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I love my life in New York. I love my job, my freedom, and my friends. What I don’t love is going home to an empty bed every night, and the constant reminders of my cheating ex. There’s definitely a solution for that in Texas...Ben. The only problem is I’m not certain I’m ready for another serious relationship.

Ben seemed to fall head over heels for me almost from the moment we met and the attraction was certainly mutual. However, great sex is all I’m willing to give. He tests my patience at every turn and I test his endurance whenever we’re alone together. I just can’t offer more right now, can I? My brother would love for me to move to Texas, I’m just not sure giving my heart away in the process is the best idea.
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Taking an early Monday morning flight might not have been the best idea. In fact, I knew it was the stupidest thing I’d done in a while when the businessman on my left leaned against my shoulder for the third time. I sighed dramatically before elbowing him in the ribs.

“Oh, sorry,” he said.

I didn’t even give the weak smile I had the first two times, just barely fighting the urge to flip him off. The businessman on my right chuckled. He quickly turned it into a cough when I glared at him. What was it with these assholes anyway? Okay, I’ll admit I looked hot as hell in my skinny jeans and skintight top with a plunging V-neck. Perhaps I should’ve changed out of my red fuck-me heels too. But in my defense, I had been too pissed after getting off the phone with my brother Sean to think straight. Not only was I making the sacrifice of getting up early on my first day of vacation, I was doing it to fly to Houston for his wedding. You would think the guy would have had the decency to pick me up from the airport.

I glanced down at my carefully polished nails and tried not to think about what would happen once we arrived. I had begged, pleaded, and threatened Sean, but all of it had landed on deaf ears. So when I stepped off the plane in Houston it wouldn’t be to walk into the loving arms of my big brother. Oh no. That bastard had found a replacement in Ben Smith. Sean’s fiancée’s coworker, and the one guy in all of Texas I really didn’t want to see right away. Great. So as my little act of rebellion I’d dressed for a night out clubbing instead of hours on my ass between two jerks. If I had to wait for Ben I would make damn sure he didn’t miss me. I sure as hell wouldn’t miss his hot body in a crowd.

My thoughts of Ben’s amazing physique were cruelly interrupted when one of the businessmen rubbed against me again. I didn’t even notice which one this time because they had been doing it the entire flight. I’d finally had enough and reached up to press the call button. Even though we weren’t in first class a flight attendant arrived within seconds to smile down at me.

“How can I help you?”

I smiled and turned slightly, inadvertently rubbing both arms on the men smothering me.

“I’m sorry to bother you but I was wondering if there’s an Air Marshal on this flight? If these men on either side of me don’t back off soon, I might hurt one of them too severely for him to walk off the plane on his own.”

Her smile froze in place and nothing but her eyes moved as she glanced from one man to the other. Both businessmen pulled back immediately and busied themselves with the magazines from the seat pockets before them.

“Oh, I see,” the attendant said.

“Yes. You see, my older brother, who’s a Marine, taught me how to physically defend myself in the case of sexual assault. And while these men haven’t gone that far, I have to admit I’ve felt harassed through this entire flight.”

Her smile immediately disappeared and she took a step back to look around the cabin.

“I’d offer to move you to another seat but we’ll be landing shortly.”

I frowned and thought that over for a second before shaking my head.

“I do appreciate it, but that’s all right. I’m sure we can all play nice for a few more minutes.” I looked at first one man then the other. “Right, gentlemen?”

The one by the window grunted and moved even farther away from me. The one closest to the attendant gave her a weak smile. “Y-yes, of course.”

She didn’t return his smile but nodded before addressing me again. “If you have further problems they can be addressed as soon as we land.”

“Thank you.”

She turned and walked away without another word. Almost immediately the fasten seat belt light turned on. I waited for the men to don theirs before attempting mine. By some miracle they had each found enough room in their seats to not touch me as they moved around. Now why hadn’t I thought of threatening them earlier?

