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Ben Hudson had a thing for shy, sexy Reese Monroe from the moment he first saw her three years ago. Back then, she was married and living in Boston – two very good reasons for the Miami detective with a bad-boy reputation to stay away.


But that was then . . .


Now Reese is divorced and moving to Florida, where her mother has rented her a small beach house – one that happens to be owned by Ben. Living right next door, he can’t get Reese’s soft curves out of his mind. He has waited three long years to touch her in all the ways he’s been dreaming about, and this time he won’t let anything get in his way.


For Reese, Ben’s sudden advances are thrilling but leave her stunned. With her limited experience in the bedroom, she never expected a man with such a wicked reputation to go after her. She knows she should be on guard, but he’s a temptation she can’t resist. And when trouble follows her down from Boston, threatening her life, Ben may be the only one who can help her.
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Prologue


Three years earlier . . .


“I THOUGHT YOU DIDN’T SCREW AROUND WITH MARRIED WOMEN.”


Ben Hudson rested his back against the patio wall of the crowded restaurant and scowled at his younger brother. “Mind your own damn business,” he muttered, irritated that Michael had noticed the stares he kept directing through the mass of people. As a homicide detective in Miami, Ben had worked hard at learning how to hide his reactions. But at the moment his training wasn’t enough to cover the fact that he’d spotted a woman he’d like to fuck. Hard and rough and repeatedly, if his cock had anything to say about it. Which it didn’t, considering the lady had a husband and was off-limits.


“And I don’t screw around with them,” he tacked on more for his benefit than Michael’s, thinking the verbal reminder couldn’t hurt. He knew damn well what kind of shit could be stirred up when spouses strayed from their commitments, and he wanted no part of that kind of life.


Michael propped one shoulder against the wall and gave a quiet laugh. “Uh-huh. Your lips are saying one thing, Ben. But your eyes already have her stripped and spread.”


Choking back a dry curse, he tilted his bottle up to his lips, enjoying the icy burn as the beer slid down his throat. He tried to take his eyes off the woman in question, but it wasn’t happening.


“Just because I like the look of her doesn’t mean I’m planning to do anything about it.” He kept his voice low, mindful of the fact they were surrounded by listening ears. “You know me better than that.”


“Yeah, I do.” Michael’s pale green eyes, a shade lighter than Ben’s, zeroed in on the brunette. “But I also know that a woman like that is probably worth breaking a rule or two.”


Ben gritted his teeth, hating that Michael had noticed the same things he had. At first glance, she was just another pretty face at a party that was currently packed with plenty of pretty faces. It was his cousin Gary’s thirtieth birthday, and friends and family of both Gary and his wife, Connie, had been invited to the celebration that was taking place at McClain’s Beach House. McClain’s was one of Moss Beach, Florida’s most popular restaurants, with a prime location right on the waterfront. The floor was usually dusted with sand, but it only added to the restaurant’s laid-back, kick-up-your-feet atmosphere, and the food was always excellent, which meant the place was always busy.


Tonight was no exception. People kept moving around the covered patio area, obscuring his view of the woman who stood out from all the others like a shiny new penny. But he couldn’t put his finger on what it was exactly that set her apart. He just knew that he couldn’t take his fucking eyes off her. When a guy he recognized as Gary’s old college roommate turned to the blonde beside him, it cleared the way between Ben and the woman again. Only this time she looked a little to her left and stared right back at him. Big, dark eyes blinked, locked with his, and held. The look couldn’t have lasted for more than a few seconds before she quickly looked away again, but it was enough to make his dick go hard and his skin go hot. Fuckin’ A.


“Oh, shit.” Michael choked back a laugh. “You should see your face, man. If you sport wood in front of Gran, I swear I’ll never let you live it down.”


Since there was no use denying how close he was to doing just that, Ben decided to find out how much Michael knew about the mystery woman. He hadn’t made it to Gary and Connie’s wedding earlier that year, since he’d been wrapping up a case at the time, but Michael had been there. Odds were good that his brother might have met the woman at the wedding. “You know her name?” he asked, taking a fresh beer from one of the waiters who strolled by.


“Reese Leighton, though she was a Monroe before she married the Yankee lawyer who has his arm wrapped around her waist. She’s one of Connie’s older sisters, but I think only a year separates them.”


Huh. He wouldn’t have guessed the two women were related. Connie was tall and blond and stacked, and this woman . . . wasn’t. Not that he gave a shit.


Reese. An unusual name, but it fit her. She was an unusual woman. Beautiful, but not in a classical way. Long, dark hair that looked thick and soft fell over feminine shoulders bared by a stylish black sundress, contrasting sharply with skin that was creamy and pale. She was probably only around five-five, slimmer than his usual taste, but curvy enough that she didn’t look like a toothpick. Instead, she looked warm and soft and like something that should be under him. He couldn’t tell exactly what color her eyes were from that distance, only that they were dark, her gaze sharp with intelligence when she’d held his stare. Her mouth could only be described as lush, with a full lower lip that begged for the nip of his teeth, and he could see that there was a spattering of freckles sweeping across her cheeks and the petite bridge of her nose.


It was the damn freckles that got him.


It wasn’t that they made her look too young for a guy his age. He wasn’t into robbing the cradle like a lot of the men he knew who’d hit their thirties. There was just something about that sprinkling of freckles that looked so damn sexy on her. Ben wanted to touch his mouth to them, one by one, and work his way down from there, over her breasts and her stomach, until he’d buried his face between her legs and learned if her pussy was even half as delicious as she looked. If it was, it might be hours before he came up for air.


