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“Ow-wee!” Reese Parker hissed at the paper cut and stuck her index finger in her mouth while she continued digging through the pile of papers in her desk drawer. The stupid itinerary and instructions the Dragon Lady had e-mailed her just before quitting time had to be there, somewhere.

A glance at her watch had her cussing under her breath. Paige and Bailey probably thought she’d forgotten about coming back to the bar. Dang the Dragon Lady for ruining what could very well be the last margarita night with her friends, for who knew how long.

Reese doubled her efforts, then paused and listened. Deciding she was hearing things, she resumed her search, only to stop and listen again.

She wasn’t alone.

Her shaking hand finally closed around the stupid paperwork. Was that a moan? It sure sounded like a moan.

“Easy,” she cautioned, under her breath, “it’s probably just your imagination.” Slow, silent footsteps brought her to her partially closed door.

A peek into the darkened hallway revealed nothing. Easing the door open, she stepped out.

Sure enough, a light glowed around the half-opened door of her boss’s office. It could only mean one thing. Dorinda Laughlin, the Dragon Lady herself, was burning the midnight oil. Of course, she was. The Dragon Lady had no life and expected none of her employees to have one either.

A deep breath calmed Reese somewhat as she forced her feet to take her down the carpeted hall to the Dragon Lady’s lair. Since Reese had already sacrificed part of her last night in town to come back to the office, she dang well wanted credit for it.

Hand poised to knock, she stopped when she heard another low moan. Breath held, she eased forward and peeked through the crack.

And promptly fell back against the wall, her hand clamped over her mouth. She wasn’t sure if she would scream or giggle, but it was a safe bet neither would be appreciated by her boss. When she was reasonably certain she could contain herself, she snuck another peek.

Bathed in what appeared to be either candlelight or the soft glow of a table lamp on the other side of the office, Dorinda’s preteen-like breasts jiggled with her movement. Her tiny nipples were puckered up like raisins.

Reese’s first thought was to wonder if Dorinda had done something spontaneous, like shove everything off her desk in a pique of sexual frenzy. Nah, not the Dragon Lady. Everything was probably neatly stacked on the credenza on the far end of her office. She wondered if her boss had stacked while naked. That thought caused her to swallow a nervous giggle.

Despite feeling she may have to gouge out her eyes, she couldn’t resist taking another look.

A man was stretched out on the desk, the Dragon Lady astride him. He had an interesting bald patch on the crown of his head. Reese wondered if anyone noticed when he was up right. While she contemplated this, he raised both hands to skim Dorinda’s bony ribs. Round and round his hands went, while his partner moaned and rode him harder, before he palmed her minuscule breasts. Probably took him that long to locate the puny things.

That thought had Reese spinning around and clamping her hand over her mouth again.

When she could control herself, she turned to make her way out of the office. What the heck. There was something exciting about watching someone have sex, even her emaciated boss. Just a few more minutes, Reese promised her conscience.

Suddenly the man sat up, grabbing Dorinda’s legs, arranging her so she lay back along his legs, a stiletto-clad foot on either side of his ears.

Reese watched, shifting to relieve the uncomfortable ache between her legs. When the man reached forward and twisted Dorinda’s little nipples, Reese winced and rubbed her own.

Unable to tear her gaze from the raunchy scene, her breathing became shallow, her heart rate hitched up a notch. Or two.

“Oh, yeah, baby!” Dorinda’s husky voice drew Reese’s attention. “Harder, you whore! Drill me!”

The man slid her forward, then pounded her back against his groin. They groaned, and for a horrifying second, Reese worried she’d done it too.

“You naughty little cunt,” the man said in a guttural voice, “you have to be punished.”

He slid off the desk, dragging Dorinda with him.

Reese jumped, flattening her back along the wall next to the door.

When neither lover charged the door, she peeked around again.

The man bent her normally stiffly formal boss over the arm of her desk chair, revealing way more of her skinny anatomy than Reese ever wanted to see. He spread Dorinda’s legs wide, than slapped her swollen labia with the palm of his hand. The wet, slightly hollow sound echoed in the quiet office.

On his knees, he pinched her together and alternately bit and licked her until she was writhing on the smooth leather.

Turn a little more toward the window, Reese silently urged. She wanted and, for some reason, needed a better view.

As though he’d heard her mental plea, he turned Dorinda toward the moonlight spilling in from the big plate glass window.

One hairy hand grasped his neon green condom–covered member. He thumped her, sort of like he was spanking her with his wanger. Dorinda growled deep in her throat.

Reese swallowed a shriek of laughter that threatened. Enough. She really needed to get back to the bar.

But when he flexed, driving his green penis deeply into the now-screaming Dorinda, Reese’s breath caught. Watching the couple go at it should not have been titillating. Yet …

How pathetic could she get? She was jealous of her boss. Jealous of raunchy, secret sex.

Lord help her.

She wanted it too.
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A sheen of perspiration had developed on her forehead by the time Reese hopped out of the elevator and headed for the door of her office building. A glance at her watch told her if she hurried, she could make the end of happy hour.

