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Chapter One


One more change.


After a year of unrelenting upheaval, Mallory Hamilton was ready to get her life back. She only needed one more change.


Giving her short hair another quick tweak, she set the gel aside. Rascal, her tabby cat, jumped up on the vanity counter, where he knew he didn’t belong. But Mallory had learned from experience, some silly rules were made to be broken.


She ran her hand down his back as he arched up to get more of her touch. The cat’s fur was soft and warm, and she wanted nothing more than to crawl back into bed and let Rascal snuggle against her side like a living heating pad.


“Did you finish your breakfast?” she asked her pet.


Rascal’s reply was more purring.


Mallory took one last look in the mirror, smiled, and walked out of the bathroom. Her cat padded beside her, twitching his tail in the air.


The summer had been hot and very dry, matching her mood quite well. Everyone patted her on the shoulder and told her they admired her strength. Truth was she wasn’t strong. She was numb. Her life had taken a one-eighty turn so fast, she hadn’t had the chance to catch her breath. There simply hadn’t been time to cry. Now that the ordeal had ended, she saw no reason to indulge herself in an emotional breakdown. Crying wouldn’t change a damned thing.


She’d lost things she couldn’t get back, and that was that.


The doorbell rang as she finished buttoning her shirt.


Rascal hopped on the bed, stretching out on the rumpled quilt and kneading his claws against the cloth. Before she headed downstairs, Mallory jerked the shade up so that the sunlight hit his striped brown fur.


“Have a nice nap. I need to talk to the contractor about fixing up this dump.”


And her home really was a dump.


The doorbell rang again.


“Coming!”


She had to push the front door with her hip to hold it tight while she flipped open the dead bolt. The squeak when she opened the door grated on her nerves. She promised herself she would go to the hardware store and get some oil after the contractor left.


Dressed in a sky-blue polo and jeans, a thirtysomething guy with short dark hair glanced up from the iPad he held in his hand. His sexy smile took her by surprise.


“Are you Mallory?” he asked.


“Yes. I’m Mallory Hamilton. You’re Ben? The contractor Robert Ashford sent?”


“Yes, ma’am. He said you wanted some work done on your place.” He fished in his shirt pocket and produced a white business card, which he handed to her. “If you show me which projects you’d like done, I can give you an estimate. Then we can talk about a timetable.”


She blinked twice when she read the name, but she didn’t laugh. She hadn’t truly felt like laughing in a very long time.


“Your last name’s Carpenter? Seriously? You’re a carpenter named Carpenter?”


“I’m a contractor named Carpenter.” His words were clipped.


She opened the door wider, sorry that she might have offended him. No doubt he’d grown tired of dealing with rude comments about his name. “Please come in. I’ll show you around.”


His brown eyes wandered the foyer. “DIY?”


“Pardon?”


Ben nodded at the coat closet with no door then at the floor. “Do-it-yourself. The laminate flooring isn’t tight enough. I assume the door’s in the garage because it was too long to close after you put the floor in.”


She nodded. “Along with the trim. The chair rail for the dining room. The sink for the half bath. And—”


He held up a hand. “How about you take me room to room and show me what you’d like done?”


“Gladly.”


The downstairs wasn’t too bad, except for the great room. The fireplace mantel was only partly stained, and the gas logs had never been installed. That’s what the contractor was for.


He followed her up the stairs into the master bedroom. “And in here?”


“Doesn’t it speak for itself?”


When he smiled, he had laugh lines that framed his eyes. “It does, but I want to know what you think needs to be done.”


She pointed at the exposed beam at the apex of the cathedral ceiling. “It’s fake, and the corners have split away from the drywall. I like the way it looks in general, so I’d like to see if you can save it.”


He nodded and entered more information on his tablet.


“The window needs… something. I can hear the wind whistle when storms blow through.”


“Any water when it rains?”


“No.”


Ben pulled the drape back. “They’re newer windows. When did you have them put in?”


“Not sure. Maybe three years ago?”


“They’re in good shape, but they weren’t caulked properly. Next?”


