the stage, and nodded to a conference assistant who dimmed the lights as she continued with her speech.

Succinctly she told the audience the story of how she and her colleagues had met while working on their Masters' degrees. She described the distillation process they were investigating as a possible method of removing the antibodies responsible in certain autoimmune nervous system diseases. They had gotten excited over the possibilities of the Human Genome Project and the alternate therapies it might offer when they heard about it in graduate school. Since they worked well together, they had united on an independent project involving gene sequencing while obtaining their respective Doctorates at Columbia University.

Maya went on to enumerate the degrees obtained by her colleagues, modestly tacking on her own Doctorate in Molecular Biology at the end.

Afterward, she explained how after graduation she and her colleagues had decided to turn their full attention to the project and had gotten grants from the Department of Energy to assist with their studies. That resulted in the development of a small lab in Newark, which was eventually moved to larger facilities in Edison, New Jersey.

Her comments were interspersed with pictures of herself, Daisy, and their other colleagues and employees, and details on their initial experiments and observations. Maya explained how CellTech had been able to develop a process that allowed them to create computer models of gene sequences for additional experimentation and verification much quicker than with traditional means.

CellTech had patented the process which was now used by many in the field, and then had gone on to use the array sequencer to more easily identify markers on genes which pinpointed genetic make-up and problems. The initial tests and results had created such a stir that a major New Jersey pharmaceutical company had entered into a contract with CellTech to help develop the process further and create testing schemes for certain genetic diseases.

"CellTech is now involved in testing the process further and trying to simplify its application," she finished.

She turned back to fully face the audience and as she did so, she caught Daisy's pleased smile from the platform. She'd done well and it was almost over. After the short question and answer period, she and Daisy could head back to their hotel. Although there was a hotel right next to the Convention Center, they had opted for a smaller Art Deco hotel in the trendy South Beach section of Miami, wanting to have some time to relax and enjoy the Miami sights during a rare break from their work.

The lights came back on in the hall and for the next twenty minutes, she fielded question after question from the inquisitive group of attendees. Finally, almost regretfully considering her earlier dismay, she apologized and put an end to her part of the conference, returning control of the podium to the Master of Ceremonies who announced the lunch break and thanked her for her participation.

Daisy and she stood, walked off the dais and out into the hallway, where they were immediately mobbed by a large number of overzealous conference participants who wanted to continue their questioning. She answered a few queries and looked to Daisy to try and extricate them from the crowd. Unlike her, Daisy had no qualms about asserting herself.

"We'd like to continue," Daisy said pleasantly, motioning for the group around them to quiet down. "But we'd hate for you all to miss your lunch and be late for the other speakers who have so graciously offered their time. You may contact us in New Jersey if you have specific inquiries regarding CellTech. Our number is in the conference guide."

There were a number of disappointed groans and some attendees were persistent enough to press business cards into their hands, but Daisy grabbed her arm and urged her away from the milling crowd. "Come on, Maya. For the next three days the only distractions for you and me are the sun, sand and . . . "

She stopped short, then went on with a husky laugh. "Sex with a piece of man candy like the one who's on his way over here," she joked, her voice pitched low and loud enough for only her to hear.

She looked away from the one man who had been trailing along next to her, peppering her with questions. When she tracked Daisy's gaze, he was striding toward her.

She stopped short and yanked on Daisy's arm. "We need to get out of here. Now, please," she urged, but Daisy was slow to respond, her attention clearly focused on the handsome man waving to them. He was calling out her name in an all too familiar voice. One that sent a shiver down her back and made her traitorous heart beat a notch faster.

"You know this guy?" Daisy asked, glancing at Maya. Apparently sensing her unease, she made the connection. "OMG, Maya. I’m so sorry."

She cursed beneath her breath and put on her best smile even as Alex came to stand before them.

Seven years had treated Alex quite well, she thought, examining him. His body was still lean, but with more masculine fullness, hinting at muscles he'd not had before. His brown-black hair was longer and brushed straight back from his face. The slight widow's peak brought attention to his eyes, the gorgeous deep as dark chocolate eyes, still warm and fanned by only a few laugh lines in smooth skin that boasted a light tan.

"Hello, Maya," he said and leaned forward to drop a quick kiss on her cheek. "When I read the article in the newspaper, I knew I had to drop by. How are you?"

She tried to seem nonchalant, but time had done nothing to change the fact that Alex's physical presence was wreaking havoc with her insides, reminding her of all they had once been to each other. Reminding her that no other man had ever made her feel the same way. Or hurt her as badly, she forced herself to remember as she calmly answered, "I’m good, Alex. How a about you?"

Alex met her guarded gaze, searching for signs of the Maya he had once known so well. He found nothing but wariness and even upset. Only the slight flush across her cheeks gave him any indication she was not as immune to him as she tried to appear.

"I'm okay, Mima," he replied, using his pet nickname for her to try for some level of intimacy.

"Mima?" the statuesque woman next to Maya asked, her eyebrows shooting up in surprise.

"Daisy, please meet an old . . . friend," Maya replied, her hesitation clear. "Alejandro Martinez. This is Daisy Ramos, my partner and best friend."

The young woman didn't extend her hand to grasp his, but merely nodded and glanced at Maya uneasily. "I'm sure you two would like some time alone."

"No," Maya stated emphatically, obviously eager to avoid him, but Alex was not about to be dissuaded. "I understand you might be busy tonight, Mima, but I was hoping we could get a drink, maybe dinner sometime over the next few days. Nothing too fussy. Daisy, you're welcome to come along of course," he finished, sensing he had to win this Amazon's approval in order to reach Maya again.

Daisy looked from one to the other and shook her head. "I think maybe you and Maya should leave me out since I have other plans."

