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YOU KNOW YOU’RE BAD WHEN:

•   Your idea of dressing for success calls for a short skirt, killer heels, and a thong.

•   Your next-door neighbor is off-limits, and all you can think about is having your way with him.

•   You greet a man at his door wearing nothing but a smile.

•   You can’t resist temptation … especially when it comes in a buff package.

•   Your prescription for your downtrodden assistant: Take one stud-muffin and call me in the morning.


BUT WHAT CAN YOU DO WHEN BEING BAD FEELS SO GOOD!

“WHEN SHE’S BAD is a perfect romp! Leanne Banks writes smart and sexy.”

—Patricia Rice

ACCLAIM FOR LEANNE BANKS’S PREVIOUS NOVEL, SOME GIRLS DO

“Lively writing, appealing, well-drawn characters, and a wealth of insightful, often hilarious, pithy quotes courtesy of the heroine’s late mother add sparkle to this story.”

—Library Journal

“An engaging road story. … Banks gives us a funny, alluring romance with just the right amount of sizzle for a summer read.”

—Oakland Press

“A witty, feel-good read with charming characters and a page-turning plot.”

—Booklist


ALSO BY LEANNE BANKS

Some Girls Do


This book is for all you wonderful readers

who told me you loved SOME GIRLS DO

and wanted to read Delilah’s story

and for us sometimes-bad-girls who know

that being a little bad can be a lot of fun!
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Deathbed promises are a pain in the butt.

—DELILAH’S DICTUM

Chapter 1

Tonight’s the night.

Full of hope and anticipation, she told herself that tonight would be filled with lazy, sensual pleasure that would sate her body and soul. A night that would provide release from the frustration that had built to unbearable levels during the last two weeks.

Restless hunger burned inside her, building with each passing moment. Her need had risen to fever pitch and it pounded inside her like a primitive drumbeat. She slid her hand over her body with a comforting stroke. Soon, she told herself. She wore cotton, the fabric of babies, but this lover wouldn’t mind the absence of silk and satin. She would seduce this lover in other ways. In fact, she had already begun with a champagne cocktail, a long, warm scented bath surrounded by candles, and now with secret, expectant darkness.

What she wanted was a satisfaction as old as time.

What she wanted was a freakin’ full night of sleep.

More than anything, all Delilah Montague craved was a peaceful, uninterrupted night of sleep. She needed it to forget for just a little while that her best friend in the world had died one month ago. She needed sleep to ease the ache in her heart and head. She needed to pretend that eventually everything would work out and she wouldn’t always be the object of disdain and distaste. She needed it so she could keep a razor-sharp clear head in the morning, especially since she’d inherited a large interest in the spa.

She’d been told she had a smile that opened doors and a body that made men want to empty their pockets and lower their zippers. With a father who was a fire-and-brimstone preacher and a mother who had won more wet T-shirt contests than all the Baywatch babes combined, Delilah had a lot to live up to … or live down, depending on one’s perspective. She knew she wasn’t a good candidate for marriage or motherhood, so it was easy to focus on her career. She hadn’t, however, grown accustomed to the new responsibility Howard “Cash” Bradford had bequeathed her yet.

Delilah would trade her most treasured possessions for one night’s sleep; designer shoes, a perfectly mixed champagne cocktail, perhaps even her secret stash of M&Ms. She would even trade her body except her poor body was too tired for anything more than intimately melding itself with her mattress.

“It’s not too much to ask, is it?” she muttered to the sleep gods as she flipped her pillow over to press her cheek against cool Egyptian cotton. Her mattress was the perfect degree of firmness, a far cry from the cot in the homeless shelter where she’d slept a few years ago. Her duvet provided the exact weight and warmth to ease her trip into Lala-land.

A professional interior decorator had furnished her boudoir as a sanctuary of peace from the harsh outside world. She kept waiting for the day when she felt comfortable in her own condo. Until now, she’d felt as if she were walking on eggshells, afraid of messing up the white carpet and ivory leather furniture, afraid of messing up everything and ending back on the streets.

Her heart raced at her thoughts and she tried to take a calming breath. As director of Spa DeMay, the most elite spa in Texas, she worked in an environment where she pulled knives out of her back on a daily basis. No one believed she truly had a lick of business sense. No one thought she would last more than a month after her mentor Howard Bradford died. Everyone believed she had achieved her present position by lying on her back for Howard Bradford. Only she knew the real truth, and it was her job to keep the truth a secret.

Delilah pushed the hated plugs into her ears as protection from her neighbor, whom she was convinced had been hatched from some alien species which didn’t require sleep. That was the only explanation she could think of for doing renovations in the wee hours of the morning.

Sighing, she closed her eyes and began to count backward from two thousand. One thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine. One thousand nine hundred and ninety-eight …

Howard lay in his large bed, a cigar in one hand, a glass of scotch in the other, his heart medication on his bedside table.