The big black limo she’d noticed on her way in was still idling at the curb in front of the door.

Jerk, she thought, hurrying toward the corner. Some people thought because they had money they didn’t have to obey the law or even show common courtesy.

Good thing the Bullfrog Pub was less than a block from her office, or else she wouldn’t have made it. Especially in her current state of sexual frustration.

The comforting smell of fajitas and beer greeted her as she stepped through the door. Her friends Paige and Bailey were still seated in the round booth in the far corner, their usual spot on Thursday nights.

“About damn time,” Paige groused as Reese slid into the booth. “We were taking bets as to whether or not you’d remember to come back.”

“Cute.” Reese shrugged out of her blazer and flopped back on the padded seat. “Y’all are not going to believe what I saw! Wait! First we need to order another pitcher.”

“Just did,” Bailey said, with a smile, over the salted rim of her glass.

“Don’t just sit there and eat!” Paige glared when Reese grabbed a fried crawfish from the appetizer platter and popped it in her mouth. “So … what did you see that we won’t believe? Swallow your food and tell us!”

Reese glanced over her shoulder, then leaned over the table. Her friends leaned with her.

“I just saw a horrible, shocking sight….” Reese nodded at the waiter when he set a fresh salted margarita glass in front of her.

“Well?” Bailey whispered when he’d walked away. “Are you going to tell us or do we have to guess?”

Reese snickered and took a fortifying sip of her drink. “You’d never guess. Trust me.”

“Shit, Reese!” Paige gripped Reese’s forearm. “Tell us already.”

“Ow. No need for brutality.” Smiling, she met the gaze of each of her two best friends. After a pause for effect, she said in a low voice, “I just saw the Dragon Lady getting her brains screwed out.”

“Eww!” Bailey set her drink on the table and did a theatrical shudder. “I think I’d have to gouge my eyes out.”

Paige snickered. “No shit? Is she as much of a skinny ass naked as she looks fully clothed?”

Reese blinked. “Yeah. But after a few minutes, I didn’t notice, I guess.”

“After a few minutes?” Bailey looked horrified.

“Damn, Reese, how long did you watch?” Paige laughed and poured another drink. “And,” she added, glaring at Reese, “more importantly, I have to wonder why? Were you turned on?”

Reese swallowed and reached for a fried cheese stick. “I don’t know. Maybe a little.” She bit into the stick and chewed thoughtfully. “Makes me wonder if I have a latent voyeuristic tendency.”

“Honey,” Paige said, dipping a crawfish into the hot avocado sauce, “we all have a voyeuristic tendency. That’s why they invented porn.”

Bailey and Reese groaned.

“I’m just saying.” Paige tossed her long, dark hair over her shoulder as she popped the crawfish in her mouth and chewed with gusto. Which was pretty much the way Paige did anything. Reese envied that quality.

After she swallowed, Paige asked, “So, did the Dragon Lady see you?”

“Thankfully, no.” Reese snickered. “She was, um, otherwise occupied.” At that, she and Bailey broke into hysterical laughter.

Paige did an eye roll. “A better question would be, did you get the stuff you needed? Remember? That was the reason you had to run back to the office. Is any of this ringing a bell?”

In answer, Reese reached down into her satchel and produced the papers. “Right here. At least now I won’t have to worry about leaving for the airport tomorrow morning in time to swing by and pick them up.”

“Trust me”—Paige licked the rim of her empty glass—”you’ll just find something else to obsess over. It’s what you do.” She shrugged and leaned on the table. “And speaking of what you do, why on earth did you agree to do this? You’re not up to it, Reese. You get plane sick, train sick, and carsick. Hell, you practically puke in the elevator.”

“I know.” Reese shrugged and reached for the last crawfish. “But it wasn’t really an option. I want a promotion. When Dorinda told me about her dream to open a bed-and-breakfast, I felt like we’d, well, bonded. Sort of.” She chewed and swallowed. “And now, every time I look at her, I know I’ll have flashbacks of her sexual romp. I need to get away for a while.” She shuddered. “Besides, business has been slow. It’s not like I have anything major going on. Maybe, if I do this for her, it will give me a leg up on my competition.”

“Sweetie.” Paige patted Reese’s hand. “Listen to me very carefully. There is no competition. No one wants your job.”

“I’m afraid she’s right,” Bailey said in a meek voice.

“I’m her executive assistant! I handle a lot of important clients—”

“And then the Dragon Lady reels them in and takes all the credit, not to mention the commission. Am I right? You know I am, I can see it in your eyes.”

Reese looked at Bailey, who nodded.

“Face it,” Paige continued, “you’re a glorified gofer. A step–up from a secretary. Maybe.”

Reese’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right.” She sighed. “But I’ve already committed to going. So I will. One last time. Bailey, if you’ll look around for a better job, I’ll start sending out my résumé when I get home.”

“She’ll do better than that,” Paige assured her. “I’ll update your résumé while you’re gone. When I’m finished with it, people will be falling all over each other to hire you, at twice your current salary. Maybe more. As soon as I’m done, Bailey can start submitting it. Then, when you get back, you just have to go on interviews and make your selection.”