"And I'm busy as well," Maya chimed in. "I’m sorry, Alex."

Alex nodded, tucked his hands into his pants pockets and considered the woman before him. She was dressed to the nines in a designer suit that hugged curves that had grown more slender, but were still enticing. Her makeup was done perfectly. Dark auburn hair was cut in a precise bob that set off her heart-shaped face and emerald eyes.

He remembered her hair had once been long. A thick, luxurious tumble of hair that had swept his body with tips of red fire when they'd made love. Her emerald eyes had always grown wide and dark. As dark as he imagined the rain forest would grow at night and as wild and complex, thriving with life. But not today. Today her gaze was guarded and tight, closed against him.

No, this very elegant career woman was nothing like the jean-clad, carefree woman-child who had once been his fiancée. A fiancée, he reminded himself, that he had discarded foolishly in a moment of anger. An action he regretted to this day and one that Maya had obviously not forgotten, nor forgiven.

"I'm sorry, too, Mima. For everything, even if it is seven years too late."

He reached into his suit jacket pocket, extracted a business card and pen, and jotted down a number on the back of the card. He handed it to her. Maya stared at the card as if it were a snake about to strike. He continued to hold the card out until she snatched it away, her fingers brushing his as she did so. She tucked the card into her jacket without even sparing it a glance.

He doubted she would call, but nevertheless gave it a parting shot. "In case you change your mind," he said, turned and walked away.

The burn on her fingers was traitorous, reminding Maya of how his skin had been smooth and supple beneath hers as she made love to him. How his hands, his fingers long and sure, had made her body hot as it did now with just the accidental brush as she had taken the card.

She tossed her head back and watched him go, the all-too-familiar stride carrying him away until he was just another of the bodies jamming the Convention Center hallway. Eerily, it was as if seven years had never gone by since the ache in her heart was still as alive. Still as painful.

"Don't tell me that was the man," Daisy said softly.

"Yes, it was," she responded and walked down the hallway toward the exit, ending all discussion.

She and Alex were a thing of the past because you never got a second chance at perfect.

Chapter 2

Daisy hurried to change, determined to be ready for her too-punctual friend. True to her word, Maya was knocking on her door as Daisy was slipping on the socks she used to keep her skates from rubbing the backs of her calves. The socks were cherry red to match the skin-tight unitard she wore.

"Don't rush me, Maya," Daisy responded as she hopped to the door on one bare foot.

"The Never Ready Bunny," Maya teased as she stepped inside and Daisy groaned, turned on one bare foot to return to a chair and finish dressing. "Only your signature color is red, not pink, huh?"

"I'm told it shows off my skin." Daisy finished pulling on the socks, stood and gave herself a quick perusal, satisfied with the fit and color of the outfit.

"A lot of skin. Maybe too much," Maya complained, suddenly aware of how drab and dated she looked, with her faded, oversized t-shirt. It covered all of her down to the end of her black bike shorts, hiding her body like a nun's beneath her habit. Up until now, she hadn't realized how loosely the shirt hung on her. She'd lost weight over the past year from the long hours of work and the meals she had either forgotten or barely eaten.

"Not all of us can be as . . . conservative as you."

Daisy grabbed her skates from the floor, paused to check the small wallet strapped to the one held some money, and tucked them under her arm. "Of course, being so strict and straight-laced makes it hard to sometimes . . . "

Daisy paused for emphasis and looked up at the ceiling, one long, manicured nail tapping her painted lips. Lowering her gaze, she stared at her, one eyebrow arched in emphasis. "To risk reaching out for something that might be worthwhile."

She had no doubt where her friend was trying to go, but she had no intention of being led along that path. "Let's make it a nice, long skate so we can indulge ourselves later."

"No problema," Daisy answered and followed her down the short flight of stairs to the hotel lobby where they exited onto Ocean Drive, crossed the street and walked down to the path in Lummus Park. Sitting on a bench by the short, cement wall that separated the beach from the park, they slipped on their skates and headed northbound along the path.

"Quite a place, isn't it?" Daisy commented and gestured to the crush of people moving across the street in front of the Art Deco hotels and in Lummus Park as they made their getaways after a day at the beach. She shortened her longer strides to match Maya's.

"It's unique. You've never been down here before?" she peeked quickly at her friend and picked up the pace of her skating until they were both in sync. The blades whirred against the smooth concrete of the beachside path.

"I'm a Nuyorican. My family is either in New York or Puerto Rico." She said it with an exaggerated accent, rolling the -r- slightly harder than necessary. "Besides, when I was a kid, there wasn't enough money for vacations. In the barrio, there were just open fire hydrants when the weather got too hot."

Daisy dodged an absentminded pedestrian who had darted in her path, slowed again until she was next to Maya. "How about you? Been here before?"

She glanced around and thought of the South Beach she had first seen as a young child. Back then it was just being revitalized and hadn't been as busy or as well-kept. Nowhere close to the glamorous and upscale place it had become and where she and Alex had spent some time on their last trip to Miami.

"It was way different back then," was her curt reply as she remembered her time with Alex in Miami.

"Did he bring you?" Daisy asked, her brown-eyed gaze inquisitive and demanding.

She had known Daisy too long not to realize that her friend wasn't going to back off from her interest in her ex. Considering the many times she had spent listening to Daisy's latest tale of heartache, maybe it was Daisy's turn to hear her tale of woe and commiserate. Maybe by doing so, it would help her finally lay to rest all that had happened.

"Alex brought me here," she admitted as she continued skating, enjoying the late afternoon sun and ocean breeze. Trying hard not to let the conversation upset her on such a gorgeous day in such a delightful place. She wanted to savor the heat of the sun on her skin. The tangy fresh bite of the sea breeze in her mouth.

