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Chapter 1

 Dale

She
probably thinks I’m stalking her. And I guess, for all intents and
purposes, I am. This blonde lives across the street from Bryn, my
brother, and as much as it’s cool to hang out with my older
brother, I find myself looking for more and more reasons to go over
there, especially when I know he’s not home, just so that I have an
excuse to sit at the back of his driveway, close enough to watch
her. Now, today, I wasn’t prepared for this. And that’s why I’m
keeping my distance.

This
blonde is standing in line at the checkout counter, and I know that
she recognizes me. I can tell because she’s done a double-take once
or twice, and I’m shitting myself, because I know that she’s just
about ready to come over and give me the here for. The look in her
eyes says that. What’s worse is, I suppose timing is everything,
and each time I’ve ever seen her enter or leave her house, she’s in
plain clothes. But today, well shit, she’s dressed up in a cop’s
uniform. And it ain’t anywhere near Halloween, so I know that I’ve
been stalking a goddamn suit.

My
brothers would be rolling on the floor if they knew. What a fool
I’ve made of myself. And what shit luck. Worst part is, everyone
knows who the hell I am now. Not only am I the Acquisitions
Director for Crystal Land Developments, the most successful land
development company in North Carolina, but my face was also
recently plastered all over the internet on YouTube, thanks to a
drunken night out, and a hungry reporter that just happened to be
lurking in a local watering hole. Said watering hole that I
patronized the night after my mama died.

Now, I’m
not making excuses, see. I know I’m an adult and I need to own up
to what I did, but shit, what timing. What luck. Hello, restraining
order? Fine, that’s a little extreme, considering I haven’t really
done anything wrong, aside from parking my truck outside of Bryn’s
house, but still. This woman looks way different today. Normally, I
see her dressed in jeans and a shirt, just my type of woman. No
fuss. No muss. No long fingernails, no roots that need to be
closely maintained. Nothing. Just a naturally beautiful woman.
That’s what she is. But today, she’s got her hair all tidy in one
of them French braid deals, and she’s head to toe cop.

Not
saying that a policewoman ain’t hot or anything, but when you’ve
been stalking a woman that y’all didn’t know was a cop, I think
you’d be shitting yourself, too, right? Anyway, I’m holding my
breath as the lady at the checkout scans her things. And I can tell
by the items that she’s purchasing, that this girl is single. All
she’s got in her basket is a loaf of bread, some sandwich meat, a
package of strawberries, a bag of apples, and a carton of non-fat
milk. There’s no way in hell that she’s planning on entertaining or
feeding anyone except herself with that load. Not that I’ve ever
seen anyone besides her come in or out of her house, but what do I
know? It’s not like I’m there every day.

The
sweat starts beading down between my shoulder blades when I see her
standing at the exit, while I take my turn getting my things
checked out. I know that she’s waiting there for me. I can tell
because I can feel her eyes burning into the back of my neck. And
what am I going to say? Oh, yeah, I’ve been watching you from my
brother’s driveway for the past two months, since you moved in? And
what am I going to say when she asks me what my story is? Oh, I
have nine brothers, but five of them I only found out about a month
ago? Sounds like an episode of Jerry Springer if you ask
me.

She’s
going to think I’m a freak. She’s going to think I’m some crazy nut
of a man, that’s making up the fact that I’m loaded and as rich as
the day is long. It’s not a line, and I’ve never used it as one. In
fact, I don’t ever bring up the fact that I’m a billionaire. But it
doesn’t take a genius to figure it out, once they’ve been to my
house. Or any of my brother’s houses, for that matter. My truck
isn’t fancy, either, being a pickup, and almost always I’ve got a
load in it, seeing as I like to dive into the construction portion
of some of my projects, head on.

Since
I’m the Director of Acquisitions, I rub shoulders with a lot of
important and rich people, so I’m used to being around that crowd.
But women have always been enigmas to me. I’m great with one night
stand sort of deals, and that’s usually what I have, but I never
mix business with pleasure, so when I hook up with a woman, it’s
someone random that I meet at the gym or at a social event, and I
make sure that the woman has nothing to do with work. I’m always
careful. But I’ve never mixed with a cop. And based on the look on
her face, she isn’t into mixing with the likes of me,
either.

As I pay
for my things, and try like hell to nonchalantly walk past her, I
keep my eyes on the floor, and, I’ll be damned, she lets me by her
and doesn’t say a dang word. Looks like I imagined the whole damn
thing. She probably didn’t even look my way. She probably just
forgot to add something to her basket or has to return something,
and just when I think I’m out of the woods, I hear footsteps behind
me.