And he really needed to get his brain onto a new train of thought before he did something stupid, like make an ass of himself in front of his family and friends. Reminding himself that he did not hit on married women, he glanced at Michael. “What else do you know?” he asked, the words gritty with lust. He’d have blamed his reaction on a lack of sex, only he’d been sleeping with one of the traffic cops back home on a casual basis for a few months now. And he’d never been the type of guy not to get sex when he wanted it. That wasn’t bragging, just a simple fact. He was tall and stayed in shape, and women had always seemed to like his dark hair and green eyes. But he thought it was more of an attitude thing. When he wanted something, he went after it. He didn’t let shit stand in his way.


But this was the first time Ben could remember really wanting a woman who he knew he couldn’t have. He didn’t care for the feeling; but he also couldn’t stop his gaze from sliding right back to her.


Michael thought about his question for a moment, then gave him an answer. “I think Gary said she’s a schoolteacher—special needs if I remember right—and she and the jackass husband live up in Boston. They don’t get down here all that often because of his work, and he doesn’t like her to go places without him.” Michael smirked, shoving the shaggy strands of his dark hair off his brow. “Can’t say that I blame the guy. If I had a wife like her, I don’t think I’d let her out of my sight.” He paused, staring at the woman—at Reese—before saying, “She’s easy on the eyes, but it’s more than that. She’s got that whole shy, earthy vibe thing going on that’s such a fucking turn-on. The kind that says she’d be hot enough to melt your cock off, but doesn’t actually have a clue how sexy she is. She’s just . . . naturally got it, without even trying or being all stuck-up about it.”


Taking another long drink of his beer, Ben swallowed and slid Michael another glare. “Stay away from her,” he warned, knowing that Michael was capable of doing something stupid. At twenty-five, the guy was still at that age where he let his dick make most of the important decisions in his life.


A sly smile curled Michael’s mouth. “Don’t worry, man. I’m smart enough to know when it’s time to play it cool, instead of pushing my luck.”


Ben grunted in response, ignoring the interested looks being sent his way by a glitzy redhead over by the patio bar. He didn’t recognize her, which meant she wasn’t family, but he wasn’t going to take the bait. No sense picking up one woman when he knew he wouldn’t be able to take his eyes off another one.


“What do you know about the husband?” He studied the blond male, thinking he looked a little too polished. All styled hair and gleaming teeth. He was tall, but slender, with a look that said he thought he was slick shit.


“Just that he’s some Ivy League lawyer,” Michael said. “You know the type. All cock, no balls. Thinks he’s God’s gift to the world and that we’re all backward hillbillies. Self-righteous prick.”


“He doesn’t deserve her.”


Michael nodded. “You’re right about that. I hate to gossip, but . . .”


Ben lifted his brows, waiting . . .


His brother lowered his voice. “Gary told me that Connie suspects he’s been cheating on Reese since before they got hitched a few years ago.”


His lip curled. “Why doesn’t she leave the dickhead?”


Michael shrugged. “They’re not sure that Reese knows, and no one wants to be the one to hurt her if she doesn’t.” Michael gave him a long look, then said, “You sure you don’t want to make a move on her? Sounds like you’d be doing her a favor if you did.”


He shook his head, burying the driving urge to approach her. She was married, and as long as she had that rock glittering on her finger, he wouldn’t touch her. Hell, even if she wasn’t married, it wasn’t like they could get anything going. They were both only visiting Moss Beach. He had his job in Miami and she lived up in Boston. Logistics alone would keep him from making what would no doubt be a big-ass mistake. He couldn’t afford to get his head tangled up about a woman, much less one he didn’t even know. Christ, for all he knew, she could be a total bitch.


And yet, the instant she turned her head again, locking that dark gaze with his, her face flushed with color, Ben knew that was bullshit. This lady was no bitch. His intense reaction to her tonight made him uneasy, but he knew damn well what he’d do if she ever became free. If that happened, he would make a move on her. He doubted there was anything or anyone that could stop him. There’d be future events like this one. Their families were tied together now through Gary and Connie’s marriage, which meant they would cross paths again.


If given the chance, he’d fuck Reese Leighton six ways to Sunday and make it count. Hell, it’d probably even take more than a week before he could get this particular woman out of his system. But once he had, Ben had seen enough men in this situation to know the smartest thing he could do was to get his fill, then cut his losses and walk away before any serious damage was done.


And when he did, he’d never look back.




[image: image]


1


Present day


WEARING NOTHING BUT A TOWEL, THE COCONUT-SCENTED BODY LOTION that she’d bought for the beach, and some splashy red polish on her toes, Reese Monroe walked into her new kitchen and took a split-second glance at the tall, muscular male standing with his back to her at the counter. Then she screamed bloody murder, terrified that the crazy-assed stalker she’d been hoping to ditch had followed her from Boston to Moss Beach. At the sound of her bloodcurdling scream, the dark-haired man instantly dropped the things in his arms, spun around, and held up his hands in a way that was obviously meant to put her at ease. But it wasn’t helping. Now that she could see his face, Reese was horrified to realize he wasn’t a stranger or stalker at all. Oh, God . . . she actually knew this guy!


She also knew this was one intruder who would never physically hurt her or intentionally try to frighten her. Still, her scream got louder, and he winced from the ear-piercing shriek.


Ben Hudson wasn’t only the local sheriff in the popular beach town—he was also her brother-in-law’s cousin and a friend of the family. And he was a great guy. The kind who danced with little blue-haired grannies at weddings and played touch football with all the kids at family get-togethers. Hard, tough, and probably a little mean when dealing with criminals, but the kind of man who would never harm a woman. He was also, hands down, the most gorgeous male Reese had ever laid eyes on. There wasn’t even a close second.