“Thanks. I think.”

“Where are you going again?” Bailey scratched the bridge of her nose.

“Sand Dollar. According to the map, it’s on the Gulf Coast.” “I thought you said it was an island.” Paige signaled for another pitcher.

“No, none for me,” Reese told her, “I’ll never make it out of bed on time for my flight if I have any more. And you’re right. The place I’m bidding on is an island, just off the coast.”

“Sand Dollar has an airport?” Bailey threw down a wad of money.

“According to my itinerary, it’s a municipal airport.” “Which is small-town speak for a hole-in-the-wall,” Paige said, digging in her briefcase, then tossing her platinum card on top of Bailey’s cash. “Put your wallet away, Reese. Tonight’s on us.”

Bailey nodded. “A going-away present.” “Y’all do realize I’m only going to be gone five days, a week tops? Maybe two weeks if I have to stay for the auction.”

“Yes, we know.” Bailey sighed as they made their way to the door. “But that means we’ll miss margarita night next week. Maybe even the following week.”

“I’m sure you’ll survive.” After hugging her friends outside the bar, Reese waited for traffic to clear before crossing the street to her loft.

What little buzz she had going on from the margaritas dissipated by the time she ran up the stairs to the fifth floor. She told herself the stairs helped keep her legs toned and her lungs strong.

Besides, a lot of people disliked elevators. The thought of the moving sidewalk at the airport and, worse, her upcoming flight made her palms sweat. A glance confirmed her packed bag was ready and waiting by the door. Nothing to do but try to get some sleep.

She didn’t even want to contemplate the shuttle flight to Sand Dollar. For that matter, how the heck was she going to get out to the island? She’d promised to check out the property before the auction. What had she gotten herself into?

“You can do this,” she told her reflection as she flossed her teeth while preparing for bed. “You have to do this.” Paige’s words about her less than prestigious job echoed in her head. One more trip and her association with the Dragon Lady would be history.
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By ten the next morning, Reese knew if she survived the trip, she would never travel again. Ever.

Her distinctly green face stared back at her from the cracked mirror in the ladies’ room at the Sand Dollar Municipal Airport as she wiped the wet paper towel across her forehead.

How could she possibly throw up again? Everything had already made a reappearance.

The flight from Houston had been fairly uneventful. It gave her false confidence. The flight from hell in the little plane, which she could have sworn was held together with baling wire, shot said confidence all to heck. She wouldn’t have been surprised to see her shoes come up into the paper bag they gave her. That they hadn’t done cartwheels down the runway on landing was nothing short of a miracle.

“It’s all behind you,” she muttered, picking up her bag and heading for the exit. “Just find the limo and get on down to business.”

Benjamin Adams fanned the piece of cardboard and watched the passengers ignore his sign as they hurried past.

“Where the hell could she be?” He visually searched both gates again. How in the hell could he have missed her? The airport wasn’t that big.

If he wasn’t desperate for money, he’d leave.

But he was, so he waved the sign again as he turned, looking for anyone who looked like they might be expecting to be picked up.

That’s when he saw her.

Built like a Barbie doll, she wobbled on too-high heels, her gaze darting around. Short, baby-fine–looking blond hair fringed her face in a messy sort of way.

He knew the moment she spotted him. Her small body drew more upright, her little face taking on a look of disdainful horror.

Oh, yeah, he still had a definite effect on women. True, it wasn’t the effect he would have preferred, but at least they still noticed him. Just not necessarily in a good way.

“I’m Reese Parker,” she said in a hesitant voice as she walked toward him.

Of course, she was. Just his luck.

“Is that all your luggage?”

“Yes. I pack light. Besides,” she added in a breathless voice as she trotted along next to him, “I don’t plan to stay long.”

Good. He had a bad feeling about Miss Reese Parker. From her attire, she obviously wasn’t in Sand Dollar for a vacation. That left only one other logical reason: she’d come for the auction of his grandmother’s island.

Shit-fire-spit, as his grandmother used to say. Could his day get any worse?

The exit door whooshed closed behind them.

“Where is the limo?” his annoying passenger asked, shielding her eyes against the sunshine.

“Don’t you have any sunglasses?” Her face was all scrunched up.

“Huh?” Beneath her palm, pale eyes looked dumbfounded.

“Sunglasses. You’re on the Gulf Coast. Sunglasses are basic necessities here. Did you bring any?” Was he going to have to lead her around? Wait. Maybe that might not be a bad thing.

“Of course, I brought sunglasses.” Her mouth pulled down in a very annoying way. “We have sun in Houston too, you know.”

“Good. Put ‘em on. You’re going to get all wrinkled from squinting. Not to mention getting a headache from the glare.”

“I can’t. I lost them.” When she had her head over the trash can in the restroom, but she wasn’t about to tell that to the scruffy, overaged surfer/limo driver.

“We can stop somewhere for you to pick up another pair.” Hell, why was he persisting? What did he care? But he just couldn’t seem to let go of the sunglasses topic. It was just such a dumb-ass city woman thing to do, losing sunglasses.