"So you're finally going to tell me about this man who I've heard you mention maybe four or five times in the seven years we've known each other," Daisy responded, leaning toward her, but not before shooting a smile at a handsome muscular man walking toward them, who grinned boldly in return.

"You are too much," she said, laughed and shook her head at her friend’s boldness.

"Don't you ever get tired of the heartaches and not being rid of them?" she asked and gave a quick look across the street. They had gone several blocks already and only had a half dozen or more blocks to go before they ran out of path.

"Never. Eventually, my frog will turn out to be a prince," Daisy joked. "So tell me about this old boyfriend."

"Ex-fiancé to be precise," she clarified.

Daisy came to an abrupt stop, which forced Maya to halt as well. "I didn't realize you'd been that serious with anyone."  Daisy paused, hesitant for a moment, then plowed ahead. "It must have been tough."

She glanced away from her friend and out to the sea of faces moving along the path, looking for him as she had for so long after their break-up. It had been tough not to find him there. To not to have him find her. It had taken time for the pain to go away. She thought she had learned how to deal with it . . . until today.

She started skating again and waited until Daisy was next to her once more to continue.

"We met our freshman year in college," she began, trying to give Daisy the details that would help to put it all in perspective. "There were some female Biology majors, but not as many as the men. We spent a lot of time with the men in study groups and other things." She shrugged, took a deep breath of the sea air and the scent of ocean was rich and full-bodied, the way her romance with Alex had once been full of life.

"We were friends at first, but by sophomore year, we had become lovers.”

Oh boy, had they been lovers. As serious as Alex could be at times, in bed he had been fun, adventurous and attentive. All too satisfying. Even after hours of studying and the worries associated with being Pre-Med majors, the physical side of their relationship had always been a great source of comfort and relaxation.

Daisy whirled around on her skates and snapped her fingers in front of Maya's face. “Maya.”

She hadn't realized she had stopped skating.

"He must have been some lover," Daisy said.

She flushed and was certain Daisy had noticed, but said nothing, probably in deference to their friendship. Once more she resumed their skate, thinking that if they kept this pace up, they'd never finish their workout.

"We got engaged at the start of our senior year and I wonder now how we could have been so naive, even stupid maybe. After all, getting into medical school was a hard enough goal."

They came to the end of the path and continued across the street and up to Collins Avenue, gliding single-file along the sidewalk. It was crowded, not as wide as the beachside path, and it wasn't until they reached Lincoln Road and worked their way up to the large walkways set aside for pedestrians that she was able to resume her story.

"We were at the top of our class, with good MCAT scores. It never occurred to us we wouldn't get in, much less that we might have to go to different schools."

"But you didn't go," Daisy said.

She had met Daisy when she was going for her Masters after the medical school debacle.

"We didn't get in and that's when the problems arose. Alex had distant relatives in Mexico with connections at the local medical school. He thought we should do a semester there to prove ourselves and reapply, or maybe even do the entire med school time there. I had different ideas."

She skated along slowly and perused the restaurants flanking the sides of the outdoor esplanade. But despite their sparkling windows and the appetizing dishes laid out in front of them to entice possible patrons, her appetite failed to stir as she remembered the bitter argument that had led to their break-up.

"I wanted to stay in the States, go to graduate school and try again. I didn't think I could handle a year away from my family in New Jersey, much less classes in Spanish."

Daisy murmured her commiseration and stopped in front of a small coffee shop whose storefront boasted home-roasted beans. "How about a quick latte?" she asked.

She nodded, knowing her friend needed an afternoon caffeine fix. She saved them places at a small outdoor table while Daisy got the coffees. When Daisy returned with two cups of steaming lattes, Daisy resumed their conversation in typical, whirlwind Daisy fashion. "Your Spanish is really good, but scientific terms and everything else are a whole different story. It would have been tough to handle."

Maya nodded and sipped her coffee. It was too hot and slightly bitter, adding to the annoyance growing inside of her as she remembered her disagreement with Alex. "Alex didn't understand. He said he would help me, as if his Spanish was loads better than mine and as far as he was concerned, I was his family now, especially since he wanted to get married right away. There was no middle ground with him, Daisy. Or with me, really. There was just no way to reach a compromise."

"So you gave him his ring back and that was it?" she asked, motioning with the hand that gripped her cup of coffee. The movement sent a drop of coffee down onto the white tabletop, like a small teardrop and she remembered the tears she had shed wanting Alex. The pain she had suffered waiting for things to be okay.

"We never saw each other again after we broke it off."

"But, you never stopped thinking about him either," Daisy jumped in. "When we first met, I thought you were this really driven career woman," Daisy said.

She rolled her eyes at the comment, a long-standing joke between them.

"But now you know me better," she said.

Daisy shrugged, toyed with a discarded plastic coffee stirrer, and went on. "Nah. You are one over-ambitious, workaholic, but that's okay. But I could tell your attitude around men was well . . . chilly. Reticent. I wondered why you didn't date more."

"And now the puzzle has been solved for you, I assume," she said and took another sip of her coffee, which had cooled somewhat during their discussion.

"I don't think you ever really got over this guy, not that I blame you. He's handsome."

There was no denying that, she thought. Seven years had done nothing to age him, on the contrary. At twenty-nine, he was all man, mature with a new aura of . . . confidence that had rekindled all kinds of memories and feelings.

"You should see him again," Daisy urged, but she shook her head, vehemently denying it. "No way."

"You should see him again, take him to bed, and not let him go until you can't walk anymore and he can't move." Daisy placed her paper cup down on the table, empty of coffee, and reached for hers, aware that her friend never made it through a cup.

"You're not suffering from a caffeine rush, are you?" she asked, but the thought of making love with Alex until neither of them could move sent a blast of heat to pool between her legs. "No, you're just nuts," she added, more to convince herself than Daisy. "And I can't believe you of all people are proposing this."