Mallory led him into the bathroom and froze, utterly mortified. So accustomed to being alone now, she never bothered hiding anything she used on a daily basis. She swept her arm across the counter, scooping up all her stuff and dropping it into the deep vanity drawer.


Without missing a beat, Ben flipped the switch to the exhaust fan, which did nothing in response. “You’ll need a new fan. Do you want to keep these light fixtures? They’re a bit… dated.”


His calm acceptance eased her embarrassment. “They suck.”


He chuckled. “Light fixtures are easy to switch out. I’ll bet you’re tired of six big, naked bulbs staring you in the eye first thing in the morning.”


Nothing else naked stared at her, but the lightbulbs still had to go. “Yeah… you’re right. I’ll need new ones for all three baths.”


More taps on his iPad that were probably adding up to a pretty penny.


Didn’t matter. She couldn’t take her house anymore. Not the way it was.


She needed it to be her home now.


The rest of the tour took a good hour. Every disaster she showed him raised her anxiety, especially when his response was to draw his lips into a grim line and nod curtly. Dollar signs flashed in her head. She didn’t even want to know what he found in the crawl space or the attic.


They ended up right where they began, and for some reason, the foyer looked worse this time than it had when she’d invited him inside. Her stomach was tied into nervous knots, and she was on the verge of a full-blown panic attack. But she was going to do this.


She had to do this.


“So what do you think? Can all this be fixed?” Her voice quivered.


Ben kept working on his tablet.


“I know this house is… old and a big mess, but—”


He finally glanced up. “Relax. There’s nothing really wrong with the place.”


Mallory snorted. “Everything’s wrong with this place. But it’s all I’ve got and I sure can’t afford to move.”


In all honesty, she probably could afford to move—she simply didn’t want to. The commute was less than ten minutes, and she was close to everything she needed. The library. The pharmacy. Her friends. A SuperTarget.


His gaze wandered the foyer. “The way I see it, this place has a few scars. That’s all. Just scars.”


“Scars?” She hated that word more than anyone would ever know.


“Yeah. Cosmetic stuff mostly, but the bones are good. Just give it time—give me time.”


His words pounded through her brain, a steady rhythm that made her insides somersault and her head ache.


A few scars.


Cosmetic stuff mostly.


Give it time.


“What’s the bottom line?” she asked, holding a tight lid on her emotions.


“Bottom line is I’ll fix things for you, Mrs. Hamilton. I promise.”


Those few simple words worked magic by easing her anxiety. Perhaps it was his sincerity. Perhaps it was his smile. Perhaps it was the funny coincidence of his name. “I believe you.”


“I need to check some prices, see if I can call in some favors, and get you a price. You realize it’s an estimate, right? That when I get to work, I might find more problems hiding underneath the skin?”


She nodded. What was below the surface always caused her the most trouble. With her luck lately, Ben Carpenter would find everything from termite infestation to dry rot.


* * *


Ben Carpenter’s temper rose to a boil the moment he saw Amber sitting on the front porch of his rented town house. Since it was the last week before she started eighth grade, she was supposed to be spending time with her mother. Then she’d come back home Sunday before classes began.


Damn you, Theresa.


His daughter’s elbows were propped on her knees, and her chin rested on her hands. She’d gathered her long dark hair into a ponytail, and she wore her usual jeans and T-shirt. A pink backpack lay at her feet.


Throwing the truck into park, he sighed. Not at having his daughter home where she belonged, but because his bitch of an ex-wife had abandoned their kid. Again.


“Hey, ladybug,” he said, resisting the urge to gather her into his arms. “Why didn’t you call me and tell me you were coming back early?”


Ever since she’d become a teenager, Amber had started keeping her distance. He just hadn’t figured out whether it was a teenage thing or if she didn’t want to hug her father anymore. She never hugged Theresa, but then again if Theresa were his mother, he’d not only be reluctant to hug her, he’d run away to join the circus.


At least Amber always knew she was safe with her father. He tried to make a stable home, even if they could only afford a rental. She’d decorated her bedroom herself and made it reflect her eclectic personality. Posters of anything from androgynous singers to muscular athletes lined the walls. Since he remembered how important his own privacy had been at that age, he didn’t hover.