Her jaw tight, she said, “Fine. Thanks. Now, where is the limousine?”

“You’re standing in front of it.”

   “No, this is a truck.” And not a very nice one, at that. “I was distinctly told there would be a limo waiting for me at the airport.”

The man towered over her. If he thought he could intimidate her, he was sadly mistaken. She hadn’t worked for the Dragon Lady for the last two years for nothing.

Instead of stepping back or cowering the way she was sure he’d hoped, she straightened to her full five-foot-one-and-a-half-inch height. Her gaze rose from his broad, faded T-shirt–covered chest, over a stubborn jaw, with its stubble glistening in the sunshine, past the hard line of his lips, to blue eyes framed with a thick row of golden lashes. Fine lines radiated from the corners of his eyes, making her wonder if he practiced what he preached when it came to wearing sunglasses.

He pointed to a hand-printed cardboard sign taped to the back window of the pickup with what looked like duct tape. It read: B.A. LIMO AND CAB CO.

She blinked at the sign, then looked back up at him. “What does the B.A. stand for?”

He took her suitcase and tossed it into the bed of the truck, then opened the passenger door.

“Bad Ass.” Turning on his heel, he rounded the hood and slid behind the wheel. “Are you coming or not?”
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Reese clutched her shoulder bag to her chest and breathed through her nose. The knot holding together her seat belt dug into her hip bone.

Across the cracked seat, her chauffeur chuckled.

“Don’t look so worried, Reese Parker. I’m not going to charge you for the seat belt.”

“I did not break your seat belt! It fell off when I went to buckle it.”

His grin flashed white in his tanned face. “All I know, it was fine before you got in.”

Her throat worked convulsively.

“Cat got your tongue? Or don’t you have any biting sarcasm to toss at me? Aw, don’t be like that. Talk to me.”

“Could you pull over? Please?” She clawed at the knotted seat belt. “Pull over! Now!”

   Ben winced at the sound of his passenger losing her lunch on the gravel shoulder next to the truck. He tried not to gag. Hell, how much could a skinny chick like that have in her stomach?

The retching stopped. Reese crawled back into the seat of the truck and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

He quickly lowered his window to dissipate the vomit smell. “There’re some breath mints in the glove box, if you want some.” As an afterthought, he added, “And there’s bottled water in the cooler behind the seat.”

After a curt nod, she dug around in the console, paused, then dug a little faster.

That was when he remembered the old box of condoms. He opened his mouth to explain, to tell her they weren’t his, then thought better of it. Let her think he was a player. It might help. The bigger the distance they maintained, the easier it would be to do whatever he had to do to prevent her from bidding on the island. “I said the glove box, not the console.”

Heat seared Reese’s cheeks. She obviously saw the box of condoms in the console. “Sorry.” The old door to the glove box flopped down and smacked her on the knees. “Crap!” She shot a self-conscious look at him. “Sorry. I was just surprised. I didn’t mean to blurt that out.”

Great. Little Miss Puke Queen thought crap was a bad word. He swallowed a chuckle. They might just have some fun this weekend, after all.

Beside him, her crunching told him she’d found the stale mints. He glanced over to see her relaxed against the seat, mopping the sweat from her forehead with a wad of tissues. “Feel better?”

One thin shoulder shrugged. “I guess. I’ll be fine, once we stop.” She met his gaze. “How much longer until we get to the hotel?”

“A while.” Reaching behind the seat, he hoisted the cooler to set between them. “Why don’t you drink some water? It might help. Get me one too, will you?”

After a moment of hesitation, she opened the lid and dug around in the ice. “All I see are bottles of beer.”

“I’ll take one of those, then.”

“You can’t do that! It’s illegal to drink while you’re driving.”

Promptly pulling over again, he braked as a plume of dust enveloped the truck. “Okay. You drive, then.”

She blinked. “You’re kidding, right? What do the words open container mean to you?”

“If you’d hand me the damn beer, it would soon be an empty container.” He jerked his hand away just as she slammed the cooler lid. “Watch it, lady! I need that hand.”

Instead of replying, she dug around in the big purse she wore like a shield and pulled out a pocket-size spiral notebook and a pen and began furiously scribbling.

“Now what are you doing?”

“Making a note of things to report when I get to the hotel.”

“Does this mean I’m going to have to get my own beer?” He didn’t want one, but he found he really enjoyed teasing her.

In answer, she slammed her bony hand on top of the cooler and glared at him. “No one is having any beer until we reach our destination and are not in a moving vehicle.”

“Oh, so you changed your mind and are going to join me?” Damn, it was fun to watch her get all flustered.

Her blue eyes shot daggers at him. “I don’t drink beer. And, even if I did, I wouldn’t drink with you.”

“Watch it, you’re apt to hurt my tender feelings.”

Ice rattled against the side of the cooler. A cold, wet bottle of water hit him square in the chest.

“Here. Now drive.”

“Yes, ma’am.” After taking a long swallow, he dropped the truck into gear and pulled back out onto the road.

“So,” he said after a few minutes of silence, “did you come to Sand Dollar for a vacation?”