“Hey.” She says, but her tone is anything but
nonchalant.

I turn
around, and try for an innocent, caught off guard sort of look.
“Err…hello there, ma’am.”

She
glances at my licence plate. “I think I’ve seen you on my street
before.” She says. “I just moved in, but I recognize your plate
number.” She mentions the street that she lives on, and indicates
Bryn’s address. “That’s your truck I’ve seen parked across the
street, right?”

I nod.
“Yes, ma’am. That’s my brother’s house.”


Recognition comes to her face. “Oh, okay, good. I thought I
recognized the number, but I wanted to make sure. Can you let your
brother know that the light on his security camera needs to be
angled differently, please?”

I give
her a confused look.

“I thought maybe he would fix it, but he hasn’t, and I figured
since I saw you here, I’d ask.”

“O…okay.” I say with a weirded-out huff.

“Look, I work nights a lot.” She says, gesturing to her
uniform. “And the thing shines right in my bedroom. It’s
blinding.”

I smirk,
unimpressed. “You ever heard of blackout shades?”

She
ignores my suggestion. “Look, the guy that lived in the house
before me was blind, so he probably never noticed. Can you please
just ask your brother to angle it away from my house?” her voice is
impatient and urgent, and I notice that she hasn’t even introduced
herself. But I also can’t help but notice how sexy her voice is.
And while we’re on it, how sexy her eyes and body are, too. I can’t
say much for the rest of her though, and it’s kind of a drag, but I
play along, nonetheless.

“Well, I know that Bryn has that set up specifically to target
the side entrance, since his garage is there, and that’s how the
last deadbeat got into his house. I’m not sure that he can aim it
anywhere else, man.” I say honestly, not bothering to remove the
huff that won’t disappear from my voice.

“I’m sure there’s a way to move it.” She says brusquely,
irritating the shit out of me. “If he had a decent security
company, that knew what they were doing, they wouldn’t have aimed a
goddamn flood light at my bedroom window in the first
place.”

I decide
to get a little cocky. She seems to have balls as big as dump
trucks. “If you’re working nights, why does it matter?”

“I said I work a lot of nights; I didn’t say they were all
nights.” Her tone is warning, but it doesn’t faze me. I’m not
afraid of cops. Never been arrested or come close, so there’s never
been an issue.

“Look, I’ll talk to Bryn, but I can’t make any promises.” I
chuckle mirthlessly, so pissed off at myself that I ever had the
hots for this bitch. But I’m even more pissed off with myself
because even though she is a bitch, she’s still a beautiful one,
and I can’t take my eyes off her.

“Never mind. I’ll talk to him myself.” She seethes.

“You do that.” I scoff. “I’m not sure what your problem is.
Maybe he should shut off the light, since, clearly you need
sleep…or something.” Perhaps she hasn’t been laid in a while. I
know I get a little grumpy if it’s been more than a month. I’m a
write-off if it goes two months. I don’t dare suggest that she’s
hormonal. I know chicks hate that shit.

A hand
goes to her hip. “What are you insinuating?”

“I’m not insinuating anything. I’m just pointing out the fact
that you seem a little agitated over something that has nothing to
do with me. I’m just out here, minding my own business, buying
groceries, and suddenly you come up to me and ream me out on
account of my brother’s floodlight.”

“I just figured, since you’re over at your brother’s often
enough, that you wouldn’t mind asking him.” She says, brows lifted
self-righteously, tone suggesting the same.

“And how would you know how often I’m over at my brother’s
house? What’s it to you?”

“I see your truck parked there practically every day. Unless
you’re sitting there waiting for me, I assume you’re hanging out
with your brother.”

That hit
a nerve. I retract the claws. Hell, if she’s this much of a bitch
over a light, I can’t imagine what kind of tiger she’ll turn into
if she finds out the truth. And then my tongue works faster than my
brain, as I stupidly place my foot firmly in my mouth. “Why would I
be stalking you? I don’t even know you.”

“Your eyeballs nearly fell out of your head when I looked at
you in the checkout line.” She says, matter-of-factly. Not
flattered at all.

Shit.
Okay, so, maybe my imagination isn’t as healthy as I thought it
was. I go for innocent. “I thought there was trouble. It isn’t
often that I see a cop in this store.”

Please buy it. Please buy it. “Police
officers are regular people. I have to eat, too, you
know.”

And with
that silver tongue, I’m sure you have no problem with that. “I get
that.”