Tsking in disapproval, Delilah took the cigar and scotch away.

“Hey! Give that back!” he protested. “I’m a dying man. You shouldn’t deny me my meager pleasures.”

“You wouldn’t be dying if you didn’t indulge your pleasures so much. You just had your third heart catheterization and I know the doctor didn’t recommend scotch and a Cuban as part of your recovery.”

Howard sighed, but smiled his wily winning grin. “You know I’m in love with you, Delilah.”

“Me and fifty others,” she said. Delilah couldn’t resist smiling in return at the ornery multi-millionaire, but she tried not to show that he scared her to death. His complexion was gray and she didn’t want him to die. She wanted Howard Bradford to live forever. He had transformed her life when he’d taken her on as arm candy. She’d expected to become his lover, and for a time, she had wanted that, but then she’d learned the truth Howard was determined to hide. Howard might be one of the most wealthy and powerful men in Houston, but he couldn’t quite, shall we say, lift his crane. His sexual difficulties were such an embarrassment to him that he made it a practice to keep a young woman on his arm at every public opportunity.

He’d showered Delilah with gifts, clothing, an informal education and the opportunity to prove herself. She’d gone from shampoo girl to executive director of Spa DeMay, and she had “Cash” to thank for it. He’d introduced her to the arts and she’d introduced him to the World Wrestling Federation.

For all their playful arguments, both he and Delilah knew there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for him.

He coughed and his grin fell. His eyes turned serious. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

She offered him a sip of water and sat on the edge of the bed. “You should rest instead of talk.”

“You’re a bossy woman.”

She cracked a sassy grin. “You helped make me that way.”

He laughed and absently rubbed his chest. “So I did.” He sighed. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Anything except the cigar, scotch and Viagra,” she said, knowing none of the three mixed well with his heart condition.

“The evil trinity,” he said wryly, then turned serious again. “If something happens to me—”

Delilah’s heart contracted. “It won’t.”

“Don’t be a sissy about this,” he said with an edge to his voice. “I’m surrounded by enough hysterical idiots. I’m counting on you to be sensible.”

Delilah stiffened her lip. “Okay, what can I do?”

“If I die, I’d rather you not tell anyone the truth about my, uh—” He cleared his throat. “My condition.”

Realization hit her. Male pride, one of the strongest forces in the universe. Even in the face of death, Cash was concerned about his image. “If anyone asks me, my response will be that you were so virile I couldn’t keep up with you.”

Cash chuckled. “Whatever happens, Lilly needs to be protected. I want you to keep an eye on her.”

“She may not like that.”

“I’ll talk to her,” he said.

“I’m not sure that will help,” she said, suspecting that Howard’s daughter, Lilly, wasn’t overly fond of her.

“Let me handle it. There’s something else, though, that’s very important to me. It’s not a small request and it won’t be easy for you.”

Delilah wrinkled her brow in confusion. “What—”

A knock sounded on the door, interrupting them. Miguel, Howard’s longtime housekeeper, stepped into the room. “Sorry to interrupt, Señor Bradford, but Señorita Lilly is on the phone.”

Howard’s eyes lit up. “I’ll take it, Miguel. I must have forgotten to turn the ringer back on,” he said, picking up the receiver. He covered the mouthpiece. “We’ll talk tomorrow. Okay, darlin’?”

Still worried, Delilah forced a smile and kissed his forehead. “Sure thing,” she whispered, wondering what he had intended to tell her. “Get some rest after you talk to Lilly.”

Tomorrow, tomorrow, tomorrow …

A buzzing sound permeated her brain. Delilah frowned. She covered her ears, but it felt like a bee was buzzing inside her head. She desperately tried to go back to sleep. If she stayed asleep, maybe Howard would tell her what he wanted her to do.

Tomorrow had never come for him. He had passed away in his sleep.

Refusing to open her eyes, afraid of looking at the clock, she buried her head under her pillow.

The buzzing continued.

Her heart sank. Not again! She peeked out from under the pillow at her alarm clock and scowled. The luminescent numbers mocked her. 2:37 A.M.

Frustration and impotent fury raced through her. She threw the pillow against the wall. “Stop!”

The buzzing continued.

Not certain whether to cry or scream, Delilah pulled the remaining earplug out of her ear. Who knew where the other plug had gone? The buzzing sound reminded her of a trip to the dentist. Pushing back the covers on her bed, she stomped to the wall she shared with her neighbor. “I’m in hell,” she muttered to herself. “That guy Cash told me about, what’s his name? Danny, Dan, Dante? He left out a level of hell and I am in it.”

She’d tried to keep her exchanges with her mystery neighbor civil up until now. She’d left polite little notes at his door, but she couldn’t handle another night of sleep deprivation. She pounded on the wall. “Stop it! For God’s sake, stop it, stop it, stop it!”