Her cool gaze shot his way before she returned to watching the asphalt. “Hardly.”

“Well, no offense, but you seem like you could use one. Sand Dollar may not be a resort-type place, but it has its amenities.”

“Like what?” Never taking her eyes off the road, she tilted the bottle to her lips.

He knew he should watch the road, but he couldn’t stop looking at her mouth and the way her elegant neck rippled with each swallow.

It shouldn’t have gotten to him. And it sure as hell shouldn’t have turned him on.

“W-well, the beach is nice. The marina is pretty well-equipped for just about any sport fishing you’d care to do.”

“I don’t fish.”

Of course, she didn’t. The woman would probably be bored to tears if he took her out on his boat. Of course, there was always the cabin belowdecks. Maybe he could help her see the allure of the open water.

“Why are you smiling like that? What’s so funny about me not fishing?”

“Nothing. Not a damn thing. In fact, I wasn’t even thinking about you,” he lied. “I like my boat. I was thinking about going out on it after I drop you off.” “Oh.”

“Yeah, oh. Not everything is about you.”

“I, well, I—”

“Duck!” Grasping the back of her head, he slammed her forehead into the cooler as he pressed her to bend in half on the seat. “State trooper up ahead,” he explained. “He knows the passenger seat belt doesn’t work. I don’t want another ticket.”

“Ah-hah!” She struggled against his hand.

“Stay down! I’ll let you up after he’s down the road a piece.”

Twisted in order to glare at him, she ground out, “I knew that seat belt was broken before I touched it.”

“Yeah.” He released her. “You’re a regular genius.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She sat up and rubbed her forehead.

“Nothing. There’s the hotel, up ahead on the right.”

Reese didn’t know what she’d expected, but the large structure squatting on the far end of the sandy parking lot wasn’t it. The Sand Dollar Inn looked, well, almost homey, with its pale blue clapboard siding and the brilliant white of its gingerbread trim. White colums supported a wraparound porch, complete with porch swings and rocking chairs. Between each column hung a fat pot of riotous blooming plants.

As she stepped from the truck, her stiletto heels sank into the sand. In the distance, waves made a distinctive sound as they slapped the shore. Reese took a bracing breath of sea air and felt her tenseness ease.

Her suitcase plopped on her foot. Aging surfer dude grinned down at her.

“C’mon,” he said, walking toward the hotel without waiting to see if she followed. “I’ll introduce you to Rick and Rita. They run the hotel.”

Suitcase wheels were not meant to roll on sand. Half rolling, half dragging her burden, Reese finally made it to the bottom step of the hotel.

“Having fun?” Her driver smirked down at her from his perch on the porch rail.

“Screw you,” she muttered as her suitcase bumped its way up the wooden stairs.

“Tsk-tsk, such language.” He stood when she approached. “Ow! Why’d you hit me?” He rubbed his shoulder.

“If you have to ask, you’re dumber than I thought. Get out of my way.”

“Here, let me help you with that.” He reached for her suitcase, but she only tightened her grip. “What is your problem?”

“You! You’re my problem. You’re lazy and rude and condescending and—”

“I resent being called lazy.” He jerked on the handle again. “I prefer it as conserving my energy.”

“Conserve away! I’m perfectly capable of carrying my own luggage.”

“Couldn’t prove it by the way you hobbled and stumbled across the parking lot.”

“Well, if you’d just—”

“Hey, hey, what’s going on out here? We can’t hardly hear our TV program for all your hollering.” A thin middle-aged man with a receding hairline stood in the doorway, fists propped on lean hips. He looked from her driver to Reese. “You Ms. Parker? We were fixin’ to get worried about you. You missed your check-in time.”

Chastised, Reese hurried forward, hand outstretched.

“I’m sorry. Yes, I’m Reese Parker.”

They shook hands. “Rick Weaver. C’mon in and relax a spell. Ben, you may as well drag your sorry carcass in too.”

“Ben?” She frowned.

“Ben Adams, you know, the feller who drove you from the airport?” Rick indicated the overaged surfer leaning against the door frame.

Reese bared her teeth in a smile. “Of course. I just think of him differently.” Following Rick into the lobby, she looked at Ben with narrowed eyes and muttered, “Bad Ass.”

“Since you’re preregistered,” Rick said, his back to them as he made his way to the front desk, “all I need is for you to sign in and then I’ll show you to your room.”

She’d scarcely finished signing the charge slip before Ben plucked the card key from Rick’s hand and smiled.

“I know your knee’s been acting up lately, Rick. I can show her to her room.”

“Thanks, Ben, appreciate it.” Oblivious to the charged looks, Rick turned to Reese. “Rita’s fixin’ cube steak for supper.

We eat at six sharp.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “You don’t want to be late. It makes Rita mean.”

“Thank you, but I—”

“We’ll make sure to be on time, Rick,” Ben chimed in.

“Excuse me?” In what universe did Ben Adams speak for her?

Arm around her shoulders, Ben turned her toward the grand staircase. He looked back at Rick with a smile and a wink. “The woman just can’t get enough of me.”
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Before Reese could open her mouth to protest, Ben swept her halfway up the wide, curved staircase. Despite stiffening her back, his momentum kept them moving upward.