Daisy nodded and gave a very nonchalant shrug as she sipped Maya's coffee now. "Me neither. You're my best friend and I don't think anyone knows you better than me. Knows how important things like this are for you. You take men, love, and your career very seriously, like I do."

Daisy grabbed hold of her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. "But I think based on what I know and what I just heard, that you're not really sure leaving Alex was the best thing for you. I think that for all these years, the few guys you've dated have all fallen short of the Alex buried in your heart and your head. An Alex who may not even be real," Daisy urged.

"You think I'm making him bigger than life. Not what he really is?"

"If he isn't, you'll know. And if he is . . . Would you want to let that get away again?" Daisy raised one tweezed eyebrow high, questioning.

She looked away, unable to answer. She was too afraid to face the truth of Daisy's assertions. She only knew that as a scientist it was her nature to examine a problem and test ways of solving it in order to reach a satisfactory result.

She sensed she couldn't take the easy way out when it came to the problem of Alex.

Chapter 3

Don’t be all anxious, Alex thought as he paced along the edge of the veranda in front of the Park Central Hotel. He normally wasn’t because it wasn't a good trait to have as a doctor. Still, the man inside of him could recollect quite clearly the few times in his life that he'd been this nervous: the day he'd proposed to Maya; the day he'd married Anita; and the day his beautiful daughter Samantha had been born. Now he could add this time as well—the night he'd met the woman of his dreams again.

Hands jittery, palms sweating, he stuffed them into his pants pockets, paced a few more times and decided he'd be better off sitting down on the veranda to try and enjoy the sights of a South Beach night.

He dropped onto a wooden bench, braced one arm across the top, and stared out over the stone balustrade of the veranda. People strolled along the sidewalk, fewer here than down on the busier part of the Ocean Drive strip. In the small playground across the street in Lummus Park, a group of children played on the swings and a large, yellow-colored plastic slide. The sound of their laughter carried over to him on the breeze, mingling with the sounds of hip-hop from a passing car, and after, a Latin tune from the next car.

Maybe he should have become an ear, nose, and throat specialist since it was clear he would have a number of patients judging from the decibel levels of the music. But he loved kids and wouldn't trade being a pediatrician for anything.

"Alex?"

He jumped up, turned in the direction of her voice, and smiled.

She stood there, looking slightly uncertain and totally beautiful.

"Hi, Mima," he replied and leaned forward to drop a chaste kiss on her cheek. "You look great," he said, appreciating the short black skirt exposing legs that were amazingly long for her height. A form fitting white silk sleeveless blouse, almost like a fancier tank top, exposed curves much slimmer than they had been in her twenties.

She was working too hard, he thought to himself. Just like my ex-wife Anita, he thought, but he drove that judgment away, intent on taking the time to learn more about the woman Maya had become.

"Thank you. You look nice, too," Maya said and peered around nervously. She motioned in the direction of the street. "Did you want to eat on the strip?"

Alex shook his head. "There's always too much congestion here for my tastes. I thought I'd take you somewhere in Bayside, although that can get almost as crowded."

Maya had not had a chance to get over to the outdoor mall, but she and Daisy had passed it on several occasions on their way back from the Convention Center. "It sounds good to me," she replied, appreciating the way he looked in the off-white linen pants and matching guayabera shirt, a tradition among Cuban men. The shirt emphasized the breadth of his shoulders, lean abdomen and hips.

"I see you've gone native again." She gave the hem of the long pleated shirt a quick tug.

Alex glanced down at the shirt and laughed. "Yeah. My mom had this waiting for me as a gift and I didn't want to hurt her feelings." Alex motioned in the direction of the steps and she walked down, Alex slightly behind her, his hand on the small of her back.

Don’t let that simple touch go to your head, she thought. After all, Alex had always been old school. He held doors open, pulled out chairs, and felt menfolk should protect their womenfolk. The hand at her back was something he had done while they were together. Something all too familiar, and all too unsettling, she thought, as the warmth of his hand filtered through the thin silk of the top Daisy had lent her.

At the end of the block, Alex guided her down the side street and past a few cars to a garnet Sebring convertible parked at the curb. She smiled, remembering Alex's fondness for convertibles. When they had been dating, he had owned an old beat-up Mustang he had incessantly tinkered with to keep going.

"Traded in the old Ford for something new and better, huh?" she asked, somewhat saddened by the thought.

He had traded me in as well.

"No, not really." He unlocked the doors with the remote and opened one for her. "I rented this for while I was down here. Thought it would be fun."

"You don't live here?" she asked and seeing a grin on his face, wondered what had put it there. As he closed the door, he answered quickly, "Nope," and left her waiting anxiously as he walked around the car, opened his door, and slipped into the driver's seat.

"I assume your parents are still in Miami, right?"

"Actually, one of the reasons we came down was to get them settled here again. They'd been living with me for about five years and the weather up North was getting too hard for them," he replied.

A moment later he put the top down, pulled away from the curb, and turned back onto Ocean Drive to head over the causeway which would take them to Downtown Miami and the Bayside Marketplace.

"Up north," she said and wondered just how far North that was, not realizing she had verbalized her thoughts until he answered.

"New York, but not for long. I just bought into a practice in Metuchen. I think that's near you, isn't it?"

She groaned and shut her eyes, thinking Fate had to be working overtime to conspire against her. Metuchen was a small, but upscale town just minutes away from her North Edison home. She refused to admit just how close for the moment.

"It's close, Alex," was all she said.

He grunted and seemingly decided it was time to change the topic for he suddenly became a tour guide, pointing out the various sights visible from the Causeway.