Amber looked up at him with brown eyes that held enough red to show she’d been crying. “Her phone got turned off ’cause she didn’t pay for it.” Each word dripped with disdain he was accustomed to hearing whenever Amber spoke of Theresa. “She took mine. Said I was too young to have my own phone.”


Of course she took Amber’s phone—he paid for it.


“What happened this time?” Ben asked.


“Some of her stupid friends were going to Vegas.” She stood and picked up her backpack, slinging the strap over her shoulder. “She didn’t say when she was coming back. Just dropped me off, telling me she didn’t want to see you. Do you know how many of my friends’ texts I’ve missed?”


He gave her ponytail a playful tug. “Why didn’t you let yourself in?”


“I couldn’t remember the new code.”


“I’m sorry. I wish I hadn’t had to change—”


“It’s not your fault, Dad. It’s hers. She was the one who let herself in and took your checkbook.”


Once she followed him into the house, Amber dropped her pack inside the door, flopped on the couch, and grabbed the remote. Then she flipped through channels.


“Well, at least you’re home now, ladybug.”


What kind of mother does something like this?


“Pizza or Chinese?” he asked, picking up the phone. “If I’d known you were coming back so soon, I could’ve shopped.”


“You never know when I’m coming home.”


“Touché.”


Amber’s gaze shifted from the flat-screen to him. “You know, I hear people say that all the time, but I don’t know what it means.”


He found a smile. His daughter was, above all other things, the most curious creature on the face of the planet. From the time she could speak, her favorite word was “why,” usually followed by a question that revealed an intelligence beyond her years. Most kids outgrew that curiosity. Not Amber. If anything, it grew exponentially with each passing year.


“I think it’s a fencing term or something. Flip open the laptop and Google it.”


She turned back to whatever show she’d been watching. “I don’t want to know that bad. And get Chinese. Sweet-and-sour pork. I had pizza delivered last night when Theresa didn’t come home ’til ten.”


“Theresa?”


“I stopped calling her Mom.”


“Why?”


“ ’Cause she doesn’t act like a mom.”


She had him there.


After calling for supper delivery, Ben sat down in his recliner with his iPad and scrolled through the list of things he’d need to do to make Mallory Hamilton’s house decent.


Her house reeked of “hubby just moved out.” Half the master closet was empty, and she’d barely begun to spread her things into the vacated space. Only one toothbrush in the holder, but there was toothpaste spatter on the backsplash over the second sink. She still had a light line on the third finger of her left hand where her ring had blocked the sun.


What kind of idiot would leave such a nice woman? Pretty, too, although she wore her light brown hair awfully short. At least it suited her round face and drew attention to her best feature—her big, brown doe eyes.


The least Ben could do was fix her home. Her husband—or was it ex-husband?—obviously had no idea how to finish any of the numerous projects he’d begun. Most of what he’d done would have to be started over, but Ben hadn’t lied to her when he’d said the house had good bones.


It was a sturdy, roomy home built in the days when houses were supposed to last. No cheap vinyl siding or slab foundation. The crawl space was dry, the floor joists sturdy and well put together. The attic needed more insulation, but it was also clean and dry and the roof had plenty of life left. Once he finished working on repairs, she could stay in that house and make new memories or sell the place for a nice profit. Either option would give her a fresh start, which she surely needed.


Back to that estimate…


After fiddling with the costs, he came to a final figure when the doorbell rang.


Amber popped up and came to stand at his side, holding out her hand and grinning. “Cough it up, Dad.”


He pulled out his wallet and handed her some cash. As she went to the door, he frowned at the nearly empty wallet, which matched his nearly empty bank account.


Ever since the economy turned sour, finding jobs hadn’t been easy. Ben was grateful to friends and customers who recommended him to potentials, but work was still sketchy at best.


He hadn’t told Mallory Hamilton how much he needed this job. If she knew how desperate he was getting she might not hire him.


While Amber took the food to the kitchen island and started setting out containers, he e-mailed his estimate to Mallory, sending it off with a wish and a prayer.














Chapter Two


“The first day back is always the worst.” Mallory set down her lunch and then dropped into the chair. How in the hell was she going to make it through a full day let alone an entire school year?