We landed a short time later and there were no more problems from businessman one or two. However, my trouble was just starting. I really didn’t want to step off the plane and see Ben. I especially didn’t want to have to ride all the way to Sean’s house in Ben’s car either. And most especially, I didn’t want him to escort me down the aisle at the wedding. But that was no longer up to me. What the hell had my brother been thinking? Oh right. He had no clue I had slept with Ben the last time I was in town, which resulted in unwanted drama. He definitely didn’t know Ben had been calling me for months and I had been kind of blowing him off. It was just my luck that of all the people Sean and Megan knew they had chosen Ben as my taxi and escort. Just fucking fabulous.

The nice flight attendant lifted a single brow as I approached and I smiled at her. “No more problems. Thank you,” I said as I exited the plane.

She simply nodded and let me go. The guy in the aisle seat had been one of the first to run off the plane. The other had seriously lagged behind so I could get a decent lead. I wasn’t worried about any further trouble from them. I tried to think of pleasant things as I carefully wobbled my way to the luggage-claim area. Maybe the heels had been overkill. Despite the additional cost I was forced to take two suitcases and a garment bag. It isn’t every day my only sibling gets married.

By the time I found the right luggage carousal my feet were killing me. I kicked off my heels without a second thought and picked them up in one hand. In the other I held my garment bag. A couple of men looked my way but I ignored them. My toenails and fingernails were painted a pretty cherry red to match my heels and top. I stared at them until the carousal started spitting out luggage.

One of my bright-pink suitcases came tumbling down the conveyor belt and I was about to step forward to claim it when someone grabbed my elbow. I swung around with a scowl on my face, ready to stab one of the horny businessmen in the eye with my heel, when Ben abruptly let go of me and took a step back.

“Whoa. Hey there, beautiful. It’s just me.”

“Oh. Ben...hey.”

He frowned and glanced down at my hand. I followed his gaze to see I had my shoes in a death grip, one heel out and ready to attack. I immediately placed them behind my back.

“Hey, everything okay? You looked ready to kill for a second there.”

I gave him a weak smile and relaxed the slightest bit. He was smiling as if he was in a great mood. Not at all the angry asshole I had been expecting and probably deserved.

“Yeah, yeah. Sorry. A couple of guys were being jerks on the plane. I was just worried one of them didn’t get the hint.”

His smile disappeared as if it had never been and he stood straighter, shoulders back and chest out like a soldier. He looked around the room and took a step closer to me. “Who? What are they wearing?”

I would have laughed if he didn’t seem so serious all of a sudden. I knew from experience just how serious he could be.

“No one, Ben. It’s not a big deal...really.”

He turned his gaze back to me and stared for a few seconds before taking a deep breath. “No? You sure? I can just talk to them.”

I couldn’t help but snort out a laugh. “Yeah right. You look like you’re ready to tear someone’s head off.”

One corner of his mouth lifted slightly. “Yeah well...I don’t like the idea of some guy harassing you. You shouldn’t have to put up with that shit.”

The sincerity in his voice brought an immediate smile to my lips and my heart melted a little. Then I realized what was happening and stiffened my spine. “Yeah. You’re right.” I turned away to look at the rotating luggage. “Uh...I need to get my stuff.”

He stepped forward before I could and deftly plucked both of my suitcases off the carousal. He returned to my side with his usual grin. “Got ’em. Ready to go?”

I crossed my arms over my garment bag and couldn’t help but frown. “How in the hell did you know those were mine?”

He smirked and looked down at the bejeweled luggage in his hands. Then he looked around at the mass of men and women mostly covered in dark-toned business attire. “Really? You’re gonna ask me that?”

I sighed and threw my hands up in the air, nearly dropping my shoes and bag, before turning for the door. “Whatever. Let’s go. I’m starved.”

He was still laughing when we got to his car.

Twenty minutes later he pulled into the driveway of Sean’s two-bedroom house. It was a nice and simple design surrounded by similar or the same floor plan all up and down both sides of the street. I loved his neighborhood. I loved the calm, quiet, suburban lifestyle. When he had offered to let me move in rent free it had taken a force of will I hadn’t known I possessed to say no. But I had already been with Ben by then, and knew staying in Houston would be a really bad idea.

“So, how long are you in town for this time?” Ben asked.

I knew he was fishing and considered ignoring him but didn’t want to be rude. He had battled airport traffic for me on his day off after all. “The whole week. I fly out again next Monday morning.”

“Yeah?”

He sounded so surprised I looked up to see his expression. “Yeah...why?”