"That's Star Island." He shot out his arm in front of her and motioned to a large spit of land in the middle of the bay. With the top down, the view was unobstructed, but the wind blowing around them forced Alex to speak loudly to be heard above the road noise. "A number of celebrities live there and on Palm and Hibiscus, the next set of islands. They're man-made and the homes are quite pricey."

Maya nodded and viewed the large, secluded homes nestled on the small bits of land out in the bay. Most of the homes boasted the Spanish villa-style common in Florida, but occasionally a contemporary counterpart was interspersed. She vaguely remembered them from her fateful trip with Alex.

"Certainly out of my price range," she replied.

"Don't underestimate yourself, Mima," he noted, a hint of pride in his voice, along with something else she couldn't identify. "I understand your company is doing quite well."

"It is.  We recently signed a contract with a large company to develop some genetic testing procedures. We're trying to make it almost as simple for the labs as those in-office tests for strep, but not quite. The contract has helped, but we've got a good amount of overhead and need to invest for that rainy day."

Nodding, Alex said nothing until a short time later when they pulled into the parking lot for the Bayside Marketplace. He faced her and hesitated before he began. "It's hard to believe we've both gone so far in such different ways. But I guess it makes sense. It's been seven years and that’s a long time."

"A lot can happen in that much time." Like falling out of love or finding someone else, she warned herself and continued. "Maybe after dinner tonight you and I will sit back and realize we're not the same two people."

She met his gaze directly, hoping they'd realize . . . What? she asked herself. That there was no sense seeing each other again? That they were too different after all this time? Or maybe, that it could be better than ever because he was still the Alex she remembered in her dreams? An Alex she wanted to take to bed and not let go, as Daisy had suggested.

Alex had always thought Maya had an expressive face and it was clear to him now she was uncertain as to what she wanted.

But so was he.

She sat before him, the same person, and yet maybe not quite. Just as he was the same person, but not quite. He had been married and it hadn't worked out. He had a child he had to think about first and from what he had read about Maya, she was closer to the career-driven woman he had divorced to the girl he had once been in love with.

But maybe she isn’t just like my ex-wife, he hoped as he reached out and with the back of his hand, rubbed her cheekbone lightly. " I'd like to take the time to find out who you are right now, Mima. Show you who I am right now. I think it may be worth it. How about you?"

She took hold of his hand and grasped it with hers. "Maybe, Alex," she said and repeated the word in low tones, as if to convince herself.

He smiled and nodded.  He held her hand as he closed up the car, breaking contact with her only to shut the locks on the convertible top and walk around to help her from the car. When she had risen from the seat and closed the door, he laced his fingers with hers and drew her close to him as they walked to the main shopping area.

The mall was crowded, typical of a Friday night. It forced her to stay close to him, and for once, Alex was grateful for the crowd. Their walk was too short regretfully. The restaurant where he had made reservations was only a short distance away.

The restaurant was one of a chain that had been around for a long time in various Florida locations.  For him, it was always a treat to indulge in one of their wonderful steaks. "I hope you still like meat," he said to her as they entered the restaurant. "This is a great Nicaraguan steakhouse."

"Even in a world where cholesterol is a four-letter word, I still like my meat," Maya admitted and examined the elegant interior of the place. The walls were almost all glass and faced either the causeway or Biscayne Bay, making it seem as if the restaurant went on forever. Baskets of flowers decorated larger serving tables and free-standing partitions which created discreet spaces inside the restaurant. Nearly every table in the place was full. Outside the wall facing the bay, patrons also sat at tables on an elevated patio near the water.

Alex gave his name to the host who quickly checked his reservation list, crossed him off, and escorted them to a table along the far wall, but inside. "It gets too noisy outside," Alex said as he pulled the chair out for her.

Maya sat and accepted the menu. A quick peek told her that if she was craving meat, she would not be disappointed tonight. There was a large assortment of steaks and chops, along with some fish dishes. "Anything you can recommend?"

"Everything," he replied with a grin.

She selected the churrasco, a succulent marinated steak, and placed her order when the waiter came by. There was an awkward moment after the waiter left, but Alex quickly moved them past it by asking, "So how did you get into gene research?"

"I guess you didn't sit through my speech yesterday," she teased and went on to give him a rundown similar to what she had given the conference attendees, but Alex was clearly not appeased.

"Now that you've given me the spiel, why not tell me why you really did it. Did you enjoy the research? The challenge, maybe?" he said, leaning close to her over the small width of the table.

His smile was bright, his eyes urging her on, and the open invitation in his gaze was difficult to refuse. "You know I always liked school."

"Which never ceased to amaze me. You were the only junior I knew who actually hated a snow day," he jumped in, reminding her of the first blizzard they had survived at college.

Maya chuckled. "It was novel to you because you'd never seen snow like that in Miami. For those of us raised up north, it was just an inconvenience."

"Liar," he chided. "You had as much fun as me building that snowman effigy of our Organic Chem prof and then . . . "

He stopped short and Maya was thankful. She'd rather not remember right now that afterwards they had returned to her off-campus apartment and heated up in ways too erotic to think about. Especially in public.

"It was fun," she confessed, her tone neutral despite the flush warming her cheeks.

"Yes it was, but please go on," he prompted and she did, telling him about how much stimulation she found on the Columbia campus, from both her professors and the three lab partners who would eventually become her business partners and friends. "We were always wondering 'What if?'" she admitted, remembering the late nights at the local eateries while they theorized on transport problems, biochemical reactions and the like.

"It was weird how in synch we were. Especially since we were so different."

Alex noticed her expressive face grow even more animated as she described how she and Daisy had hit it off, becoming fast friends.

"We had a lot in common and became virtually inseparable, so Brad named us Mutt and Jeff. Daisy hates it to this day, but somehow it stuck."