After the bell rang, the bustling noise of Stephen Douglas High School’s passing period faded to the running steps of a few late students.


Her voice was already hoarse, and her neck and shoulders hurt. The left side of her chest ached, probably because she was using those muscles for the first time in a long time. Once she took her shoes off when she got home, her feet would swell. She needed to retrain her bladder to follow the bell schedule.


And she was almost too tired to move.


Danielle Bradshaw put her lunch bag next to Mallory’s then flipped her blonde ponytail over her shoulder. Her blue eyes were filled with anger. “I’d like to know who I pissed off in the guidance office to end up with nothing but freshmen. Seriously, isn’t there a law or something?”


“Doesn’t the eighth amendment prohibit cruel and unusual punishment?”


“That’s exactly what having six classes of freshmen is—cruel and unusual punishment.”


Juliana Kelley was the next to come into the small upstairs room where they’d gathered each weekday to eat lunch for the last five years. From the dark circles under her green eyes and the way she kept shaking her head, she was too shell-shocked to speak. But she would. Jules was too much of an extrovert not to.


As usual, Bethany Rogers came in last. She jerked her plastic supermarket bag out of the refrigerator and tossed it on the table before practically falling into her seat. “I made it through three whole periods before I had to send someone to the office.”


“A new record,” Danielle said, raising her Diet Coke in a mock toast. “What happened?”


“David Mason told me to go fuck myself when I told him to put his phone away and quit texting.”


Juliana breathed a disgusted huff and shook her head again.


“He’s a senior, right?” Danielle asked.


“Yep. Another overprivileged, the-world-belongs-to me senior,” Beth replied.


“Maybe I’m not so bad with freshmen after all.” Danielle sipped her drink.


Mallory let her gaze settle on her friends—the Ladies Who Lunch, as they’d dubbed themselves the first year they’d all been assigned the same lunch period. For five years, they’d made sure the principal always scheduled them together, calling in favors when they had to so they could have this time. They shared their meals while they shared their lives—both in and out of school. These women were her life support, especially Juliana.


Tears stung her eyes. “I never had the chance to thank all of you.” She hated to cry in front of anyone.


“No thanks necessary. You’d do the same for us.” Juliana patted Mallory’s hand. At least she wasn’t scowling now.


“You have done the same for us,” Danielle added. “When I had my appendix out, I didn’t have to cook for two weeks because of all of you.”


“ ‘That’s what friends are for,’ ” Bethany chimed in, her big, brown eyes sparkling as she sang the words from the old song. The woman could be cheerful in the face of a global apocalypse.


Giving help was easy. Accepting it was the real trick.


“I may not have to say it, but I want to say it.” Mallory sighed, sniffing hard to hold back the emotions she’d learned to keep tightly caged. “You got me through the worst. When Jay left—”


“We know.” Juliana gave her a lopsided smile, her green eyes full of empathy that said I know rather than We know.


She was the only other one in the group who was divorced. She’d married in college, realized after several discouraging years she’d made a huge mistake, and had been solo ever since. Jules loved dating and hated commitments.


When Jay left, she’d told Mallory she was happy that she was getting her life back. Since Mallory tended to agree with that sentiment, she’d understood. The only difference was that Juliana’s ex-husband was also a teacher at Douglas High, and she had to see him any time she went near the gymnasium, which she made sure wasn’t often. At least Mallory never had to see Jay Hamilton. And her life was better for that blessing.


Perhaps she and Jules saw eye to eye because they were close in age—Mallory was thirty-three to Juliana’s thirty-four. Danielle and Bethany were both twenty-nine and still single.


Mallory pulled out her yogurt, salad, and banana, then turned the bag upside down to let the plastic spoon and fork slide out. She’d started eating healthier, seizing control of the one thing in her life that truly needed repair. She’d gotten too thin—at least that was what most people said when they saw her after the months away for summer vacation.


Danielle drowned her salad in ranch dressing and stabbed a hunk of lettuce with her fork. Instead of eating it, she pointed the fork to emphasize her words, making drops of the dressing drip on her salad. “I have a minimum of thirty kids in every class. How is that fair to them or to me?”