The buzzing miraculously ceased. Delilah slumped in relief.

“Did I wake you?” called a muffled male voice from the other side of the wall.

Delilah rolled her eyes. Only every night for the last eighteen days. “Yes. Please stop,” she called back.

“Sorry. I didn’t know you could hear me,” he yelled.

“Yeah, right,” she murmured darkly.

“Are you sure it was my drill that woke you? It’s a silent drill.”

“It’s not silent. It’s a giant man-eating termite.”

“Are you sure you don’t have a problem with insomnia?” he asked, as if the buzzing sound was all her imagination.

Surely he wasn’t patronizing her, she thought, her temperature rising even more, which meant it would be impossible for her to go back to sleep. “I definitely have a problem with insomnia and you are it,” she yelled.

“Me?” he yelled in astonishment.

“Your nighttime renovations.”

“I do quiet renovations at night.”

“Not quiet enough, Mr. Tooltime. Put your weapons of destruction away,” Delilah yelled in return. “My best friend in the world died a month ago and I really need my sleep.”

Silence followed, then a mumbling sound.

“What?” Delilah asked, pressing her hands against the wall as she craned to hear.

“I said I’m sorry. I quit my job and fiancée. I’ve been trying to keep busy.”

“All night?”

“Can’t sleep.”

Even through the wall, she could feel his regret in admitting he couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t escape a stab of sympathy for the guy. She understood far too much about losing. Sighing, she felt an odd sort of connection with her insomniac neighbor.

She thought again and shook her head. “That’s wack,” she muttered to herself. “I’m sorry about your problems, but you need to find something quieter to do at night.”

“Like what?”

She rolled her eyes. Why was she supposed to solve his problems? “Bowling. The bowling alley is open all night,” she said and headed for the bathroom.

With his ear pressed against the wall he shared with his neighbor, Benjamin Huntington III would have replied if he hadn’t heard a shriek of frustration followed by the sound of his neighbor’s shower.

Pulling back, he glanced down at his high-tech silent drill, then eyed the wall again with skepticism. The woman’s shriek still rang in his ears. Great, he was living next door to the Wicked Witch of the West.

His fingers itched to continue drilling. After all, Broom Hilda was still in the shower. She wouldn’t hear him. Muttering, he unplugged the drill. The renovations were supposed to be therapeutic. So far, they’d been working. Even though he’d made a few mistakes and sections of his condo resembled the apocalypse, he liked the feeling of progress. He liked working with the tools and his hands.

The renovations helped him deal with his own insomnia and disillusionment. In one week, he’d lost both his dream job and the fiancée he’d thought was his dream woman. As if it had just happened an hour ago, Benjamin remembered his confrontation with the managing partner of the most prestigious law firm, Fitzgerald and Lewis, in Connecticut.

Benjamin had been sickened to learn that one of the other attorneys had bribed a judge on behalf of one of his clients. Fitzgerald’s words still rang in his ears. “Keep it quiet. This is the son of one of our most prominent clients.”

Benjamin had quit on the spot and he’d thought his fiancée Erin, an attorney at the same firm, would join him in Houston without batting an eye. But Erin hadn’t. She’d told him the bribery was all part of the game. He was overreacting.

So now he was back in Houston, teaching law instead of practicing it. His blood pressure rose at the thought. That would change in due time, he told himself, brushing off his hands and heading for the den.

His father was urging him to join the family firm here in Houston, but Benjamin had never been comfortable being his parents’ “chosen one.” That had been part of the reason he’d stayed back East after he’d graduated from law school.

His brother Robert was finally coming into his own, preparing to run for public office, and Benjamin refused to steal any of Robert’s thunder.

He sank down onto his overstuffed couch and drummed his fingers over his plaster-dusted jeans leg. He closed his eyes and the familiar edgy restlessness tripped through him, making it impossible for him to sit still. He needed to hammer a couple of boxes of nails into the wall or drill all the way to Dallas. Anything to escape the damned-if-you-do-and-damned-if-you-don’t feeling in his chest. If he had been able to play the game as his fiancée had suggested, he would still be in Connecticut now with his rising position at the firm and his marriage plans intact.

He wouldn’t have been able to look at himself in the mirror. Benjamin had been told by more than one person that his deep-seated sense of integrity would cause him unending heartburn if he practiced law. He just hadn’t known it would cost him his dream job and future wife. Since he’d followed his convictions and made the right decision, the least he had expected was the ability to sleep at night, but he had too many unanswered questions about himself, about his future.

He glanced in the direction of his neighbor’s condo. And now he’d learned he was living next door to a woman with a shriek that could make his skin crawl. Where were a good hammer and board when you needed them?