Alex thought it somehow appropriate as well, considering the physical differences between the two women, but remained silent as Maya went on to describe her colleagues.

"Brad is, as he would put it, 'this gnarly surfer dude from Stanford who decided to test the waves on the other coast'. He's the exact opposite of TJ who's this kind of really shy, Asian computer nerd. And yet TJ's not really as out-of-it as he seems." Maya laughed and shook her head. "TJ's into art and music, really sensitive, but he's just not socially adept."

Alex nodded. "The classic genius with no people skills?"

"Kind of, but luckily he met a really nice Filipino girl right out of school and got married. She helps keep him grounded and they're expecting their first child."

The waiter came over at that moment, placed their steaks as well as assorted sauces for the meats before them. He explained each one and as he did so, another young man came by and laid out a plate of fried potatoes and onions between them to share family-style.

The smells from the foods made Alex's mouth water, but the woman sitting across from him was far more tempting in so many ways. She gave him a shy smile as her stomach growled, and he gestured for her to start eating, which she did with the same vigor that only a moment ago she had given to telling him about her friends. It reminded him of all the passion hiding beneath her calm, placid exterior.

Was it a passion she shared with someone else now? he wondered and hoped for his sake that the answer was a big ‘No.’

He gave her a few minutes to eat, letting her curb the edge of her hunger before he asked, "So if TJ's wife keeps him grounded, what works with the rest of you?"

Maya glanced out the window, considering his question before she replied. "That's hard to say. Brad and Daisy seem to ground each other."

Alex nodded, cut into his steak and before eating another piece of the tender meat, he commented, "Are they involved?"

Maya laughed and gestured vehemently with her hands. "No way. They're like oil and water. Gasoline and a lit match. They make TJ and me crazy sometimes with their bickering and carrying on."

Alex chewed on his meat, digested the thought as well that at one time, he and Maya had been the same way until they had recognized the attraction. "Stranger things have happened, Mima," he reminded her and was rewarded with a quicksilver grin.

"I guess so, Alex."

Maya ate another piece of her steak. It was tender, spiced with the zing of lemon, parsley and onion from the chimichurri sauce. Her gaze returned to the window again as a colorfully lit boat, one that tourists took for rides in the bay, sailed past outside. "This is really pretty. Thank you for bringing me here."

"Any time, Mima. I can honestly say that so far, it's been my pleasure." He finished the remainder of his steak, grabbed one last fry from the plate, and sat back to watch her complete her meal. When she had finished most of the steak and laid her napkin on the table, he began the conversation again. "You've told me what makes all your partners click, so now I've got to ask, what keeps Maya grounded?"

Maya peered across the table at him. She had hoped they would avoid getting too personal. That she could just let the night progress, move to the state Daisy had hinted at—the let's just jump each other's bones and see if it's the same state—but realized that what she and Alex had once had wouldn't allow it to be that simple. They had loved one another, respected each other, and trusted each other's opinions too much to reduce it to such base levels. And because of that, she couldn't sidestep his question.

"A lot of things ground me, Alex. My family. My colleagues. I think that after the challenge of getting my doctorate, I would have been adrift without the challenge of the work we decided to undertake together. It's given me a lot of personal pleasure."

"Personal or business pleasure?" he challenged, but Maya was able to avoid answering as a photographer came over and asked if they wanted their picture taken.

"Mima? One for old time's sake," Alex asked, a boyish grin on his face and she relented, waited until he came to stand behind her. He leaned down until his face was close to hers. The smell of his aftershave, a new scent she didn't recognize, wafted around her along with the older, more familiar aroma of Alex the man. A scent her mind hadn't forgotten.

The flash went off once, twice, and then the photographer moved to another table, promising as he stepped away to have the photos ready by the time they were finished with dessert.

Alex returned to his seat, grinning. "I guess that's one way to keep the patrons around a little longer." He waved to the waiter, asked for dessert menus, and they decided to share a Nicaraguan dish - tres leches - which had become a staple in many Latin restaurants.

Maya knew she'd have to work out extra hard to combat the high-calorie sweet, which was a type of pound cake soaked in regular, evaporated, and condensed milks. As the waiter placed spoons and the plate with the sweet milk-soaked cake before them, she reached out, spooned up a bit and took her first bite.

It was totally worth the extra calories. "Heavenly," she murmured around the sweet creaminess in her mouth.

"Definitely delicious," Alex confirmed. He reached for another piece, scooped it up, and offered it to her instead.

Maya stared at the spoon with the piece of cake. A spoon which moments before had been in Alex's mouth. She hesitated, then went for it, her lips closing over the spoon, imagining she tasted not just the sweet treat, but also Alex. It brought a tightening to her heart, and as she met his gaze, desire mixed with playfulness there and she knew she could not leave this alone. She licked her lips, spooned up more of the dish and offered it to Alex. He took it into his mouth, his lips lingering on her spoon before he said huskily, "The second bite is even better."

Like the second bite at love? Maya wondered, but his next words made it quite clear.

"Like you and me together again," he said, and spooned up another bit of the tres leches, offering it to her.

He was playing Eve to my Adam, she thought, tempting her with the possibilities of what might have been and what could be this time if they explored their feelings once again.

She did the only thing she could.

Chapter 4

Maya wrapped her lips around the spoon and ate the small bit of tres leches. Sitting back, she met his gaze directly. "That's enough sweets - both talk and dessert."

He surprised her by laughing. "I remember when I first met you at Villanova. You had that same . . . prickliness. You intrigued me, you were so different."

Just as he was different now, she realized. She wondered how he had changed and what he had done with his life in the past seven years. Up until now, they had spent all night talking about her and the night was almost over, she realized as Alex signaled for the check and the waiter brought it to the table.