“We all have thirty-plus kids per class,” Mallory replied. “Funding was cut. Again.”


“Screw the legislature.” Bethany scooped some hummus on a cracker and shoved it in her mouth. Her hair was short, although not as short as Mallory’s. It also was a mass of curls that most people envied but Beth hated.


“I refuse to spend this whole lunch hour bitching about the unfairness in education.” Juliana had evidently overcome her shell-shock. She leveled a smile at Mallory that screamed she was up to something. Again. “We’re still having a mixer at my church every Saturday and—”


Mallory waved her off. “No way, Jules. I’m not dating.”


“Why on earth not?”


“Are you serious?”


“Mal… it’s time to put all this behind you.”


“I have. I just don’t think a date is what I need right now. I’ve got a house to fix, students to teach, and peace and quiet to enjoy.”


“Look, it’s just a mixer,” Jules coaxed. “You haven’t been out in ages. Not since—”


“I had two dates this month. Remember?”


“You had two disasters. Just come with me. Please?”


While she’d rather have a root canal, Mallory finally gave her friend a curt nod. It was probably time to come out of her cave once and for all.


She needed to learn to live again.


“What about the house?” Danielle asked. “Did you talk to Robert?”


One of the industrial tech teachers, Robert Ashford, built custom homes as a second job. Whenever a teacher needed work done, anything from painting to adding a room, Robert would handle it or recommend good and trustworthy people to hire. Mallory had reached out to him, and he’d sent Ben Carpenter, the carpenter.


“Yeah. I had a contractor look at it yesterday. He e-mailed me an estimate last night, but I’m utterly terrified to look at it.”


“I’m sure Jay will pay for part of it,” Bethany said.


Sometimes her optimism bordered on naïveté. If Bethany actually believed Mallory’s ex would give her a single dollar, she’d crossed the border.


“Are you kidding?” Mallory screeched.


“No… I mean… don’t you get alimony or something?”


“There’s no alimony in Illinois,” Jules replied.


“He gave me the house—”


“And the mortgage,” Danielle chimed in.


Mallory had to smile at that. “The house was all I wanted, and it’s got tons of equity. I don’t want another penny from him anyway.” She’d promised herself not to dwell on her skunk of an ex, so she segued to a new topic. “I’ll work up some guts and check that estimate when I get home. Maybe I can find enough money to get my house finished.”


* * *


The estimate hadn’t caused a coronary. Yes, it was high, but it was also pleasantly lower than she’d anticipated. She stared at the business card, dredging up the courage to call the number and commit. With a sigh, she dialed.


“Ben Carpenter.”


“Mr. Carpenter? It’s Mallory Hamilton.”


“Hi, Mrs. Hamilton. Glad to hear from you. I assume you received the estimate.”


Although it was the second time he’d called her that, she didn’t correct him. After all, a simple name shouldn’t make her heart hurt. Even the kids at school still called her Mrs. Hamilton. Perhaps she would eventually go back to being Mallory Oldham… but not yet. “Call me Mallory. Please.”


“Fine. Mallory. So what do you think?”


“I think my house is a flippin’ mess.”


He chuckled. “A flippin’ mess, yes. But a fixable flippin’ mess.”


Just what she wanted to hear. “How soon can you start?”


“I’ve got a couple of other projects right now…”


Damn. “I was hoping you could get started right away. I’m sick of this place looking like… like… this.”


Silence reigned for a few long moments. “If you don’t mind me being there in the evenings for the first two weeks, I guess I could start work tomorrow. In a couple of weeks, I can give you more time during the day.”


She felt like an ogre. What she was asking was akin to someone wanting her to teach night school after teaching all day. The guy probably had a family he cared about. A wife. A kid or two.


She wouldn’t abuse what she’d judged as his good nature. “I shouldn’t have asked. That was very selfish of me.”


“No, it’s okay. I can handle it.”


“Won’t that make an awfully long day for you?”


“Actually, yes. But I could really use the extra money.”


The way he stressed the “really” made her overactive imagination run amuck. She speculated about his need for money, blaming anything from gambling to drug addiction. As if a guy that handsome and healthy could be using drugs.