So she was no longer screaming from fear. Now she was screaming from pure, overwhelming embarrassment. When she’d pictured running into Ben now that they were both living in Moss Beach, it sure as hell hadn’t been looking like this, wrapped in a threadbare towel with her hair hanging in wet ropes around her freshly scrubbed face. She looked like a drowned rat and he looked . . . damn it, even better than the last time she’d seen him, which had been nearly six months ago. His brown, sun-streaked hair was a bit longer on top, as if he hadn’t had it cut in a while, and there was a glint in his green eyes that hadn’t been there when she’d run into him at Gary and Connie’s Christmas party. A sharp sense of anticipation, as if he was looking forward to something he wanted. A lot.


Knowing Ben, he probably had a hot date that night. Thanks to her brother-in-law, Gary, Reese was plenty aware of Ben’s wild reputation with women.


But what was he doing here, in her new home? She shook her head in confusion, wracking her brain for an answer, but her tired mind couldn’t come up with a single explanation that made any sense.


Before she could manage to stop screaming long enough to ask him, Reese caught his heavy-lidded gaze slipping down her barely covered body, and embarrassment got the better of her. Without a single word, she turned, fleeing toward her bedroom in the back of the small, cozy beach house she’d only just moved into earlier that day. Slamming the door behind her, she pressed her hands to the cool wood, panting from shock and a dizzying spike of adrenaline. God, what a ridiculous wuss she was! Yes, she had never found it easy to be around guys like Ben, preferring mellow betas who didn’t make her pulse race with nerves—but that didn’t mean she had to go running from him like a ninny. Damn it, at twenty-eight she should have more poise than that. More self-possession. At least enough to ask him to sit down and wait while she put on some clothes.


Maybe it was just the stress of the divorce and the move and the long drive from Boston to Florida taking its toll—not to mention the freak who had been screwing with her life the past few months. She knew she should probably cut herself some slack, but it was galling to think about how she’d just reacted. Reese had wanted to start over in a new place where she could rebuild her sense of security and confidence. Instead, she was hiding out in her room while the mouthwatering Ben Hudson was standing in her kitchen. Why he was there, she didn’t know. She hadn’t even gotten a good look at what he’d dropped on the kitchen counter. But she was never going to find out what he was up to until she went back out there and talked to him.


Taking a deep breath, she started to push away from the door when a soft knock sounded on the other side, making her jump. “Hey, you okay in there?” he asked, the husky timbre of his deep voice all but melting her on the spot. The slight Southern twang only cranked the sexy to a dangerous level. Really, the guy should come with a freaking warning or something.


Reese nodded in response to his question, realized he couldn’t see her, and managed a breathless, “Yeah . . . I’m okay.”


“I’m sorry I scared you, Reese. I didn’t expect you to be here. I saw your mom yesterday, when the movers were delivering your stuff, and she said you wouldn’t be making it to town until this evening.”


And so he’d taken it upon himself to spend what was probably his lunch hour breaking into her new home to hang out in her kitchen? This was like some kind of bizarre dream. And since when did Ben chat with her mother?


Wait a minute . . . He’d talked to her mother? Well, crap.


A horrible suspicion settled in her gut and her face burned. If her mother had put him up to this—whatever this was—Reese had little doubt she’d find herself headed for hell. A daughter who strangled her mother, even when it was deserved, was sure to burn for all eternity. Given the murderous rage pouring through her system, she’d probably end up so crispy she crackled.


“Reese?”


“I’m all right, Ben. I just . . . I need to get dressed,” she forced from a dry throat, hoping he’d get the hint and go away.


“Okay.” The low rumble easily filtered through the door. “I’ll be in the kitchen. We can talk when you’re ready.”


She winced, thinking she would rather face off against her ex again than make friendly conversation with this man. Not that she didn’t like Ben. He just flustered the hell out of her. She had no trouble talking to his too-cute-for-his-own-good younger brother, Michael, but when it came to Ben . . . Whew. It was crazy and embarrassing, but the few times she’d been around him in the past, she’d felt like a blushing virgin every time he looked at her. It was something in his eyes, or maybe the shape of his mouth. Something primitive and overwhelmingly sexual that made her breasts ache and her sex clench. Then there was that slow, deep drawl that stroked the surface of her skin, teasing everything womanly in her into a hot, frothing mass of nerves and need.


Her ex, Drew, had never managed to make her feel that way, even in the early stages of their relationship, when she’d thought they were crazy about each other. And by the end, Drew had merely treated her like a prop to wear on his arm to maintain a good public image, saving his sexual appetite for women he’d said—after she’d discovered him cheating—were not only more satisfying than Reese, but a hell of a lot more fun.


It’d been a huge blow to her ego. One she was still trying to pick up the pieces from, so that she could put herself back together again. Whenever she thought of the years she’d wasted with Drew Leighton, it made her want to scream . . . and curse . . . and take a baseball bat to his precious BMW. Better to focus on the fact that she’d finally broken away from the miserable jerk, ready to start living on her own terms.


And a woman living on her own terms doesn’t hide in her own home. Even one on the run from a sicko stalker. So get a freaking backbone!


Right. So Ben Hudson made her nervous. So what? She’d deal with it, and find out exactly what he was doing in her house.


Tossing the towel aside, Reese maneuvered her way through the stacks of moving boxes, and grabbed a clean pair of panties and jeans from the duffle bag she’d thrown on the foot of her mattress. She shimmied her legs into the denim, then grabbed a bra and her favorite black tank top. Ripping a brush through her damp hair, she took the time to slick on a little lip-gloss, then forced herself to go back out there. If she spent too much time getting ready, he’d think she was primping for him, and she was already embarrassed enough. No sense in piling more mortification on her shoulders.


When she came back into the kitchen, Reese found the hunky sheriff placing a carton of milk in the small refrigerator nestled in the far corner of the room. A quick glance at the dark granite countertop showed the plastic bags she’d missed before, and she realized he was putting away groceries. What on earth?