“Will you stop? Let go of me!” At the top of the stairs, she wrenched away from his grasp. “You heard Rick, Rita gets mad if guests don’t get to eat the food she prepared. That means you need to eat elsewhere.”

“I’m practically a guest here,” he countered, steering her down the floral-print runner on the polished hardwood floor. “I eat here almost every night.”

“Are you homeless?” A hop still kept the card key he held aloft out of her grasp. “Give me that!”

“No, I’m not homeless,” he said, swiping the key in the door of room seven. “I just eat here because, well, I like Rita’s cooking. And Rick’s company.” He motioned for her to enter the room, then looked pointedly at the suitcase she’d dropped in the hall.

“A gentleman would carry my bag in for me, especially since I brought it up the stairs.”

“Never said I was a gentleman.”

With a huff, she picked up her suitcase and tossed it into the room, making sure it hit Ben on its way in.

“Ow! Hey, where do you think you’re going?” He followed her back down the hall after she’d plucked the key from his fingers and walked away.

At the newel post, she turned and glared. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I thought I’d go to the courthouse before dinner.”

“You don’t have a car. How did you plan to get there?”

“Walk?”

“You don’t even know which way to go.”

“The ocean is that way.” She pointed. “Ergo, it doesn’t take much deductive reasoning to figure the town is in the other direction.”

“Yeah?” He trotted next to her as she descended the stairs. “Well, smart-ass, there are three other possible directions left. Ergo, I still say you have no idea where to head.”

“Come on! The town isn’t that big. I can probably see the courthouse from the porch.”

She probably could, but he wasn’t ready to stop arguing. Besides being the most fun he’d had in a while, if he stalled long enough, the courthouse would be closed for the weekend. The way he saw it, the more roadblocks he threw in her way, the better. He refused to feel guilty.

“Fine. You can drive me.” She stepped down into the lobby and turned back to him.

“Why would I do that?”

“I dunno … money?” She smiled sweetly.

“My seat belt doesn’t work properly. I’m not supposed to haul passengers until it’s fixed.” He bared his teeth to smile back at her.

“And yet, that didn’t stop you earlier, did it?”

“Teatime!” A brightly dressed woman in her mid-thirties came through the swinging door next to the desk, bearing a large tray with a platter of assorted cookies and a pitcher of iced tea.

Ben hurried to her. “Hey, Rita! Let me take that for you.”

“Why, thank you, Ben, that’s so sweet of you.”

Reese made a gagging motion when Ben’s gaze met hers.

“I’m going back to get glasses,” Rita said, turning toward the door. “If you’ll just set the tray out on the table on the front porch, we’ll join you and your lady friend directly.”

“I’m not his lady friend!” Reese’s objection went unheard as her hostess was already gone.

“Give it a rest.” Ben nudged her with his elbow. “Open the door for me, will you? Please? This tray is getting heavy.”

“Will you drive me to the courthouse?”

He glanced at the grandfather clock by the front door. Four-fifteen. The courthouse was closed until Monday morning. “Of course.”

Rita reappeared, tucking tendrils of dark hair back into her ponytail with one hand as she held the tray with four glasses of ice in the other. “Hold the door! Thanks.” She set the tray next to the first one and straightened. “Hi.” She extended her hand. “You must be Reese Parker. I’m Rita Weaver, Rick’s wife. Welcome to Sand Dollar!”

She motioned for them to be seated and began pouring tea. “So, what brings you to town and how long do you plan to stay with us?”

Dorinda’s words, begging Reese to keep her desire to change careers a secret, echoed through Reese’s mind. How much should she tell without breaking her boss’s trust? “Um, I’m actually here to look at some property.”

Rita’s dark eyes lit up. “Really? Which property? Maybe I can give you some advice.”

Ben settled back in the rocker and took a sip of his tea. His lips curved into a smile as he regarded Reese across the rim of his glass. “Yeah, which property?”

Why did she get the impression he knew exactly which property she wanted to scope out?

“Well, I’m not sure I know the exact location. That’s why I wanted to go check with the courthouse.”

Rita bit into a cookie and chewed. “Oh, that’s too bad. The courthouse closed about half an hour ago. Won’t be open again until Monday morning.” She took a sip of tea. “But I’m sure Ben or I can answer just about any questions you have, since we’ve lived here most of our lives.” She leaned forward and said in a conspiratorial whisper, “Rick tells everyone he’s a native, but he really didn’t move here until he was in high school. Don’t let on I told you, though, it would hurt his feelings.”

Nodding, Reese swallowed her last bite of cookie. “Okay. Well, I’m here to bid at a land auction. There’s an island with an old hotel on it.”

Rita’s shout of laughter echoed from the ceiling of the porch. “You’re kidding! Ben’s—”

“Starving!” Ben jumped up and shoved a cookie in his mouth, then pushed one into Rita’s. “I’m sure you are too,” he said, crumbs flying. “In fact, you should probably go get started on dinner. You know, before the crowd hits.”