“And I didn’t arrest anyone.” She points out.

“I saw that.”

Her lips
are pursed, and her toes might as well be tapping indignantly on
the asphalt. “I’ve been thinking about getting myself a dog. Tell
your brother Bryn that if he doesn’t point his floodlight somewhere
else, that I’ll be sure to get myself a noisy one that barks all
night when I’m not home.”

Wow. She
likes to play hardball. “Are you threatening me?”

“It’s not a threat as much as it is a fact. If he continues to
want to irritate me, then two can play at that game. This wouldn’t
be the first time I’ve had shitty neighbors. That’s why I moved
here. I’m not about to back down. I like this house, and aside from
the goddamn light, I like the neighborhood. Nobody knows who I am,
especially that I’m a policewoman, everyone leaves me alone and
it's quiet. But I can change that.”

What is
her deal? “Fine. I’ll talk to Bryn. I don’t see why you have to
have a little tantrum in the middle of the market parking lot, when
you can just buy proper blinds, but, whatever. Luckily, you’ve got
yourself a decent neighbor. Bryn’s a reasonable guy but he takes
security very seriously, especially as of late, so I can’t promise
you anything.”

“I’m sure your little reporter friend is thoroughly grounded
now.” She bites, and my eyes flash. So she does know who I am. She
knows exactly who I am. She saw the video, just like the hundreds
of thousands of other people that saw it, and now she’s trying to
tear a strip out of me. Maybe she does know that I’ve been sitting
there staring at her. Maybe this is her way of telling me to fuck
the hell off. Message received. We’re at a stalemate. Our eyes are
locked. It’s so strange. It’s like deep inside her eyes lies
something so personal, so intimate, that she’d never let anyone in.
But there’s something else, too. If she knows who I am and that
I’ve been sitting there watching her, then why isn’t she reaming me
out for that? Why is she lashing out on me because of the
floodlight?

“One can only hope.” I say, jaws clenched, muscles working. I’m
not going to let this woman get under my skin. Something tells me
that this is not about me. This is about her.

We stand
there, silent, for a beat, and I wonder why she’s never brought her
police cruiser home, or why she never shows up at her house,
dressed in her uniform. So, boldly, I ask her, feeling that I have
nothing to lose, since she seems to already know more about me than
I figured she would. “You work undercover?”

“I think I’d be in plain clothes if I was.” She says
flatly.

Once
again, foolishly, I go for bold. “Then how come, you know, each
time I’ve seen you, you’re in regular clothes, driving a civilian
car?”

Uh oh.
That hit a nerve. I can see it in her eyes that she doesn’t want to
answer the question, so I raise a hand. “Never mind. You could be
on some top-secret mission that I’ve just uncovered. Plus, it’s
none of my business. Forget I asked.”

She lets
it go, but her eyes are still set on me. I push my key fob and open
the tailgate of my truck, setting my groceries inside. “Look, I’ll
talk to Bryn.” Is all I can think of to say. There’s no
introduction, no ‘please’, no ‘thank you’, no apology. I figure
there’s no point. Not only is this woman a cold-hearted bitch, but
she’s also clearly fucked up. And as much as she’s not hard on the
eyes, I don’t need yet another project in my life, least of all a
female one.

“Fine.” She says, and walks away. I don’t even watch
her.

…but I do sit in my car and watch her pull out of the parking
lot. And then, with a distance of about four cars between us, I
follow her home.

 



***

 


The cars
are piled in Bryn’s driveway, so I have no choice but to park on
the street. I notice that Mary’s car is here, same as Liz’s,
Julia’s, and then Bryn’s truck is up front. Despite the remaining
spots left in Bryn’s roomy driveway, I know that if I don’t park on
the street, that I’ll have to move my truck to allow someone to
exit. And after opening the gate with the code, when I walk into
the house, you can hear a pin drop. Julia and Liz are standing in
the kitchen, Liz with a guilty look on her face, Julia with a
self-righteous one. I can hear Bryn and Mary upstairs, in what I
assume is a home tour.

“Hey.” I say, dividing my glance between Julia and Liz. I
notice that Liz’s face is beet red. “What’s going on? Is everything
okay?”

“Everything is fine.” Julia answers unconvincingly.

Liz’s
voice is tentative as she stammers. “Bryn…err…asked me to move in
with him. Me and Nate.”

Julia’s
eyes widen. “And when were you going to tell me this?”

An
indignant sigh. “He just asked me before you barged in here, so
relax.”