“I figured you’d be beat from the drive,” he offered in response to her unspoken question, placing another carton of milk in the refrigerator door, “so I stopped by the store and grabbed you a few things.”


“Did my mother put you up to this?” She crossed her arms over her chest, the defensive stance matching her tone.


Closing the refrigerator door, Ben turned to look at her. His green eyes narrowed the tiniest bit as he matched her stance, crossing his muscular arms over a wide chest covered in a black polo shirt that sported the local sheriff’s department logo on the upper left side. He leaned back against the counter, focusing on her with an unsettling intensity. One that went all the way down to her bones, making her shiver. She went hot and cold all at once, waiting for him to speak.


“Put me up to what?” he finally asked, the corner of his mouth twitching, almost as if he was fighting back a smile.


“Did she, um . . .” Crap. Reese suddenly realized how stupid she’d sound if she accused this man of letting her mother fix them up. He’d no doubt find the idea laughable. If she’d given herself a second to think about it, she’d have realized that he’d probably only brought her the groceries because he thought of her as something like a little sister. Someone he needed to look out for and help get back on her feet.


There was no way he could know about her stalker problem, because she’d intentionally kept the information from her family. Only a handful of people in Boston and the local police department who’d done the investigation were aware of what she’d been going through. But she had also recently been through a nasty divorce, and she knew Ben had probably heard plenty of gossip about that particular bit of news. Did he think the divorce had left her reeling and broken?


Aside from having a wicked reputation with women, Reese knew Ben had a thing about taking care of people who needed help. She was just going to have to make it clear to him that she wasn’t one of those people. The idea of him pitying her, or thinking she was a wreck because of Drew, made her cringe.


With a deep breath, she decided to get the conversation back on track. “Look, I appreciate the groceries, Ben, and I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but how did you get in? I locked the front door before I jumped in the shower.” And she’d checked it twice, just to be sure.


“I used the master key.” He gave an easy shrug. “I would have knocked, but like I said before, I didn’t think you were here yet.”


Her brow scrunched with confusion. “You have a master key to my house?” Weird. Was that some local sheriff thing? He got to carry that wicked-looking gun holstered under his arm, handcuffs, and a set of keys to all the local houses? And how rude would she sound if she demanded he hand over the key that unlocked her door?


Dragging her gaze away from his chest, where it seemed to have gotten stuck, she found him studying her expression, his dark brows drawn together in a frown. “Uh, yeah. Look, Reese, didn’t your mother tell you?”


She could sense from his tone that something bad was coming, and a knot formed in the pit of her stomach. “Tell me what?”


“I’m the landlord your mom signed the lease with. I own this place, as well as the one next door. That’s where I live now. Bought both beach houses last year, after winning the election.”


She blinked, certain she must have misheard him. “My mother rented this place for me . . . from you?”


“Yeah. That isn’t going to be a problem, is it?”


“No,” she lied, her calm tone belying the fact that she was definitely going to commit a deadly sin. Not even her undying love for the woman who had brought her into this world was going to keep her from wringing the lady’s neck.


What in God’s name had her mother been thinking? Reese had trusted her to find a pretty, peaceful place she could rent in the idyllic little beach town, while she still had her hands full in Boston, handling her scum-sucking ex and all that other nasty crap that had been crashing down on her. Just a few hours ago, sweet, beautiful, newly remarried Mom had been waiting on the doorstep of the picturesque beach house to greet a tired, travel-weary Reese when she arrived at her new home.


She’d thought the smile on her mom’s face had been because she was happy to see her middle daughter out from under an unhealthy marriage and getting on with her life. Thought she’d been thrilled to have her living in the same town, close at hand. But no. Now she knew the truth. That happy twinkle in her mom’s big blue eyes had been devious anticipation. All that’d been missing was the diaper and arrow, and the woman would have had the whole Cupid vibe down to a freaking T!


Damn it, her mother had to have noticed how nervous she got around Ben. It’s not like Reese had been all that great at hiding it. And what had she done? The traitor had gone and rented her a place right next door to him!


Oh, no, strangulation was too easy. She was going to have to find a way to kill the woman that would be long and painful.


Reese was contemplating the various possibilities, when she noticed Ben still studying her. Collecting herself as best as she could, she pasted on a smile. A phony one, but she hoped he wouldn’t notice.


It didn’t work.


He not only noticed, he called her on it. “You’re a lousy liar, Reese.”


The bottom of her stomach dropped out. “It’s, um, nothing personal, Ben. I just . . .” Damn it. She couldn’t think of a single thing to say that wouldn’t make her sound like an idiot. Even now, her heart was racing with a force that felt like pain.


Ben had always had this effect on her, which was one of the main reasons she got so nervous around him. She played it safe . . . and he’d always been too dangerous for her tastes. Too . . . everything. Until a year and a half ago, the guy had been a homicide detective in one of the most violent cities in the country. He was a serious badass who didn’t let anything or anyone stand in his way. From what she’d heard, he liked to work hard, play hard, and fuck even harder. Those were Connie’s words, not her own, but she knew they were true.


She also knew his rough edges would have most women panting after him like adoring little puppies, but they just made Reese feel out of her element. She wasn’t some feisty, sophisticated man-eater who could give Ben a run for his money. Instead, she was an introverted schoolteacher who was just crawling out from under an ugly divorce after what had turned out to be an even uglier marriage. About the only excitement she felt ready to handle these days were some quiet walks on the beach and an overindulgence of chick flicks.


And if her previously lax sex drive had suddenly decided to revolt on her simply because Ben Hudson had been sweet enough to stock her fridge and bless her with his sexy presence, she could tough it out. She wasn’t going to be driven to idiocy by her glands, for God’s sake. Which meant throwing herself at Ben’s feet and begging for a piece of his seriously fine ass was not going to happen.