Rita swallowed and glared at Ben. “What is wrong with you, Ben Adams? Have you lost your mind? Don’t you realize she’s talking about—”

“Yessiree!” He shoved Rita through the open door. “Mmmm! I can practically taste your cube steak already. You are making mashed potatoes and gravy with it, right?”

“Don’t I always?” Hands on hips, she glared out at him, then sighed. “I guess if you’re that hungry, I’ll start serving.” She leaned to look around Ben’s shoulder. “Nice meeting you, Reese.” To Ben, she hissed out a whisper, “I don’t know what you’re up to, Ben Adams, but I don’t like it.”

“Serenity Island!” Reese said, causing Ben to jump just as he settled into his rocker with some very steamy fantasies of what he’d like to do in the rocker with Reese. “That’s the name of the property.” She frowned. “I think. I know the hotel was named Serenity House. Maybe the island has another name?”

He pretended to ponder for a few minutes, then said, “No, I think I recall an old hotel out on the island in the bay. And, now that you mention it, I think you’re right. I think it is called Serenity Island.” Hell, he didn’t think it, he knew it. Certainly glad Rita had gone inside, he hoped Reese would stop talking about it by the time they went in for dinner.

   “Looking for someone, Rita?” Ben concentrated on drowning his scoop of mashed potatoes in the thick, aromatic milk gravy to take his mind off the shorts and halter top Reese had changed into before dinner. He’d like to cover her in gravy and kiss it off. All over her hot little body. He licked his lips. “This gravy smells fantastic. You outdid yourself this time.”

Rita smiled, her face lighting up. “Thanks, Ben, but you haven’t tasted it yet. And yes and no. I guess I was just hoping. We have four other guests, the Mills brothers. At least, I think they’re brothers. They aren’t very sociable. They leave every morning, after breakfast, with their tackle boxes. Other than the breakfast buffet, they haven’t eaten in the restaurant since they checked in.”

Reese looked around the restaurant attached to the hotel, oblivious to the fact she was practically flashing her nipple at him. “It’s filling up fast. If they don’t get here soon, they won’t get a table.” She took a bite of the tender meat and had to bite back a moan. “Oh, Rita, this is fabulous! It’s a good thing I won’t be staying long. I’d gain weight!”

“You could afford it.” Rita smiled. “How do you stay so thin? I enjoy eating too much!”

Reese swirled a bite of meat in her mashed potatoes and gravy. “I don’t eat much at home. Seems like I’m always running late. Then, at work, I’m too busy most of the time. Plus, I walk a lot.”

“Yeah,” Ben chimed in with a grin, picturing her walking. Naked. “She wanted to walk to the courthouse earlier.”

Rita’s robust laugh filled the dining room. Ben wondered if the pink flush spreading up Reese’s neck went lower. Like across her surprisingly decent rack. Decent for someone so skinny, for sure. Wait. He had to stop thinking about sex with her. It wasn’t his goal. His goal was to scrape up enough money to prevent her from buying his island.

Wiping tears of mirth from her eyes with the edge of her ruffled apron, Rita grinned down at his dinner companion. “I don’t care if you’re used to walking a lot or not, that would have been quite a hike!”

After Rita and Ben’s laughter subsided, Reese swallowed her last bite of mashed potatoes. “It’s pretty far from here, I take it?”

“Oh, it’s not all that far,” Rita assured her with a pat on the shoulder. “As the crow flies, that is. But on foot, you’d have to walk a winding path through town to get there. A five-minute drive would take a good forty-five minutes to walk. Plus, there are a lot of little hills. I’ve walked it a time or two and wouldn’t recommend it,” she added as she walked away.

“I don’t suppose busses run from here to there?”

Ben chuckled. “Now, why would you want to take a bus when you have a limo right here?”

Reese shot him a deadpan look. “Maybe because I’ve ridden in the limo.”

“Aw, c’mon. I didn’t even charge you for the broken seat belt.” Lean this way a little more. I want to see your tits.

“It was broken before I even touched it! You already admitted that.” To his disappointment, she leaned back and glared at him.

“Will you two stop arguing?” Rita hustled over to the table with a rolling cart bearing several pies and a towering chocolate cake. “You need a dessert. It’ll calm you down.”

She had no idea how uncalm he was at the moment. Especially below his belt.

“I have strawberry rhubarb pie, apple pie, peach pie, and lemon meringue,” Rita continued, oblivious to his sexual turmoil. “I also have my fudge suicide cake. You can get any of them à la mode, except the meringue.” She took a huge, lethal-looking knife from the tray below and smiled. “Which will it be? It’s included with the price of the meal, in case you were wondering.”

   Reese honestly couldn’t remember eating as much as she’d ingested since arriving in Sand Dollar. Hand on her full stomach—fullness had to be the reason she felt a flutter there when she looked across the table—she said, “Oh, thanks, but I don’t believe I’ll have any. I—”

“Don’t insult the cook.” Ben smiled at Rita. “We’ll take a small slice of each pie, with ice cream, please. And, of course, a big ole piece of cake. To share.” He winked at Reese, who sat in numbed shock. “You can thank me later.”