Champagne cocktails and M&Ms are the real necessities of life.

—DELILAH’S DICTUM

Chapter 2

“Take a message. I’m not paying him or seeing him,” Delilah told her assistant, ignoring the niggling uneasiness underneath her skin at the mention of Guy Crandall.

“This is the third time he’s called this morning,” Sara Cox said calmly. Sara was always calm except when her almost-ex-husband, Frank, called to harass her. The woman’s determined calm was the reason Delilah had hired her. That and the beaten-down dejectedness Delilah saw Sara trying to shake. Delilah knew a little too much about being beaten down herself.

“The answer will be no if he calls ten more times,” Delilah said, still fighting that itchy discomfort. Cash had warned her about Guy. Cash had also told her to just pay him, but Delilah wanted to expand the business and in order to expand, she needed to trim unnecessary costs. Guy Crandall didn’t appear to do a blasted thing, so she’d cut off the weekly payments for his nonexistent consultation services.

Leaning over her cherry desk, Delilah studied the expenses for the business for the zillionth time and felt a cautious spurt of optimism despite her lack of sleep. If everything went half as well as she planned, she could open a new location in Dallas in twelve to eighteen months.

If she was successful, she would effectively shut the mouths of all her detractors, and heaven knows, she had a lot of detractors. Her stomach burned and she reached for an antacid as she shook off the drowsiness that still plagued her. A little peace would go a long way in soothing her ragged nerves, but Delilah suspected peace wasn’t in her future today.

“Coffee,” she murmured, noting her empty cup. Sometimes she wondered if she lived on coffee, antacid, and her secret stash of M&Ms in her bottom desk drawer. The staff nutritionist would be horrified, but Delilah left the herbal tea that reminded her of stinky socks for the clients that streamed in the door of Spa DeMay paying astronomical sums for everything from sea enzyme treatments, mud wraps, microdermabrasion, and permanent makeup to a highly coveted spot at the exclusive Botox parties held after hours. The only concession she had made to being healthy had been to quit smoking, and that was in direct response to her eleven-year-old half-brother living in Pennsylvania. Rising from her leather chair, she strode into the greeting area for coffee while her assistant fielded another call.

“Frank, I’ve asked you not to call me at work,” Sara said in a shaky voice. “I’ve already told you I’m not going to quit my job and come back to you.”

Delilah wrinkled her nose in distaste at the way Sara’s ex tried to manipulate her.

“You’re wrong. I can hold down a job,” Sara said, her voice cracking. “I may not have a lot of skills now, but I’m learning.”

If there was one thing Delilah couldn’t stand, it was a bully. Her stomach burned as if she hadn’t just swallowed an antacid tablet. Swinging around, she gently pulled the phone from Sara’s hand. “Pardon me,” she said to Sara, then lifted the receiver to her ear. “Frank, this is Sara’s boss. Stop calling the office or I will arrange for someone to remove your testicles and Sara and I will have to fight over who gets to wear them for earrings.”

She hung up the phone and met Sara’s startled gaze. “Hope you didn’t mind.”

Sara shook her head in tiny movements that barely disrupted her carefully coiffed red hair. She cleared her throat. “Do you really know someone who would remove Frank’s, uh—”

“Testicles,” Delilah supplied, certain Sara was too ladylike to say the term aloud herself. She returned to the coffeemaker and filled her cup. “Yes, I do.” She’d met a lot of interesting people through Howard Bradford.

“Well,” Sara said in a voice that evoked images of melted butter and honey on a flaky biscuit. “If you happen to get Frank’s earrings, I’d like to wear them first.”

Delilah chuckled in approval. When Sara had first shown up for her interview, she had been a shadow of a woman, painfully meek. Although Delilah was known for her ball-breaking attitude, there had been a time when she’d been vulnerable and unsure. Even though she’d interviewed more assertive applicants, Sara had haunted her and she’d sensed hiring her would be the right thing to do. So far her instincts had proven correct. With each passing day, her assistant seemed to get a little stronger. Until Frank called. “Does he call you much at home?”

“I don’t pick up.”

“Good.” Delilah sipped the hot brew. “Have you started dating yet?”

Sara blinked. “Dating? A man?”

Delilah laughed. “You can use the plural form. You’ll be single any day.”

Flustered, Sara shook her head. “I haven’t thought much about it and I’m not ready, and if I were, I haven’t met anyone who would ask me and—”

“They’re not all like Frank,” Delilah said.

Sara took a deep breath. “So I’ve been told.”

“But you obviously haven’t experienced,” Delilah said, speculatively. She’d matched up more than one couple at Spa DeMay. She was good at managing everyone’s love life except her own. That quality seemed to run in her family. “You know what you need? You need a young stud muffin who will provide you with pleasure while you retain the control.”

Sara’s cheeks turned scarlet. “I can’t imagine—”

“Well, you probably should.”