No matter how badly I want it to . . .


The dangerous thought had her blushing again, and it suddenly occurred to Reese that she’d just been standing there for the past minute or so, eating him up with her eyes . . . imagining what he looked like naked. And he knew. There was a kinda crooked, knowing grin on his lips as he watched her watching him.


If there’d been a hole in the ground, she’d have dived into it headfirst.


“I . . . uh . . .” Reese searched for something to say, her gaze darting around the room, but the situation had fried her brain. Or maybe that was just Ben.


“Where’s your car?” he asked, changing the subject this time, when it became apparent she didn’t have any idea what to talk about. She breathed a small sigh of relief, surprised that he hadn’t pushed her for an explanation about why she wasn’t comfortable with him living so close. Or maybe he just didn’t care. She couldn’t imagine her thoughts and feelings were all that important to a guy like Ben. He probably thought of her in the same way he thought of all the other plain, nice women in town. Women who were friendly acquaintances, but who were never going to make a blip on his sexual radar.


Trying to convince herself she didn’t particularly want to be a blip on Ben Hudson’s radar—which was a complete and total lie—Reese answered his question about her car. “It broke down about five miles up the road. I had to call and have it towed, but the guy from the garage was nice enough to drop me off.”


“Dave?”


She nodded. “That’s right.”


“Well, if I’d seen your car outside,” he told her, rubbing a hand across his hard jaw, “I sure as hell wouldn’t have just let myself in.”


“I’m sorry I reacted like that.” She forced herself to hold his gaze and stop fidgeting. “With the screaming and all.”


“Don’t be. I’m sure I’d scream if I found some strange guy unloading groceries in my kitchen.” The corner of his mouth twitched again. “Especially if I happened to be bare-assed naked at the time.”


“I wasn’t naked,” she argued with an embarrassed laugh. “I was wearing a towel.”


“Come on, Reese.” There was a bit of the devil in his glittering gaze. “The least you can do after splitting my eardrums is play along with my fantasy.”


“About you stumbling upon some strange guy in your kitchen?” she snickered, arching her brows. She was surprised by how easy it was to tease him. And how much fun.


“Smart-ass,” he shot back, the slow smile on his lips kicking her pulse even higher. Uncrossing his arms, he pushed his hands in the front pockets of his jeans, the casual position doing incredible things to his broad shoulders and his muscular bod. She wanted to ask how often he had to work out to look like that. Wanted to ask if the bump on his nose was from a fight or an old sports injury. If he’d always been this gorgeous, or if he’d grown into his rugged good looks as he got older . . .


She was saved from embarrassing herself when he asked a question of his own. “So, are you happy with the place?”


She nodded again, leaning her hip against the old-fashioned kitchen sink. “I love it. The hardwood floors and French doors are incredible. The whole house is beautiful.”


“Good. I had a feeling you’d like it.”


He had? The few times she’d been around Ben, he’d always been nice to her, but had more or less kept his distance. It seemed strange that he would think he knew her well enough to have any idea of her personal tastes.


“You seem . . . different,” she murmured, surprised that she’d let that little observation slip out. She was usually better at keeping her thoughts to herself.


“You mean friendlier?”


“Um . . .” She hedged, not wanting to be rude.


“It’s okay. It’s true that I’ve never been all that talkative around you, but only because it put me in a bad mood.”


She blinked again, wondering what he was talking about. “What put you in a bad mood? Me?”


He gave a masculine snort and shook his head. “It wasn’t you. It was the fact you were married to that worthless prick and I couldn’t do what I wanted.”


Baffled, she asked, “And what was that?”


Her toes curled against the kitchen floor at the sound of his low, husky laugh. “Why don’t you come out to dinner with me tonight and we’ll talk about it then?”


Reese was embarrassed by the wide-eyed, deer-caught-in-the-headlights look she knew had just crashed over her face. He wanted her to go to dinner with him? She shook her head, thinking she must have heard him wrong. Men like Ben Hudson didn’t date women like her. The conversation didn’t make any sense, unless her mother really had put him up to this.


She stood up just a little bit straighter and scowled. “Whatever my mother might have told you, Ben, I don’t need a sitter. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”


The corners of his eyes crinkled with his look of confusion. “What are you going on about now?”


“My mother asked you to take me out, didn’t she?”


This time, he was the one who blinked. Then he laughed, hard and deep. “You think I’m asking you out because of your mom?”


Shivering from the way that husky laugh affected her, Reese chewed on the corner of her lower lip. “Well, that’s what this is all about,” she said slowly. “Isn’t it?”


His grin was boyishly crooked. “I like your mom, Reese. She’s a great lady. But I’m not in the habit of letting her fix me up.”


“I know you don’t need to be fixed up. I only . . . I mean—” She was definitely floundering here. “You, um, probably agreed just to be nice.”


His lashes lowered a little as he held her stare. “You really think I’d do that?” he asked, his voice soft. “Ask you out because I felt sorry for you?”


Wishing she was better at reading him, she managed a brief nod.


“Well, I hate to break this to you, but I’m actually not that nice a guy.” She heard the unspoken “when it comes to women” easily enough, but didn’t pay it any attention. She knew damn well that Ben would have found it hard to tell her mother no.


“You’re a lawman,” she stated, as if that was explanation enough. “Being nice to women is part of your job description.”


“Only I’m not asking you out as the sheriff.” He pushed away from the counter, coming a little closer. “I’m asking you out as a man.”


“One I happen to know already has plenty of women waiting to go out with him.”


He frowned, but he didn’t deny it. Ben might be a lot of things, but at least he wasn’t a liar like Drew. Instead, he simply said, “You’re the one I want to have dinner with. And it doesn’t have a damn thing to do with your mother.”