   Reese bit back a groan as she lumbered up the stairs. So full, she felt she might roll back down the stairs. She took comfort, though, in knowing if she did, she’d take out the irritating man behind her.

“Hand me your key.”

Paused to catch her breath at the newel post, she glared at him through her lashes. “In your dreams.”

“Hardly. You’re not my type. I’m just trying to be hospitable. After the way you chowed down, I figured it took all your strength just to digest it and walk up the stairs.”

Knowing to pick her battles, although it galled her to know he was right, she fished the card key out of the pocket of her shorts and slapped it into his palm. “Knock yourself out. I mean, thank you,” she amended when he scowled back at her.

“Stop smiling at me like that. It creeps me out.” He turned to open her door and she stuck out her tongue. “I saw that. Real mature.”

“What? How did you see me?” She trailed him into her room and dropped onto the upholstered chair by the bathroom door.

“I saw your reflection in the brass plate on the door.” He opened the little refrigerator and peered in. “Did you drink all the beer already?”

“There wasn’t any beer. I … Wait! You were up here earlier.” Her eyes narrowed. “Was there beer in there then?”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He pulled her to her feet, not stopping until they were chest to chest—well, okay, maybe it was closer to chest to abdomen—his arms securely around her. “Let’s change the subject.”

She struggled. A little. “What are you doing? Let go of me.”

“I like this outfit better than the garb you had on at the airport.” He swayed back and forth, making it difficult for her not to brush against him.

“Well, I was told dinner was casual. It’s warmer here than in Houston.” Walking shorts and a dressy halter top had seemed like a safe choice. Eyes wide, she looked up at him. “I was dressed appropriately, though, wasn’t I?”

“Uh-huh. You have real nice legs for such a skinny, short person.”

“Gee, thanks.” Her palms flat on his chest, she pushed, but he remained plastered to her.

“I do have a question, though. I wondered about it all through supper.” The tip of his index finger brushed a fiery trail along the plunging neckline of her top.

Her nipples immediately stood at attention, but she’d be darned if she’d let him know how his touch affected her.

Licking her dry lips, she swallowed. “Wh-what’s that?”

   Reese’s posture relaxed. Ben wondered if she was aware she’d snuggled a little closer.

He should leave her. Now. But the enticing glimpses of nipple she’d taunted him with throughout their meal haunted him. All the reasons he should walk away marched through his fevered brain.

Whether she knew it or not, she was in Sand Dollar to ruin his life by taking the one thing he wanted most, his grandmother’s island.

By the time he’d realized Gram had neglected to pay property taxes for years before her death, and that he’d also been remiss in the years since she’d passed, he owed way more in back taxes than he could cough up. Which was why he was busting his butt to scrape up the back taxes by working as a taxi and limo driver, doing any odd jobs that came his way. Hell, he’d even prostituted his beloved boat by running a charter fishing business in addition to the commercial fishing he did himself.

He had been running on empty emotionally for longer than he’d care to admit. That had to be the reason Reese Parker was having an effect on him.

The scrawny woman in his arms was so not his type, it was laughable. Yet, he felt drawn to her, anyway. Go figure. Just proved how desperate and horny he had become. Maybe it was a case of any pussy in a storm. Yeah, that had to be it.

Now she wanted to know what he’d been thinking about during their meal, he’d tell her.

“I wondered if you had on anything under that pretty little blue top.” Ignoring her little gasp, he pushed on. “Then, when you leaned down to lick the last of the fudge frosting from your plate—”

“I did not lick my plate!”

His hips bumped his erection against her bony pelvis. Instead of shoving him away, she bumped him right back. She was feisty.

He liked that.

“I can think of a few other things I wouldn’t mind seeing you lick….”

“I’m going to ignore that. Back to our conversation. You said something about when I bent over?”

With a grin, he nodded and dipped his finger below the edge of her top, eliciting another gasp. The tip of his finger grazed a puckered nipple and his grin stretched. “I saw the edge of these.” He flicked his fingernail over the erect tip of the first one, then the other breast.

Reese’s breath hissed through her teeth, but she didn’t move.

Taking that as a good sign, he ran his fingertips up under each strap, then shoved them down to her elbows, baring her perky little breasts.

To his continued delight, though they were definitely perky, they weren’t all that little.

He reached out and plucked the hard nipples, squeezing them, rolling them between his thumbs and forefingers until she whimpered. “You like that?”

Blinking, she nodded.

“What else? Do you want me to do more?”

Swallowing, she gave a curt nod. “Suck—suck them,” she said in a raw whisper.

Instead, he drew the top back to cover temptation. He wanted nothing more than to take her in his mouth. But he knew he wouldn’t want to stop there. And maybe he couldn’t stop there.

Too much was at stake.

He needed to keep his wits about him. And his dick in his pants.

“If I sucked your tits, I’d want to do more.” He tweaked her still erect nipple through the silk and stepped back. “We don’t know each other well enough for that. Not yet, anyway.”

A blush bloomed on her chest, then rose to her cheeks. “Maybe I didn’t want you to do anything more.”

“Liar.”
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