Alex settled the bill, stood, and held his hand out to her. "Would you like to go for a walk around the mall?"

Maya rose and slipped her hand into his. "That would be nice. I've never been here before."

He laced his fingers with hers and drew her close to him again as they walked out of the restaurant. They strolled leisurely down the path, stopping at a store window occasionally for a quick look. At the end of the row of stores, the space opened wide. To the extreme left was the bay and a dock where a number of boats were moored. Just before the dock, a bandstand had been set up and all around, people had gathered to listen as a DJ announced the tunes he was playing.

"They have live entertainment here a lot," Alex said and stepped behind her to listen to the end of the dance tune. "This reminds me of college. You were always playing those old disco tunes."

"The records my older cousin Patty gave me. I loved them," she remembered and smiled, thinking about how she and Alex had danced to that music in her off-campus apartment. How he had humored her, even though disco had long fallen out of favor.

The DJ's smooth voice oozed out over the waning sounds of the song. "And now for all you old timers out there, a cover of three dance classics by Miami's very own Gloria Estefan," he announced, and the low strains of the song began, powering into the driving dance beat of the seventies.

Behind her, Alex's body moved slightly to the rhythm. She turned, looked up at him, and he grinned, offered his hand.

Maya glanced around, noticed another couple or two who had succumbed to the beat and were dancing to the music. Maya wondered whether everything was conspiring against her, urging her into something she was totally unsure was best. From meeting him again yesterday, to Daisy's advice, to the music and her own heart, pounding to the beat, telling her, "Love him, love him, love him."

She placed her hand in his, and as if no time at all had passed, he led her into the dance. As one their bodies glided together to the beat of the song, a pass from one side to another, back and forth, and a twirl that ended with her plastered against his body as the mix of songs came to an end.

He was thicker, stronger than he had been. All man, she realized, as his body hardened against hers. He held her, his hands at her waist, moving up and down against the silk of the shirt. Her breath hitched in her chest, wanting those hands to slip beneath, move upwards and . . .

Maya sucked in an unsteady breath and met his gaze. It was hot, searing her with its intensity. Daisy's words played pinball in her head, ricocheting around from one memory to the next, reminding her, adding to the confusion in her brain.

"Alex," she croaked, her voice just a notch above a whisper.

Alex barely controlled the tremble in his hand as he raised it to brush away a wisp of wind-blown auburn hair. "Mima, do you feel it too?" he asked, surprised by the hesitant huskiness of his own voice.

When she nodded, he wasted no time in walking her back down the row of stores and to the car. Afraid to squander even a second for fear the moment would pass, he didn't put the top down as they pulled out of the lot and drove back onto the highway. It was all he could do to stay within the speed limit, eager as he was to get her back to her hotel . . . and her room.

They made it to South Beach in record time, and despite it being a Friday night, found a spot as he pulled down the block next to the hotel.

"I guess it's our lucky night," he said, and looked over at her, worried she might think differently, but she merely smiled at him shyly.

His heart tripped a beat and a shiver of desire worked its way down his back, and yet, he had never been one ruled by his passions. Except one. . . Maya. But he still wanted to give her an out. He gripped the steering wheel tightly and asked, "Are you sure?"

His words vibrated through her, strumming chords long silent. No, she wasn't sure, but this was one experiment she needed to undertake. One answer she needed to know to a question that had been rattling around in her head and her heart for too long.

"It is our lucky night, Alex."

His body visibly relaxed and he looked at her, took her hand in his and brought it up to his lips. With a gentle whisper of a kiss across her knuckles, he said, "I'm glad, Mima."

She smiled, eased her hand away, and stepped out of the car. She waited for him at the curb, and when he came up to her, he slipped his arm around her waist, drew her close and together they walked to the hotel and up to her room. Her hand shook as she slipped the key card into the slot and waited impatiently for the signal that the door was unlocked.

The green light came on.

"It's a go," she said heartily, chuckling, until he came up from behind her, pinned her to the back of the door as it closed.

"This," he began, his lips nibbling hers, eating away the last of her resolve. "Has been making me crazy for so long," he admitted, his body pressed against hers, revealing so much.

His heart beat thickly, the rhythm unsteady and quick. His hands shook as he drove them into her hair, kept her head steady as he deepened their kiss, stealing her breath away. When he broke the kiss and moved away slightly, she inched her hands up to his shoulders and drew a shuddery breath.

"Me too," she admitted, her gaze uncertain as she met his.

He smiled, a gentle, reassuring kind of smile. One she had not seen before. She traced the shape of it with her index finger, moved upwards to run her hand through his hair, urge his head back down until she could her bring her lips to his, rubbing them back and forth. Not a kiss, but a sampling of the textures of his lips. The hard line of their edges, the softer, more delicate inner edge as he parted his lips and breathed in her scent.

At that slight movement, she opened her mouth, tasted his lips with her tongue and at his groan, pressed inward, her tongue dancing with his. His taste overwhelmed her, as did the press of his body as he drove her further up against the door, and for a moment, she considered allowing him to take her there, without preamble, without any gentleness.

But he wouldn't, she realized and he moved away from the door, carried her into the room and over to the bed. He laid her on the bedspread, followed her down, his body cradled between her legs, his desire evident.

"Mima," he husked, and bent his head, dancing his lips across the line of her collarbone, trailing kisses there.

Alex was afraid that even a moment's hesitation would bring both of them back to their senses. He didn't want that, no matter the niggling thought in the back of his brain that said there was still a lot they had to tell each another before they made love again. He didn't want reality to intrude, or logic, or anything else.

He only wanted the sensation of her beneath him, her body soft and pliable, responding to his hands. He only wanted the soft little murmurs he remembered so well. The little hitch in her breath as he cupped her breast with his hand, rubbed his thumb across the distended nipple. He wanted her . . . with nothing in the way.