With her pulse roaring in her ears, Reese licked her lips, unable to believe what she was hearing. “What’s going on, Ben?”


“Go out with me tonight,” he coaxed, the look in his eyes even darker than before. “Let me take you to dinner, and I promise you’ll be able to ask me anything you want.”


“I . . . I can’t.” Breathless words, threaded with panic.


“Why not?”


She struggled for a valid reason, but couldn’t come up with a single one that didn’t make her sound pathetic or crazy. “Just . . . trust me when I say it wouldn’t be a good idea.”


He cocked his head a bit to the side. “You gonna let that jackass you were married to control the rest of your life?”


Shock skittered through her system. She had no idea how to respond to such a personal question from a man she didn’t really know all that well. She had no idea what to think about any of this. “My decision to stay home tonight has nothing to do with my ex. I’m tired and I need to unpack.”


He took a step closer, bringing a warm masculine scent with him that was so freaking good she had to bite back a moan. “Then I’ll bring dinner over and help you.”


He was so tall, Reese had to tilt her head back to hold his stare. “That’s a nice offer, but I . . . I think it would be best if I have some time alone.”


“From the way I see it,” he countered in a soft rasp, “you’ve been alone long enough.”


She sucked in a sharp breath, rubbing her hands over her upper arms, as if to ward off a chill. Which was odd, seeing as how she was burning up inside. “I think you should go now, Ben.”


The look on his face said he didn’t like being shut out, but Reese didn’t have any other choice. She was too rattled to deal with him and the things he was saying . . . the way he was making her feel. There were too many raw emotions pressing in on her, weighing her down. Mountains of emotional baggage she didn’t know how to cut loose, so that she could grab on to this unexpected, inexplicable offer of pleasure. He wouldn’t even have to touch her. Just sitting across from him in a quiet restaurant, free to stare at him for as long as she wanted, would be more than she’d had in . . . in what felt like a long, wasted forever. But she couldn’t do it. As much as she wanted that fresh start to start now, she couldn’t shove past the walls that were pinning her in.


He didn’t push her. But he didn’t back down, either.


“I’ll give you some space tonight,” he told her, the look in his dark eyes hard with challenge, “but I’m only going to ask again tomorrow. And one way or another, Reese, you’re going to say yes.”


“To dinner?”


That bottle-green gaze settled on her mouth, and his voice got rougher. “For starters.”


Reese stood frozen in place, breath locked in her lungs as he turned and left the kitchen. The front door opened and closed a few seconds later.


For a moment, she didn’t move. Then she twisted around, looking out the tiny window over the sink just in time to catch a glimpse of him as he climbed into a big, black truck. She gripped the edge of the counter, watching as he backed out of the driveway and disappeared around the high wall of colorful hydrangea that shielded the two houses from the road.


Long after he’d driven away, Reese still stood at the window—her chest tight, heart pounding—wishing so badly that she’d had the courage to say yes. To dinner. To just spending time with him . . .


And to whatever the hell else Ben Hudson might want from her.
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BEN KNEW A MAN WAS IN DEEP SHIT WHEN HE WAS SITTING ACROSS THE table from one beautiful woman, but couldn’t get another one out of his head. Granted, he wasn’t fucking Brit Cramer. They were just friends. But he’d never had trouble giving her his complete attention before.


He probably should have passed when she called and asked if he wanted to meet her for dinner at McClain’s. But he’d been wearing down his floorboards at home, too wound up by the knowledge that Reese was right next door. He couldn’t calm the hell down, and that wasn’t like him. No matter how shitty or stressful his life got, he’d always been able to kick back at the end of the day and enjoy some downtime. It was what kept him sane. But ever since he’d heard that Reese was getting divorced, he hadn’t been acting like himself. Learning that she was determined to put some serious miles between her and that Ivy League ex of hers by relocating to Moss Beach had been a shock to his system. It’d messed with his mind.


Hell, it had him so twisted up inside he felt like a fucking pretzel.


And now that she was so close, he wanted her so badly he could taste the hunger. A seething, gut-burning craving that had been growing for three frustrating years, cranking higher every goddamn time he saw her . . . talked to her. Since that first night he’d met her at Gary’s birthday party, he’d compared every woman he got involved with to Reese, and they came up lacking. It was as if she’d marked him or some weird shit like that, rewiring his brain.


And she’d never had a clue . . .


He shook his head, unable to wrap his mind around that bizarre revelation. Even her ex had known. The guy was an ass, but Drew Leighton hadn’t been blind. Ben knew the man had sensed his primitive interest, and so the hotshot lawyer had made it a point to stick close to Reese whenever Ben had been around. Perceptive guy.


Just not a very smart one.


From what Ben had heard, once they were back in Boston, Drew had found it more fun playing with the women he worked with than with his wife. At the start of the new year, Reese had finally found out about Drew’s philandering—word in her family was that she’d literally caught the idiot with his pants down—and she’d filed for divorce the next day. According to Gary and Connie, the divorce had gone fairly quickly because Reese didn’t want anything but her personal savings. It took class and backbone to walk away from the life she’d had, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. She was one of the classiest women he’d ever known.


And now she was here for good . . . his for the taking. The sooner the better, if he had anything to say about it, before he caused himself some kind of permanent damage. It’d been weeks since he’d had sex, and he was aching in a bad fucking way.


“Ben!”


He jolted at the sound of his name, and found himself staring into Brit’s laughing face. A quiet curse crept past his lips. Damn, he’d spaced out right in the middle of her telling him about her latest dating disaster. And from the suspicious look in her hazel eyes, she had a good idea where his mind had wandered. Christ. Talk about awkward.


He might be a rough-edged son of a bitch, but he wasn’t so much of an ass that he wanted Brit to feel ignored. She was a friend, damn it.