“Well, I’d say that’s good timing.” Julia shrugs, her tone once
again, self-righteous. Liz’s gaze widens at Julia.

“Is this a bad time?” I ask. “I just need to talk to Bryn for a
second. I’ve got groceries in the back of my truck, so I’ve only
got a minute.”

“You might as well put your stuff in the fridge.” Julia says.
“This could take a while.”

For
that, Julia receives an elbow in the ribs from Liz.

“Maybe I should come back.” I say, just as Bryn and Mary come
downstairs.

“Hey, little brother.” Bryn says to me. “You remember Mary,
right?”

I nod
and smile at her. “I do.”

She
smiles back at me as they walk to me.

“What can I do for you?” Bryn asks.

“Oh, nothing.” I say, losing my cool, raking a hand through my
hair. “It can wait.”

Liz
pipes up. “No, it’s okay. Julia, Mary and I were just going to go
run some errands.”

“No, we weren’t.” Julia says, her tone warning.

“Yes, we were, Julia. I have to go to that store, remember?”
Liz says, equally warning, dividing her glance between Julia and
Mary.

Mary
gets it. “Oh, yeah. Okay. Let’s go. We won’t be long.”

Clearly
there’s some female secret going on here. Bryn and I both exchange
a glance, knowing full well to stay out of it, if we know what’s
good for us. Liz gives Bryn a quick peck on the cheek before the
ladies make a swift exit, Liz practically scurrying out the front
door.

We wait a full two seconds before exhaling, swallowing and
shaking our heads. “What the fuck was that about?” I ask Bryn.

“Hell if I know. But I think I fucked up a little with Liz.” He
says, sinking into his leather couch.

“What do you mean?” I ask, sitting across from him, propping my
boot up on his coffee table.

“I asked her to move in with me. Her and Nate, that is. And
that’s when Julia and Mary showed up, and Liz started acting like
she just ate a goddamn parakeet.” He licks his lips. “It’s like
they heard me asking her, and appeared instantly, saving her from
me.”

“What did she say?” I ask.

“Well, she said yes, and that’s the weird part.”

“Never mind weird. I’ve got the mother of all weird stories,
man.”

He rests
his head on the back of the couch. “Go ahead, man. I’m all ears.
But I’ll warn you, I’ve heard it all.”

“The last month included?” I check, joking around.

He
chuckles. “No.”

I
chuckle. “Hey, you know that floodlight you’ve got at the side of
the house?”

He lifts
his head, resting his interlaced fingers on his belly. “Yeah, what
about it?”

“Can you aim it somewhere else, or is that fixed?”

“I don’t know.” He frowns. “I can ask the security company. I’m
sure there’s a way to adjust it. Why?”

I ignore
his question and shake my head. “Don’t.” I say, eyes dancing. “But
find out if you can turn them up brighter.”

His
brows knit together. “How come?”

“Never mind that right now.” I wave.

He rests
his head again on the back of the couch. And I add. “And while
you’re at it, get a dog.”

He lifts
his head.

“A big one.”

More
brow furrowing.

“And teach it to bark all day and night.”



 Chapter 2

Kinsley

I watch
him follow me home. Man, am I in trouble. And just as my phone
rings on Bluetooth in my car, I think about how much more trouble
I’m in, as I answer the call.

“Lexi.” I say, trying to keep the exhaustion out of my
voice.

“Kins? Where the hell are you? I’ve been at your house for an
hour.”

I sigh.
“Work ended late. Long story. I’ll be home in five if I can get
this asshole off my tail.”

“You’re being followed?”

“Yeah, but it’s not what you think. It’s just my neighbor…or,
his brother, actually.”

“What?” she squeaks. “Are you going to have to move
again?”

“No. I think he’s harmless. I just made sure that he’s not
going to shit on my turf. And I hope that he sends that message to
his brother, too. I’ll explain when I get there. Hang
tight.”

“You need to get me a key. Your front porch isn’t exactly
comfortable. And you need one of those benches or a set of Muskoka
chairs.”

“The key is in my purse.”

Moments
later, I'm standing in my kitchen, while Lexi, my best friend,
makes us tea, and I start spilling about my day. “So, you were
being followed?” she opens with.

“My neighbor’s brother has a crush on me. I made sure that’s
out the door now.”

“Why? Is he ugly?”

I scoff.
“No, he’s pretty cute, actually.” I say, pulling my uniform shirt
off. With all the effort in the world, sometimes I manage to leave
the office still dressed in my work clothes, but I try to avoid
that. Especially since being a policewoman did not serve me well in
my last neighborhood. That's one of the reasons why I moved.
Complete assholes my neighbors were. With little to no respect for
humanity, let alone for someone in uniform. I’d hate to see how
they would treat someone of the cloth.