Sara folded her hands. “Miss Montague, you’ve done a lot for me. I’ll never be able to repay you for helping me find a safe place to live and for giving me this job when I know I wasn’t the prime choice, but I cannot accept your offer of providing me with a sexual—” She cleared her throat and lifted her hand nervously to her neck. “A sexual stud muffin.”

“Well if you change your mind,” Delilah ventured.

Sara’s lips twitched. “I’ll let you know, but I’m not like you. You’re experienced and confident. Men want you.”

Not the way she wanted to be wanted, Delilah thought, but quickly brushed the thought away. Oddly enough, her relationship with Cash had provided her with a future at the same time that it had painted her as a floozy. Her mother had been a floozy. Like mother, like daughter. Delilah told herself for the hundredth time that she didn’t care if the world thought she was a floozy, as long as she was a smart floozy. If she had anything to do with it, she wouldn’t end her days dirt poor in a trailer in Nowhere, Texas.

A tall, gorgeous, buff blond man strode through the doorway. Delilah felt a rush of pleasure. There were very few people at Spa DeMay who didn’t secretly or not-so-secretly disdain her. There were very few employees at Spa DeMay whom she genuinely liked. Paul Woodward, the spa’s most popular massage therapist, was one of them. He was the kind of guy who crackled with masculine energy and wore his strength with ease. He had a ladykiller grin. With his good looks, he should have been cocky as hell, but he wasn’t. She could love him. Like a brother.

“How’s my favorite Woody?” she teased.

He gave a half chuckle then shook his head. “I’m fine, but I’ve got bad news, Miss Montague. Helga made the new esthetician quit.”

Delilah groaned. Helga, the spa’s most talented and renowned esthetician, was easily threatened. “I need a strong second when Helga’s not available. I don’t know what it’s going to take. I’ll go pull her hair,” she said. “Or talk to her if I can get rational by then.”

“Let me know if you want a neck rub after you’re done with her,” Paul teased.

Delilah gave a fake pout. “No full body massage?”

“You’re the boss.”

Delilah laughed and waved him away. “Go make me some money.”

“You can’t say I didn’t offer,” he said and nodded in Sara’s direction. “Mornin’ Miss Cox. You’re lookin’ pretty today.”

Sara’s cheeks colored. “Why thank you,” she said in an astonished voice.

Delilah smiled as Paul treated them to the sight of his broad back and tight butt as he left the outer office. “He’s so fun to flirt with. He almost distracted me about Helga.”

Sara gave a disapproving sniff. “He gives the impression that he’s quite accustomed to distracting women with his body.”

“You’re not being snooty, are you? Do you really believe Paul isn’t a genuinely kind person?”

Sara gave a quick shake of her head. “No. I’m not at all snooty. He’s just—” She shrugged. “He’s just so good-looking it’s a bit overwhelming.”

Delilah nodded. “With looks like that you’d expect him to be a real jerk. But he’s not.” She sighed and made a face. “As enjoyable as it is to talk about Paul, I really need to talk to Helga. Page me if there’s an emergency.”

“Good luck,” Sara said with a nod.

“I’m going to need it,” Delilah muttered and walked out of the office.

A receptionist immediately flagged her. “Miss Montague, Mrs. Manning says she’s desperate to get into the Botox party scheduled for tomorrow night.”

Mrs. Manning’s husband was president of an oil company. Like most of the women who walked through the elegant front doors of the spa, she was trying to hold off plastic surgery as long as possible. “Tell her we’ll squeeze her in, but she must sign the releases before she can attend.”

Delilah skimmed the front desk appointment book for Helga’s schedule and saw that she was on break. Probably smoking in her office, Delilah thought and turned down the hall. She gave three raps on the door then opened it. Helga scrambled under her desk, no doubt trying to conceal her cigarette. Helga kept a fan running in her office at all times.

There was a strict no-smoking policy at the spa that Helga ignored. Helga was a stern, tall, blonde fifty-one-year-old woman with a streak of paranoia that rivaled the width of the Mississippi river. She was a pain and Delilah would have cheerfully fired the woman if she weren’t the most talented and famous esthetician in the west. Women were willing to pay a great deal for one of Helga’s facial treatments.

“Good morning, Helga. What happened with Cynthia?” Delilah asked, already knowing the answer.

Helga poked her head above the desk and lifted her chin in regal distaste. “She didn’t know what she was doing. I gave her suggestions and she became hysterical. She was no good.”

“Helga, according to you, all of the estheticians are no good.”

“I have high standards for my clients,” Helga said with a shrug.

“But you do understand that we need at least two more estheticians to satisfy customer demand.”

“It is better for the customer to wait. Then they appreciate the service more. If they must wait, then they believe they have received something special. Which they have if I have performed their treatment.”