He just shrugged and turned off the ignition. “Just wondering.”

He got out of the car but I knew that wasn’t the end of it. I got out and met him at the tiny trunk of his sports car. “Why?” I asked again.

He opened the trunk and waited for me to grab my garment bag before removing my suitcases. “Well, I was just wondering if you’re busy with wedding stuff every night this week.”

My jaw dropped as he walked to the front door. I snapped my mouth and the trunk shut and followed him. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

He frowned at me but I immediately busied myself fishing for the spare key in my purse. Sean had insisted I keep one just in case I ever found myself in his neighborhood. Did I mention I lived in New York at the time?

“No,” Ben said. “I’m not kidding. I’d love to take you out for dinner. Just one night is all I’m asking for.”

There was just something about Ben. Most guys saying a line like that would sound completely pathetic, utterly creepy or intensely annoying. He didn’t. He sounded sincere and that was just too hard to resist. I finally found the key and quickly opened the door so I could put some space between us.

He trailed me into the house without another word, walked straight to the master bedroom and left my suitcases inside. I didn’t dare follow him. We’d already proven we couldn’t be trusted alone together in a room with a bed.

I headed for the kitchen and prayed Sean had left at least one beer in the fridge. After dropping my things on the table I found a bottle of wine. I was finishing my first glass when Ben joined me.

“Isn’t it a little early for that?” he asked.

“Haven’t you ever had a mimosa for breakfast?”

He smirked and shook his head. “There isn’t an ounce of juice in that glass and that’s not champagne. Come on, Shayla. Tell me what has you so worked up.”

I set the wineglass down and took a drink straight from the bottle.

“Damn, girl. What the hell?”

I set the bottle on the counter with a thud. “Ben...you’ve gotta be kidding me. Aren’t you the slightest bit uncomfortable seeing me?”

Once again he turned serious and a chill ran down my spine. His gaze flowed from the top of my shoulder-length, blonde hair to my cherry-red toenails. He shook his head slowly. “I’ve been waiting to see you again for months, Shay. There is one part of me that’s uncomfortable right now, but I won’t talk about that in front of a lady.”

My eyes immediately dropped to his crotch where an impressive bulge had formed. “Damn...”

I could never say exactly what it was about Ben that drew me like a stack of metal pellets to a super-magnet. But draw me he did, damn near out of my panties on the spot.

He may have moved first but I’m pretty sure we moved at the same time. Suddenly I was in his arms with his tongue in my mouth. I swallowed down his unique taste and moaned, grabbing his broad shoulders for support. He went straight for my ass, using his grip to pull me flush against his body. It was almost violent the way we always seemed to attack each other when in a room alone but neither of us minded one damn bit.

“Bedroom,” he said.

I pulled back to gulp down air and nodded vigorously. It wasn’t until he had lifted me into his arms and I had wrapped my legs around his waist that common sense reared its useless head. “Wait. Ben...wait, I can’t do this.”

He stopped mid-step and released me. I stumbled back against the kitchen wall, still dazed and a bit confused. To be honest I was also a little pissed he acquiesced so quickly.

“I want you. I’ve never made that a secret,” he said.

I took a deep breath and nodded. “I know, I know. But I still can’t do this. This isn’t why I’m here this week.”

He rolled his eyes and threw his hands up in the air. They came down and slapped his muscular thighs loudly. “What does why you’re in town have to do with anything? It’s not like it’s your wedding. I promised not to ask for more than you’re willing to give. Are you no longer willing to let me make love to you either?”

I started choking on air and turned away from him.

“Jesus! Okay, Shayla, you win. Fuck, not make love. I want to fuck you senseless, okay? Is that better?”

I caught my breath and glared at him. He wasn’t winning his case whether he knew it or not. 

“You’re not funny,” I bit out.

“I’m not trying to be. I’m trying to get you in bed since I haven’t thought of anything else since you left town.”

It was my turn for eyerolling. “Oh give me a break. I’ve seen how the women at the gym check you out, Ben. I don’t believe for a second you’ve been celibate for six months.”

He closed the distance between us too quickly for me to get out of the way. Next thing I knew I was in his arms again but he didn’t look turned on. He was pissed.