“So, why throw him off then? God, how long has it been since
you’ve been laid?”

“That’s not the point. The guy’s been staring at me for weeks.
It’s creepy. Also, I saw him in this video that got posted and went
viral. Did you see it? The one where the guy is drunk out of his
skull, whining and moaning about his rich, dead father?”

Lexi’s
eyes widen. “Him? Oh my God! That’s your neighbor???” she
squeaks.

“Yes. And that’s why I don’t want him any closer to me than
that. That’s the last thing that I need.”

“Well, you’re right there.” she agrees. And that’s why I love
her. “And he followed you home? What a freak!”

“Tell me about it. If you ask me, he followed me to the goddamn
grocery store, too.”

She
winces, like she’s just taken a bite out of a lemon. “Gross. And
he’s a drunk, too. Are you sure you don’t want to move again?” she
jokes.

“He’s not my neighbor. It’s his
brother.”

“Still. If he’s hanging around your turf, it’s close
enough.”

“I think I threw him a curve ball. I threatened
him.”

She
smiles brightly, impressed. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him that if his brother doesn’t aim his floodlight
somewhere other than at my bedroom window, that I'll find the
noisiest dog in the ASPCA and leave him outside to bark all day and
night, when I’m not home.”

Her
brows furrow. “Why would you tell him that? Is the light really
bugging you?”

“No, but I figure it at least keeps him off my tail, if he
thinks I'm a bitch.”

“But you are a
bitch. That’s why I like you.” she grins.

“Then I've done my job.”

She
places tea bags into the mugs as I remove my bullet-proof vest,
sitting in my undershirt, and remove my shoes. “So, how did he
react? Was he cocky like an asshole, or wounded like a lost little
puppy?”

I have
to admit that Lexi shares my interest in making men suffer. She,
too, has had her heart broken one too many times. It’s sort of the
glue that holds our friendship together. At least in the last ten
or so years, that is. And it’s not just one asshole, it’s multiple,
between the two of us. This guy following me around wouldn’t be a
first, either. Only, something tells me that this one isn’t waiting
for a vulnerable moment to egg my house or smoke bomb my garage.
This guy has a serious crush on me, and it creeps me out, as cute
as he is.

“He had a slightly different reaction. I believe he’s the type
that doesn’t back down, you know? But he’s not quite
cocky.”

“So, he’s more like an in-between type.”

“Exactly.”

“I hate that kind. You never know what you’re dealing with.
Especially if the freak is rich. Those kinds are best to steer
clear of.”

“Well, that’s my goal. Hopefully him and his brother get the
message.”

“So, a dog, huh.” she says, setting my mug on the table. “Would
you seriously get one?”

I shrug.
“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Well, on the bright side, at least this freak is cute. Better
than some of the weirdos you’ve dealt with before. It would be nice
to have someone that’s less hard on the eyes.”

I give
her a disapproving look. “That doesn’t make him any less of a
problem, Lexi. I still have to keep my guard up. I still have to
keep watch. What if this guy is really stalking me?”

“Well, I assume now he knows you’re a cop, right?”

I
nod.

“Then he’s really an idiot if he does. I mean, how stupid do
you have to be to stalk a police officer?”

“Stupid enough to let yourself be recorded drunk, I
suppose.”

“And that, too, I mean, the gall of this guy!” she gasps. “He
knows that everyone in the free world saw that! Let alone that he’s
already known as some big hotshot rich guy in North Carolina! This
Dale person’s either got balls big enough to fit in a dump truck,
or he’s as dumb as a rock.”

“I don’t think he’s stupid, Lexi. He wouldn’t be so damn
successful.”

“He could just be riding on his brother’s or his dad’s
coattails. Or it’s just a title and he’s only got a fat bank
account, but no brains to back it up.” she suggests,
matter-of-factly.

“There’s only one way to find out. Let’s look them up.” I say,
taking my phone out of my pocket.

“What are you going to do? Google ‘Dale Ford’? God, how common
is that name?”
Lexi states, sitting next to me, sticking her head over so she can
see.

“I don’t know. Let’s see.” I say as I type his name into the
search bar. His handsome face shows up right away, from a recent
Forbes article, where he was interviewed, along with his brothers,
but they have a thumbnail photo of each brother.

“Wow.” she says. “Lucked out there. He’s the Acquisitions
Director. Which means
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