Delilah sighed. She’d held this conversation with Helga too many times to count and she was ready to try something drastic. Everybody works harder if they have something on the line, Howard had told her, and he was right. “You know that I would like to start another location of Spa DeMay in Dallas?” Delilah began.

Helga looked down her nose at Delilah. “You do not know enough about the business to do such a thing.”

Delilah bit her tongue. “Actually Howard thought it was a good idea. So do the accountants. I’ve been thinking you are such an integral part of Spa DeMay that I would like you to take on a larger role.”

Helga perked up with a mixture of skepticism and curiosity. “What do you mean larger role?”

“Well, Helga, you must know that when it comes to facial treatments, you are the Queen. Anyone we hire will be second choice.”

“Yes,” Helga agreed, relaxing a centimeter. “What does this have to do with a larger role?”

“In order to expand, we must hire more estheticians. I would like for you to oversee them.”

“I already do that,” Helga said dismissively.

“If we can keep two estheticians for one year, then I’ll give you a bonus.”

Delilah could practically see the wheels of Helga’s mind begin to turn. “What bonus?”

“Two percent silent ownership in the spa.”

Helga blinked. “Ownership?”

“Two percent silent ownership,” Delilah emphasized.

“I could not be silent.”

“You may serve in an advisement capacity, but I will make final decisions. But if you’re not interested,” Delilah said as if she were pulling a platter of cookies from the table.

“I did not say that,” Helga quickly said. “I will agree.” She gave Delilah an assessing glance. “Perhaps you are smarter than some thought.”

Damn right, Delilah thought, but smiled instead. “Who would have known? Go ahead and write the want ad advertising the positions.” She extended her hand to seal the deal then headed for the door, knowing she’d just made an agreement with someone who would love to see her fail. A deal with the devil. Delilah had a gnawing feeling it wouldn’t be her last.

On the way back to her office, she slowed at the sight of Lilly Bradford at the front desk. She felt an odd pang at the sight of Howard’s only daughter from his long-dissolved marriage. He had loved her so much, and would have moved heaven and earth to protect her from his secrets. Now Delilah was in charge of protecting Lilly. Overhearing the receptionist tell Lilly they were booked for the day, she intervened.

“I’m sure we can work something out,” Delilah said to the receptionist.

“But we’re slammed,” the receptionist protested. “I’ve already had to work in—”

“We’re never too slammed for Miss Bradford,” Delilah said firmly, looking at the book. “What can we do for you today, Miss Bradford?”

Lilly didn’t quite meet Delilah’s gaze. Come to think of it, she never really had. Lilly had been a plain, painfully shy adolescent who was now desperately trying to be seen as a desirable marriage partner for Robert Huntington. She’d successfully straightened her teeth and Howard had been more than happy to pay for laser vision correction surgery that meant she no longer had to wear glasses. Her hairstyle covered ears that stuck straight out just like Howard’s had, but anyone with a smattering of women’s intuition could see that Lilly suffered from a dearth of self-confidence. “I-uh have a special dinner date for tonight. I need my hair done,” she said, absently stroking her shoulder-length highlighted blonde hair. “A manicure and makeup.”

“Is Sharon okay for your hair?” Delilah asked.

Lilly nodded, still not meeting her gaze.

Delilah felt a strange tug in the region of her heart. “Big night planned with Mr. Huntington?”

Lilly’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yes,” she said. “Perhaps. I’m not sure.”

Delilah smelled an engagement coming. Or at least Lilly’s hopes for one. “We’ll have you looking so beautiful you will bring him to his knees.”

Lilly swallowed and if her face could talk, it would have said, I can only hope. She could practically feel the woman shimmer with nervousness. “Call these clients and reschedule their appointments. Miss Bradford’s services are on the house as always,” she said to the receptionist. “Come this way. Would you like a glass of wine during your manicure?” she asked Lilly.

Lilly hesitated then nodded. As they rounded the corner, Howard’s daughter came to an abrupt stop and she met Delilah’s gaze with a fierce anger her demure, uncertain appearance had completely belied.

“Don’t bother trying to make nice with me,” Lilly said. “You can’t bribe me to like you. You may have been able to sleep your way into getting my father to care for you and give you control of the spa, but I can’t stand the sight of you. And I never will.”

Delilah blinked in shock as Lilly whirled away. She shouldn’t feel hurt. It was natural for Lilly to dislike her. Everyone in Houston had believed Delilah was Howard’s mistress and he was her sugar daddy. It had been her job to make everyone believe. Unfortunately, even though Howard had died, it was still her job. She sighed. Deathbed promises were a pain in the butt.


Flirting is one of life’s least expensive pleasures and it can sometimes get you free dessert.

—DELILAH’S DICTUM

Chapter 3

After a tough day at work, Delilah was looking forward to relaxing at home—and hoping that just maybe her dreadful neighbor would take a break from his renovations.