“Sorry,” he offered, reaching for his beer.


She made a little snorting sound, lips curled in a wry smile. “I’m not mad. I was just a bit worried you were in the middle of a heart attack. You looked like you were in pain.”


He choked back a laugh, thinking about the pain in his balls. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind tonight, but I promise not to keel over dead on you before dessert.”


“You want to tell me about her?” she asked, taking a bite of her Caesar salad.


Oh, hell no. He wasn’t buying that deceptively casual tone. The hairs on the back of Ben’s neck stood up, signaling danger. He knew he was about to get grilled.


Refusing to go down easily, Ben lifted his brows. “Her?”


She took a sip of her white wine, studying him over the rim of the glass. “The woman who has you looking like you just swallowed a bellyful of frustration. What’s the story, Hudson?”


Yeah, he knew that tone. Brit was a top-notch therapist who had helped scores of people with their issues. Ben respected the hell out of her intelligence and her sense of compassion—but that didn’t mean he wanted her doling out any advice on the way he lived his life. Not that it ever stopped her.


“Don’t start,” he groaned. “I’ve had a shitty week. I’m not up to having my head examined tonight.”


As dramatic as it sounded, it was true. On top of thinking about Reese every damn minute of the day, he’d dealt with a number of local crises in the county, from an illegal meth lab and dog-fighting ring to a couple of bone-chilling domestic violence cases. He really didn’t want to talk about it—any of it—but Brit wouldn’t let it go. She pressed until she got a brief overview of the events, if not any of the gritty details. But she’d worked with law enforcement officers and victims long enough to know how ugly things could get.


“You know, I thought you moved to the Gulf to take it easy,” she grumbled with a fretful sigh. “But now you’re busier than ever.”


What did she want him to say? He wasn’t an idle person. If there were things to be done, Ben wanted to be doing them. And the area, while beautiful and popular with tourists, had been in desperate need of a decent sheriff. Sure, he still had a lot to learn, but he was a damn sight better than the corrupt jackass he’d replaced. And he’d hired some great staff who worked their fingers to the bone, eager to make a difference.


A glance across the table showed that Brit was still waiting for him to say something. Leaning back in his chair, he pushed his free hand through his hair and made a conscious effort not to snap at her. “You know I like to keep busy.”


“The doctors—” she started to say, but he cut her off.


“The doctors can kiss my ass.” More than once, Ben had regretted telling Brit what his surgeons back in Miami had said after the shooting—the one that had prompted his move to Moss Beach. He didn’t regret taking the bullets that had saved Ryan Houghton’s little girl—would do it again in a heartbeat—but the recovery had been a bitch. “That was two years ago. I’m fine now.”


“Maybe, maybe not. You wouldn’t admit it if you weren’t, would you? Stubborn idiot.”


Though he was used to her concern, Ben was too short on patience to deal with it tonight. “Stop acting like my mother, Brit.”


Irritation flashed through her eyes. “Someone has to. If I don’t, then you’ll just keep—”


“Goddamn it, leave it alone!” he barked, slamming his beer bottle back on the table. “If I wanted your advice, I’d damn well pay for it.”


She blinked, cast a quick glance around the restaurant to see if they’d attracted any curious stares, then frowned. “I didn’t mean to piss you off,” she murmured a moment later, making him feel like shit for losing his temper with her. “I just don’t like seeing you like this. But I’m sorry for butting in.”


“No, I’m sorry,” he forced out, scrubbing a hand over his gritty eyes. “I’m in a crappy mood and you don’t deserve it. I’m acting like a dick.”


A smile twitched at the corner of her mouth. “Yeah, okay. I’ll give you that one.”


Ben shook his head and laughed. “You’re too good to me, you know that?”


“And that’s one of the things I love about you,” she said, fighting a grin. “For such a hard-ass alpha, you’re never afraid to say something mushy.”


“That wasn’t mushy. I just—”


“Stop scowling. It’s not the end of the world to have a decent streak, you know. You may be almost as gorgeous as Christian Bale, but you—”


Ben cut her off with another husky laugh. “What is it with you and Christian Bale?”


“As if I need to explain.” Stifling a shiver, she flicked her wavy red hair over her shoulder and theatrically fanned her face. “The man is freaking sex on legs.”


“Well, if he ever visits Moss Beach,” he drawled, smiling at her antics, “I’ll make sure to detain him long enough that you get an introduction.”


Her shoulders fell. “That’s a sweet thought, but don’t bother. He’s married.”


“Ahh.” Enough said. Ben knew they shared the same view on infidelity.


“But just because I can’t have Christian doesn’t mean you can’t get lucky in the love department,” she murmured. “This woman you’re thinking about is single, right?”


Ben gave a hesitant nod. “Divorced. And it’s not love. It’s . . . complicated.”


“I’m sure it is,” she said, hiding her smile behind her wineglass. “God knows you never do anything the easy way.”


His tone got drier. “Thanks,” he muttered, finishing the last bite of his steak.


“Speaking as your friend,” she went on, “I think it’s about time you got off your ass and went after her. You’ve been wound up about this mystery woman for far too long.”


There were times when Brit’s ability to read him freaked the hell out of Ben. “I haven’t been—”


“Save it, Sheriff. I’m a trained professional. I know what I’m talking about.”


He started to argue, then accepted defeat with a sharp sigh. “Shit.”


She laughed softly. “So who is she?”


Wishing he had something stronger than his beer, he said, “One of Connie’s sisters.”


Her eyes widened with surprise. “The one who lives up north?”


Ben gave another nod as he slouched back in his chair, fiddling with the spoon that sat beside his plate. “She lived up there with her husband. Got divorced a few months ago and just moved down to Moss Beach.”