“You’re calling me a liar? Oh that’s nice. Just ask. Call up your brother. Talk to Megan or Elle. They’ll both tell you I’ve turned down the few offers I’ve had. Ever since you left town I’ve been a goddamned monk.”

He abruptly released me and stepped away, turning to walk out of the kitchen. I followed and watched him stop at the front door. He ran his hands through his hair before resting his hands on his hips. It was as if he couldn’t decide whether or not to leave. I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t know if I wanted him gone or not either.

“Ben...I’m sorry.”

It was a lot harder to say than I had expected. He turned slowly but a frown still marred his face.

“I just want to know what the fuck is going on, Shay. You say one thing but then do another. You blow me off and then flirt. I’m so fucking confused, I’m surprised I remember my own name. I keep telling myself being with you just isn’t worth this bullshit. But then you get here and all I want is to be near you. Jesus.”

He paced away from the door a few steps and then back again. Guilt burned through me because I knew he was right, but I was just as confused. Unfortunately, the bitch who likes to control my mouth decided to take over before I let common sense grab hold.

“I don’t know what to tell you. You might want to fuck but I don’t, all right? That’s not what I’m in town for. If that’s what you want then go to a bar. For now, it’s time you left.”

He stopped and stared at me, one brow going up in surprise. I tried not to be swayed by his pool-boy good looks. He was so fucking hot my panties melted every time I saw him. But that’s what always got me into trouble. I should have learned my lesson after being burned the first two times I had fallen for a pretty boy. Ben was more than pretty, more than hunky. He worked at a gym for god’s sake and looked every inch the lean personal trainer. It wasn’t exactly my fault I lost brain cells every time he stepped into the room.

“Fine,” he said. And I could see by his expression he had come to a decision. “You want me gone? I’ll leave. Just remember that I haven’t stopped wanting you. I know you have issues and I’m willing to be here for you. I don’t know if that scares you, pisses you off, or what. I just hope you figure it out before I get tired of waiting.”

He turned and opened the door, walking out before I could fully process his words. He closed the door silently and I was alone to ponder my fate. Had I just made a monumental mistake? My throbbing clit said, “Hell fucking yeah!” but my heart was more circumspect. I was just so damn sick of getting hurt all the time. To be fair, Ben was very different from the assholes in New York who had hurt me. But was he different enough? I just didn’t know, and wasn’t certain I was prepared to find out.

I spent a few minutes unpacking before attacking the refrigerator. Luckily Sean knows all my favorites and doesn’t think I’m too old to spoil. I made a sandwich, some instant hot chocolate, and grabbed a green apple before heading into the living room. I perused the DVD collection for something without blood and gore or a whole lot of violence. Unfortunately, that was all Sean had so I sat in quiet solitude to eat.

Of course my mind kept wandering back to Ben. Not only had he left me all hot and bothered, my fault or not, he had also left me very confused. Why did he even still want me if I was so bad for him? The last time I had been in town we had gone out a couple of times, had sex every chance we got, and laughed over hiding it all from Sean. I had enjoyed myself immensely, but then he had to go and screw it all up by wanting a relationship. What the hell was wrong with just being fuck buddies?

I finished my sandwich and leaned back on the arm of the sofa, full and sated and ready to pass out, when the phone rang. It was on the side table right by my ear and scared the hell out of me. Of course my control-freak of a brother still had a landline in the house he no longer lived in.

“Damn it...hello?”

“Hey, lil sis. I guess you made it in okay. You didn’t reply to my text.”

I immediately relaxed. “Yeah, Sean, I did. Sorry, my phone is probably still on airplane mode. Are you still at work?”

He sighed dramatically and I could just imagine him running a hand over his closely shorn hair. He favored a military buzz cut, even after leaving the Marines.

“Yeah. Looks like I’m stuck here until closing too. Megan’s going to pick you up for dinner though, so don’t worry.”

I shrugged as if he could see me. “No worries, bro. Do what you gotta do. I just ate and I’m going to take a nap.”

“I bought your salami.”

I laughed. “Yeah I saw that. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need something, okay?”

“All right, no problem. I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself.”

He sighed again and it sounded a little sad. “I know. I’ll see you tonight. Bye.”

“Bye, bro.”