As she dragged herself to the elevator, Delilah heard the sound of fist pounding flesh and winced. The unsettling noise echoed from just two car rows away from her in the underground garage of her high-rise condo and reminded her of a different time in her life when she’d lived in a different, less safe neighborhood. She wished she could turn the other way. After her crappy day at work, every fiber of her was begging for a little peace.

Muggings weren’t supposed to happen here. This garage had video security surveillance. She glanced toward a camera and shook her fist, wondering who was sleeping in front of the monitor right now.

She heard a groan of pain, and helplessness shot through her. One step away from becoming a basket case, she couldn’t bear the idea of death. She glanced heaven-ward in dismay and whispered, “Don’t you know I’m not a good choice for this duty?”

If only she wasn’t plagued with this damned belief in responsibility. There was a reason she was here at this minute, and she’d better not screw it up or she would be paying for it forever.

Her stomach turned as she felt the unwelcome noose of responsibility tighten around her neck. Her mind whirled with crazy possibilities. She wasn’t packing a pistol and she wasn’t Superwoman. She glanced down at herself in a futile search for a weapon. In her short designer skirt and high heels, she was dressed to slay men—metaphorically speaking—and inspire women, not kill thugs. What was she supposed to do? Stab the bad guys with one of her heels? Her mind wandered. There had actually been that time when she’d had to stomp the instep of an over amorous client. She thought about her thong underwear. Thongs were usually a very effective distraction for men, but—

She heard another punch and couldn’t stand it. Time for a lie. Ducking behind a car, she covered her eyes and at the top of her lungs screamed, “Fire! Fire! Thank God there’s the police! Fire! Fire! Officer, over here! Help!”

When she took a breath, she inhaled with her pulse pounding in her ears. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of three hoodlums scurrying out the far exit of the parking garage. She tentatively stepped forward and peeked around the corner, spotting a man slumped on the ground.

She scrambled toward him, praying no thugs remained and swearing under her breath. “Are you okay?” she asked, poking gingerly at his shoulder. “Please be alive. Are you conscious?”

He gazed up at her and grimaced. “I think,” he said in a slurred voice. “Who—”

“We’ve got to get out of here. Be quiet and get in the elevator,” she said, dragging his tall frame to his feet and trying to support him as she urged him to the elevator. She felt muscles bunch beneath the tweed wool jacket he wore and she wondered if he had tried to defend himself.

She clumsily shoved him against the side of the elevator and punched the button for the floor to her condo. She would figure out what to do with him later. Now, she just needed to get them away.

She stepped closer to peer at his wounds, touching his face, half of which was unmarked. Strong jaw, chiseled bones, he looked about thirty with dark hair and the one eye that was open seemed to look right through her. A good soul, she instantly concluded with the confidence of a woman who’d graduated with a PhD from the school of hard knocks. Her ability to read a man through his eyes had saved her butt more times than she could count. Her heart still hammering a mile a minute, she bit her lip as she took inventory. She started to chatter and couldn’t make herself stop. “Your left eye looks terrible. Swollen shut and red already. What’s your name?”

“Benjamin, Benjamin Hu—”

She made a tsking sound. “Oh, Benjamin, your mouth is bleeding. And your cheek—”

Benjamin didn’t know which was making his head spin more—the throbbing in his brain or the woman’s nervous talk. Just after his assailants had fled, he’d wondered if he was going to die. The next thing he remembered was spotting the most shapely pair of legs he’d ever seen in his life, quickly followed by a wild-eyed woman who’d dragged him into the elevator. He had the impression of being blown away by a hot Texas wind.

“Did they punch you in the stomach?” She touched his chest, then her hand fell to his belly, and he instinctively sucked in a sharp breath.

“What if you’re bleeding internally? You should go to the emergency room. Are you feeling dizzy or nauseated? You could have a concussion.”

“I-jus-got-back-from—” He swallowed and closed both his eyes.

“Omigod. Your voice is slurred. You could have a concussion. Your brain may be swelling. We have to—”

“—dentist,” he said, and pulled gauze from his mouth. “I just got a root canal.”

“Oh.” She grimaced in sympathy. “Helluva day.”

He stared at his rescuer with his good eye. There was something vaguely familiar about her, but he couldn’t place it. He watched her brush a dark lock of her hair away from her eyes. She gnawed on her full bottom lip and his gaze traveled downward over curves he suspected had caused many masculine meltdowns. Her top fit her shapely breasts like air and her skirt was too short, too tight. She was the antithesis of every conservative well-bred New England woman he’d dated since he’d entered Harvard Law School.

The woman looked like sin. With heart.