Maya moaned lowly as he flicked his thumb across her nipple, hardening it further, making her breasts swell in response. She'd always loved his touch there, the way it would cause heat to spiral through her, make her moist for him, as it was starting to now. After so long, it was as if a dam had burst since the heat and wet was almost enough to overwhelm her, make her forget so much was still unsaid between them.

Let it stay there, her illogical side screamed as Alex bent his head, bit her nipple gently through the layer of silk and she nearly bolted up off the bed, wanting everything he could do to her.

Daisy had been right when she said to make love until neither of them could move. Let the rest wait until later, Maya thought, and cradled his head. She ran her fingers through the silk of his hair. It was soft and slippery between her fingers. She moved her hand to cup the sides of his face and the rasp of his evening beard beneath the palms of her hands tickled. The muscles of his cheeks contracted as he suckled her breast, causing desire to harden her nipples into tight, aching buds.

"Alex," she moaned. "Please, Alex," she nearly pleaded, wanting his mouth on her without the barrier of cloth.

Alex rose above her, met her gaze. His dark eyes were wide, hot with desire. She realized his breath was shaky, as uneven as hers, and it sent a little thrill through her that he was as moved by this as she.

"I never thought I could want someone as much as I want you right now," he said and cupped her face, running his thumb along the lower line of her lip.

"I want you too, Alex," she replied, ignoring that want and love were two very different things. She didn't love Alex again. It was too soon for that. But want was a whole other creature.

Maya reached up, began unbuttoning his shirt until she exposed his chest, with its lean sculpted muscles. His skin was a warm, golden color, unmarred by any hair. She'd always loved that smooth expanse, where she could touch him, measure the beat of his heart beneath her hand as she did now, its syncopated rhythm telling her of his need. Telling her what he had often been unable to admit with words. As she laid her hand there now, the music of his heart spoke to her, pressed her to go on.

"I want to make love with you, Alex. Now, please, touch me more," she said and slanted a look up at him.

Alex's arms quivered as he kept himself above her, but it was the trembling of his heart that had him worried. It would be so easy to lose it to her again and there was so much more he wanted to tell her before that happened. So much she needed to understand, but all thoughts raced out of his mind the moment she raised up and tongued his nipple into a hard bud and she slipped her arm around to run her hand along the swell of muscles in his back. With a groan, he brought his hands to her head, raised her face to his until he could make love to her with his mouth, his tongue meeting hers, the taste of her obliterating all else from his mind.

In a flurry of activity, clothes scattered across the room until there was nothing but skin meeting skin and he explored her body with his hands and mouth.

Her skin was silky, hot beneath his palms. More slender, and yet more womanly than it had been at twenty. He cradled the full globes of her breasts, thrummed his fingers across her responsive nipples, eliciting a moan from her and the arch of her body upwards. Alex wanted to tell her he remembered how much she liked that, but then thought better of it. He didn't want her remembering what they had once had right now. He wanted to be building something new for them.

Something stronger and more enduring, he hoped.

So he kept silent and took one coral bud into his mouth. It was hard as he sucked on it, drawing it into an even stiffer peak.

A tasty perfect morsel, he thought as she offered herself up to him with the motion of her body. He accepted her body with his, continuing to taste and nibble, moving to the other breast, sucking and biting until she was shifting restlessly beneath him.

Maya clutched his head to her, her breath choppy. She'd always loved this, his mouth on her, driving her on. Only now it was even more inviting and her body was responding. Between her legs, warmth had grown along with a demanding dampness that clenched, empty of what it wanted. She wanted it right now, she realized, and said. "Alejandro, I want you. Now, please."

He groaned above her, snaring her attention. For a second, there was the press of him against her damp and heat, but then he pulled away. "Damn it, Mima. I didn't bring any protection."

Nor had I, but Daisy had, she thought, remembering the strip of condoms her friend had tossed into the nightstand. Daisy had admonished her to use every last one tonight. Maya had flushed and protested the comment. Now she smiled dreamily and motioned to the nightstand.

"In there, Alex," she said, not caring what he would think.

He had to roll over and away from her to reach the small table. The wooden drawer, swelled with the Miami humidity, stuck and at his pull, opened with a screech. He reached in, yanked out the strip and glanced over at her, one eyebrow raised in question.

She shrugged and tried to answer nonchalantly despite the flush moving over her breasts and face.

"I like to be prepared," she stated with a dead calm she was certainly not feeling. She lay on her side, propped her head on one arm as she watched him, wondering what her adventurous friend Daisy would do at a moment like this. Or what the old Maya would have done. She knew what the Maya she had become would do. She would look away, feeling totally uncomfortable. But not this time, she thought. Maya didn't know where it would go after tonight, so for now, she intended not to waste a moment.

Alex sat up against the headboard of the bed and struggled with the foil packaging.

Maya inched over until the length of her rested against his side, reached out and encircled him with her hand, rubbing up and down his length while leaning over and nipping the swell of his pectoral muscle with her teeth.

He muttered a curse and dropped the strip down into his lap. "Mima, I can't think when you do that," he warned her, and she laughed huskily, liking the newfound sense of freedom she had tapped into.

She met his gaze while at the same time, she sat up on her knees, and pulled the unopened package of condoms from his lap. "It seems like you need a little help," she said, and somehow controlled the shake of her own hands to tear open the package and slip out the protection.

"Maybe I do, Mima," he said with a rumble, like the deep purr of a jungle cat. His hand came out to cover hers, and guided it to his lap. "So a little help, please," he teased, a boyish grin on his face, his eyes bathing her with liquid fire.

His heat raced over Maya's body
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