I hung up and stared at the phone for a few minutes, picturing him in his office at the grocery store. He was the manager and really seemed to like it. It definitely wasn’t what I had always imagined he would be doing at his age, but it was a good job. Plus that was where he had met his fiancée Megan, so it had been good for something. I thought over the two of them together and couldn’t help but smile. She was definitely good for him, kept him in line and reminded him to laugh every now and then. In truth they had a fabulous relationship. I wanted one just like it one day but couldn’t seem to stop choosing losers instead of a hero like my brother. Was Ben a loser too? I wish I knew for certain without having to take the risk to find out on my own. If only there was a way to just know.

I thought about that over and over. There had to be a way to learn if Ben was legitimately a decent guy or a loser in disguise. But how? I hadn’t known him that long, but Megan had been working with him for a while. Her friend Elle too. Maybe with a little help from my friends I could discern if he was a frog or a prince. There was only one way to find out. I jumped off the sofa and ran to change clothes. I was heading to the neighborhood gym.

Luckily everything in Sean’s neighborhood was relatively close. The gym was just a few blocks from his house and his store a little farther in the opposite direction. I briefly thought about going to see him first but changed my mind. I really was kind of tired and probably only had one walk in me. I needed my questions answered.

I walked into the gym and immediately spotted Megan behind the front desk. She shrieked and ran around it to get to me, throwing her arms around me as if we hadn’t seen each other in years.

“Oh my god! When did you get in? Ben didn’t even tell me, that bastard. I was starting to worry.”

My ready smile melted right off and I quickly looked around the gym. “He’s not here, is he? Crap, I hadn’t even thought of that.”

She frowned and looked around with me. ”Uh, no. I mean I didn’t see him come in. Today’s his day off.”

“Oh thank god.” I released a breath and patted her shoulder. “Cool, ’cause I need to talk to you about him.”

“Ben?”

“Yup.”

Her brows shot up but then she just grinned and hugged me again. “No problem, future sis. Come sit with me behind the desk in case anyone comes in. Elle’s leading a cycling class right now but she’ll be done in about ten minutes.

“Awesome,” I replied.

We moved to sit behind the large square desk that dominated the space inside the front glass doors. Members had to check in as soon as they entered, but luckily a computer did all the work. Megan would be able to talk to me with relative ease and still do her job of monitoring the activity on the screen.

I sat in a folding chair while she took the cushioned, rolling one. She turned to face me and crossed her long, well-muscled legs. Working in a gym sure had its benefits.

“Okay shoot. What do you need to know?” she asked.

Hmm, where to begin? I took a deep breath and just blurted out the big secret I’d been hiding for months in one long stream of words. “I slept with him but don’t you dare tell my brother because he’ll kill him and really Ben seems like a nice guy only now I don’t know what to do about it.”

She blinked and her forehead creased into a frown. Then her eyes cleared a bit as she seemed to decipher my announcement. “Oh shit. You had sex with Ben? Uh...wow.”

I chewed on my lip. “Is that a bad wow or just a surprised wow? ’Cause the look on your face is kinda starting to worry me.”

She immediately attempted to wipe her expression clean but it didn’t work. There was a reason I loved playing Texas Hold ’em with her.

“Oh, uh...no. I mean...not bad...per se,” she hedged.

I leaned forward with my elbows on my knees. “Come on, Megan, spill. Just what do you know about Ben and why did you look so shocked?”

She looked around the gym again before leaning forward in imitation of my pose.

“When did you have sex with him? The last time you were here, I know. But when exactly? I mean, you were in town for a couple of weeks, right?”

“Well yeah...but the first week I was trying to figure out what was wrong with Sean. Once I realized it was you and you two straightened things out, I started hanging out here and met Ben. I guess we didn’t really spend more than a week together.”

Her eyebrows shot up again and I rolled my eyes. “Okay, okay. I’m a total slut and I slept with him after only knowing him twenty-four hours. Sheesh.”

She slapped a hand over her mouth and giggled. I reached over and lightly tapped her leg. “Will you stop it? This isn’t helping me.”

She valiantly fought down her amusement and nodded. “Okay, I’m sorry. I was just trying to imagine what Sean would think and it’s rather funny.”