The elevator dinged, signaling the end of their ride. His floor, he thought. How convenient. He could collapse on a clear spot in his condo if he could find one. His do-it-yourself renovations were supposed to provide him some sorely needed do-it-yourself therapy. After he collapsed, he planned to knock out a wall.

“Come with me,” she said. “I can at least get some ice on your eye while we figure out what to do next.”

“But I’m right down the—”

“Don’t argue with me. We need to figure out whether to call the police first or take you to the emergency room,” she said, nudging him down the hallway and unlocking the door to her condominium. “Take the sofa. I’ll get the ice.”

This was his neighbor, he realized. The woman who had shrieked at him last night? The Wicked Witch of the West? Broom Hilda? Surely more than one person lived here. He’d barely sunk down onto her ivory leather sofa before she returned with a frozen bag of peas. She gingerly lifted the bag to his eye.

He sucked in a quick breath.

“Sorry, but you’ll thank me in the morning,” she said in a husky voice.

If his head weren’t splitting in half, he might enjoy a few fantasies about how to spend the kind of night that would make him thank her in the morning. Instead, he met her gaze with his good eye. “I don’t have to wait. Thank you for screaming.”

“You’re welcome. What about your stomach and ribs? Do you think anything is broken?”

He slid his hands over his trunk and slowly shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“We should call the police,” she said. “And make sure whoever is monitoring security tonight gets fired,” she added in disgust. “You just know that if someone had been having sex on the floor of that garage, those security dodos would have been plastered to the monitor. Heck, they’d probably be making copies of the videos for their friends, but what happens when someone gets mugged and—”

She broke off as Benjamin clutched his ribs.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, instinctively reaching out to him.

“Please don’t make me laugh,” he said in a voice that surprised her with the tinge of sexiness.

She blinked and took a quick reassessment. A different kind of assessment this time. He was just over six feet tall judging by the way she’d had to look up at him in the elevator. He had nice dark hair, although a bit mussed at the moment. Dark eyebrows framed his brown eyes. Expressive eyes. Well, one of them was expressive. She liked that. Great bones, she thought, taking in his chiseled facial structure, and she was trained to notice. Couldn’t tell a thing about the mouth since it was swollen and bloody. Broad shouldered, but lean with muscles. A runner, she guessed, or swimmer, looking at his shoulders again. She allowed her gaze to sweep past his thighs, down to his feet. Large feet. Oh, my.

Sense of humor, good dresser, and he had a good soul. Interesting man. She wondered if a woman would be able to keep him in line.

She met his gaze and felt a surprising punch. He knew exactly what she’d been doing. Well, damn. Intelligence could really ruin the mix.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been strip-searched more thoroughly by a woman,” he said, sounding flattered.

She almost felt embarrassed. After all, the man had just taken a beating. She shrugged and shot him a smile that she knew had knocked at least a few men off-kilter. “I’m nothing if not thorough. Lean back, I’ll get you something to drink. Hard or soft?” she asked, thinking it might be fun to get him hard.

“Whiskey sounds good, but I’d probably better not mix the dentist’s meds with alcohol. Just water.”

Sensible too, she thought, as she walked to the refrigerator and pulled out a chilled bottle of spring water. What an interesting man. She liked his voice. She liked the way he smelled. She liked the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut, but his intelligence would likely cause problems. Intelligent men were harder to control and Delilah liked being in control.

“Here,” she said, unscrewing the cap on the water bottle and giving it to him. “I’ll get the phone. You can call the police.”

“What’s your name?” he asked as she turned away.

“Dee Montague,” she said, smiling to herself as she wondered what he would think of her given name. It never failed to provoke a reaction. “Delilah, actually.”

He paused. “Delilah?”

“Yes,” she said, glancing over her shoulder.

“It suits you,” he said slowly. “So how do I thank you for saving me?”

“I don’t know,” she said, dialing the number for the police. After speaking with someone, she returned with the phone to sit beside him on the couch. “Maybe we can put our heads together and come up with something later,” she said, pleased to regain her ingrained ability to flirt. “In the meantime, you should talk to the police.”

“I’ll return the favor,” he said, surprising her with his solemn tone. “I promise, if you ask me for something, I’ll do it.”

Delilah got a funny feeling in her stomach. She wasn’t accustomed to solemn promises from men. She wasn’t accustomed to believing promises many men made, but she had a strong sense that this one might keep his promise.

She held the bag of peas against his eye while he reported the assault in the garage. Listening to him with half an ear, she tried to place his aftershave. A man had designed it, she decided. It was the kind of aftershave created to make a woman hungry and wet.

“Benjamin Huntington III,” he said. “My address is Waterstone Towers, 533 Cary Street, unit 1428.”

Dee frowned. Puzzled, she wrinkled her brow. Had she heard correctly? The back of her neck tightened. As soon as he turned off the phone, she took it from him. “Did I hear you say you’re in unit 1428?”
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