The look of shock on Brit’s face when he glanced her way again was almost funny. “Ohmygod, she’s the woman renting your other house, isn’t she?”


He fought the urge to squirm in his seat like a criminal under interrogation. “Yeah. Her name is Reese Leighton. Actually, she’s taken her maiden name again, so she’s a Monroe now.”


Brit seemed to take a moment to process, then asked, “What does she think of you?”


He shrugged, the question making him restless. “I don’t really know. We have chemistry, but she’s gun-shy.”


Brit grinned. “And you’re not known for being patient.”


What the hell did she think was so funny? “I’ve been patient for three fucking years. I’m at my limit.”


He could see the wheels turning in her head. “But Reese doesn’t know that, does she?”


“I don’t know what she’s thinking.” He stared sightlessly at his empty plate, replaying the scene with Reese from that afternoon through his mind. “I would have thought it was obvious. Her ex picked up on it right from the start. But she doesn’t seem to think she’s the kind of woman I’d date.”


“So she’s shy and a little low on self-confidence. Did the ex screw around on her?”


Ben responded with a jerky nod, his jaw tight. “He’s a total prick.”


Brit leaned forward and braced her crossed arms on the table, her expression sincere . . . but serious. “Ben, if there’s a chance you could really feel something for this woman, then I say go for it and don’t let anything stop you. I love you and I want you to be happy. But . . . and I hate to say this, but if you’re just planning on fooling around with her and moving on, then you need to take a step back and really think about what you’re doing. She’s already been through enough.”


He choked back a low curse. “You never know. A hot affair might be just the thing she needs to get back on her feet.”


“And if it isn’t? If she falls in love with you? What then? And how is it going to work with her living right next door to you? Have you thought about how she’s going to feel when you bring another woman home with you?”


“I don’t bring women to my place. I go to theirs,” he muttered, rolling his shoulder. “And I plan on parting as friends.”


“God, Ben,” she said on a quiet laugh. “Sometimes you just don’t think. How is she—”


He cut her off with another scowl and a growled response. “You don’t think you’re jumping ahead here? The woman isn’t in love with me, Brit.”


“You’re right.” Her eyes narrowed. “And you never know. Maybe it’ll be your heart that gets broken. And if that happens, how do you think you’re going to feel watching her bring the next guy home?”


“I’ll handle it,” he ground out, while inside his gut was churning. The idea of some other man shoving his cock inside Reese’s firm little body made him see red. He’d never been the jealous type, but he knew damn good and well that he’d want to take apart the first guy who even looked at her with interest. Which meant he was in one hell of a screwed up situation.


He didn’t want to keep her forever—but he didn’t want any other man keeping her, either.


Fuck.


Maybe renting the beach house to Reese hadn’t been his brightest idea, but damn it, he’d seen it as the perfect opportunity to gain access to her, and he’d grabbed it. And it’s not like there was any use in second-guessing the decision at this point, because he wouldn’t do it differently, even with Brit’s warnings. He’d deal with that other shit later, if it became an issue. He couldn’t worry about it now, when he couldn’t stop thinking about how to get Reese where he wanted her. Which was on her back, with her legs spread, and his cock buried so deep inside her she could taste him at the back of her throat. He wasn’t known for holding back when it came to sex, but he had a feeling that Reese was going to push even his own limits. Once he finally got his hands on her, she’d be lucky if she could walk the next day.


Hell, he was so jacked up, he might not even let her out of bed for the first week.


The waiter came and cleared the table, taking their order for two coffees and a couple of slices of McClain’s famous cheesecake. As soon as he walked away, Brit asked, “So what’s she like?”


“Beautiful. Smart. Funny.” There was a wealth of gruff pride in his voice, as if Reese was already his to brag about. An odd reaction on his part—and one that he’d sure as hell never experienced before. “She works as a special needs teacher, or at least she did. I’m not sure what she plans to do now that she’s relocated to Florida.”


A speculative gleam started to burn in Brit’s eyes. “She sounds like someone I’d like to have as a friend. And in case it never occurred to you, that’s a big departure from the norm, seeing as how your girlfriends usually just grate on my nerves.”


“They weren’t my girlfriends. Those women were just . . .”


She raised her brows. “Your bimbos? Fuck-buddies?”


His chest rumbled with a gritty laugh. “I get the point. You think I’m a man-whore.”


She blinked with mock innocence. “I never said that!”


“You say it all the time,” he responded in a wry drawl.


Brit scrunched her nose. “Hmm . . . I do, don’t I? Guess it must be true.”


They were still grinning when the waiter delivered the coffee and desserts. Brit swallowed a bite of cheesecake, then got right back on topic. “So, have you thought about how Reese is going to react to your . . . um . . .”


“My what?”


She blew out a short breath. “Look, I’m not judging, Ben. But it’s no secret that your sexual activities are . . . well, rumored to be a bit on the wild side. Granted, you’ve toned things down since taking the job as sheriff, but still . . . Emotional issues aside, have you considered how compatible the two of you will be sexually?”


“You sound like a freaking therapist,” he muttered.


“I am a therapist. But I’m talking as your friend. You’re going to feel like shit if you—”


“Leave it.” He didn’t want to continue this conversation, her words hitting a nerve. He knew the odds were high that Reese would be uncomfortable with a lot of the things he’d want from her. He wouldn’t push her—but he wouldn’t let her shy away from him, either. Getting his fill was going to require a lot of hot, sweaty hours between the sheets . . . or anywhere else they happened to end up. He couldn’t promise that he wouldn’t shock her at times, but he damn well planned to make sure she enjoyed every second of her time with him. He’d never wanted to make any woman come as badly as he wanted to watch and feel Reese coming apart in his arms, shivering and screaming and blowing his ever-loving mind.
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