“The hell it is. He’d kill both of us.”

“Oh whatever. You know he thinks you can do no wrong. Ben on the other hand he would break in half.”

“Yeah...” I sat back in my chair. “So what the hell should I do? I mean, I can’t even decide if I really like him, but he keeps wanting to see me.”

Her amusement faded and she leaned forward again with a serious expression. “Look, Shayla, I love you like a sister. I mean, you will be my sister by the end of the week but...Ben is my friend. He’s really a great guy and if I hadn’t fallen in love with Sean almost immediately then...I don’t know. I might have dated Ben myself. All I’m saying is, please try not to hurt him, okay? Don’t play with him unless he knows you’re playing.”

Guilt ate away at my gut as she finished talking and sat back against her chair. Was I just playing with Ben? I wanted to have some fun and doing it with a hot guy was definitely a bonus. But he wanted more and I really wasn’t ready for that. So what the hell was I supposed to do?

“Hey, girly, what’s going on?”

I swung my head around to see Elle walking up to the desk. The gorgeous blonde had a towel around her neck and was wiping beads of sweat off her brow. It really wasn’t fair that she still looked great after a workout.

“Elle, you’re never going to believe who we’re talking about,” Megan said excitedly.

Elle sat on the counter near us. “Ben,” she said with complete confidence.

It was almost funny how Megan’s face fell in disappointment. “How in the hell did you know?” she asked.

Elle looked right at me with sympathy in her gaze. “Because, honeybunch, you were all he was talking about yesterday and I got a wild confession outta him.”

Megan was hopping up and down in her seat in anticipation but dread held me mute.

“Well?” Megan finally asked. “What did he say?”

Elle bit down on her bottom lip and looked back and forth between us. Then she looked around the gym before turning back our way and leaning forward. In a lowered voice she said the one thing I had been dreading.

“Shayla, that boy is so head over heels for you, he doesn’t know which way is up. He was looking online at apartments in New York for god’s sake.”

I shot out of my chair and ran from the gym as if the hounds of hell were at my heels.
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Chapter Two
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“Shit, shit, shit, shit...”

That was my mantra the whole way back to Sean’s house. How could I have been so stupid? Wait...how could Ben be so stupid? Surely he realized we didn’t know each other well enough to get serious...right? Maybe Elle was wrong, or just playing with me. Yeah that could be it.

By the time I stepped through the door I had convinced myself, halfheartedly, that Elle was just pulling my leg. I mean, Ben and I had only known each other a matter of days if you only counted my time in Houston. Once I had arrived back in New York he had made a habit of calling me every night, but I had tried to discourage that without being a total bitch. Maybe it was bitch time.

I had walked straight through the front hallway on my way to the kitchen when a foreign scent in the house froze me in place. What the hell was that and why was it in the house? I crept forward to the kitchen doorway and peeked inside, then rushed in with my blood on fire.

“What the fuck? How did he get that in here?”

In the center of the table was a huge bouquet of long-stemmed pink roses in an elegant crystal vase. It was beautiful. With a huff I snatched the card away and ripped it open. If he thought all it would take to butter me up was flowers, he was an idiot.

“Shayla, I’m sorry for getting angry earlier. Forgive me? I’d love to discuss things over dinner. Ben...grrrr.”

I threw the card onto the table in frustration and pushed the heels of my hands against my eyes. Now what the hell was I supposed to do? Part of me didn’t want to encourage him even a little. The other part of me wanted to give him a chance. I was so damn confused—and horny to be completely honest—I just didn’t know what the hell to do.

Just as I was mulling over throwing the roses in the garbage a knock sounded at the door. I didn’t want to answer it because I knew it would be Ben. I mean, everyone else was at work so it had to be him. It wasn’t until the second persistent knock, accompanied by the doorbell, that I finally went to check. Stupid me, I didn’t even look through the peephole, just yanked the door open angrily and then stood like a deer in headlights at the sight that greeted me.

The man on the doorstep looked much older than his early fifties. His once tall and intimidating form was slightly stooped over a small potbelly that was nearly hidden by his sports coat. He wore brown slacks to match the coat and a white polo shirt that was neatly pressed. His salt-and-pepper hair was cut short, just shy of military, and he was
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