But she was going to be giving him access to her home. Shouldn’t she know more about him?


No. Mallory trusted Robert to send her a good contractor, not a psychopath.


“What time tomorrow?” she asked.


“What time do you eat supper? I don’t want to interrupt your routine.”


“Trust me, you won’t be interrupting anything. After school, I’m grading papers, numbing my brain with reality TV, or snoring, and you won’t disturb any of those activities.”


“Sounds… invigorating. Then maybe I could get there around five or five thirty?”


“Sounds fine, Mr. Carpenter.”


“If I’m going to call you Mallory, the least you can do is return the favor.”


“You want me to call you Mallory?” At least her rather offbeat sense of humor was coming back. Maybe one day she’d be the old Mallory again. Maybe one day she could put everything behind her and move on.


Maybe one day she’d be whole again.


“I’d rather you call me Ben. I’d hate to be known as Mallory Jr.”


She loved his feisty retort. “Fine. Ben.”


“See you tomorrow, Mallory.”


“See you tomorrow, Ben.”


No sooner had she ended the call when her cell vibrated again. Juliana’s picture stared back from the phone.


“Hey, Jules. What’s up?”


“The mixer. This Saturday. You and me, babe.”


Mallory groaned. “I’d hoped you’d forgotten about that.”


“Stop being a stick-in-the-mud. I don’t want you to find a happily ever after. I don’t even want you to find a happy-for-tonight. I just want you to get your ass out of the house.”


“Fine. Fine. I’ll try. But I’m not promising to stay long. And I’m not setting up any dates with any guys.”


“We’ll see about that.”


“Jules…”


Mallory could almost see Jules holding up a hand in surrender. “Okay. You win. How about we go out for a bite Saturday evening and then go together?”


A snort slipped out. “Like I don’t know what you’re up to. If I let you drive, then I’ll be at your mercy on when I can leave.”


“Saw right through my scheme, did ya?”


“How about we meet at the restaurant instead?”


“A solid plan. Oh, hey… wear the new makeup. It’s supersexy.”


Mallory had gone for a makeover at an expensive boutique. She didn’t bother wearing the good stuff for school, not caring if her complexion was wan or her eyelashes were short and sparse. What did her students care? She ran her fingers through her short, gelled hair, thinking for the first time in a long time about how much fun it might be to put on the Ritz and dance the night away.


Maybe Juliana was right: she should get back into the swing of things.


“And dress nice—something like you’d wear to parent-teacher conferences.”


“Damn. You mean I can’t wear my French maid outfit with the fishnet thigh-highs and black f-me stilettos?”


“Ooh la la. I say go for it. Might get you a few phone numbers.”


Mallory snorted again. “Not if I don’t stuff my bra.” None of her clothes fit right anymore, and if she lost any more weight, she’d have to either take all her waistbands in or go shopping. She hated shopping. That part of her femininity had never kicked in.


“You look fine, Mal.”


“I look bald and skinny, Jules.”


“Then go ahead and stuff your bra.”


She shook her head, even if Juliana couldn’t see her. “Not quite there yet.”














Chapter Three


Mallory had just put the last of the dishes in the dishwasher when the doorbell rang. Ben Carpenter was here for his first day of trying to save her house.


She opened the door and managed a smile despite her exhaustion. “Hi, Ben.”


“Hey.” He stepped inside, setting a gray toolbox just inside the open foyer closet. “Did you have a good day at school?”


The question seemed so ordinary for him. Jay had seldom asked about her day. Then again, he’d never seemed very interested in her job. Hearing about the inner workings of a high school was probably boring as hell to most people.


There she went again, making excuses for her ex-husband’s perpetual cold shoulder. Would she ever be able to break the habit? Would she ever learn to expect more from a man than taking her and her feelings for granted?


“My day was fine. Thanks for asking. Have you decided where you’re gonna start on this disaster?”


“I’m not starting tonight.” The grin he gave her was impish, so in contrast to the hard, masculine lines of his face.


Ben wasn’t classic “handsome.” No patrician nose. No prominent jaw. No fierce brows. But his brown eyes sparkled with life, and she loved the shadow of tawny stubble on his chin and cheeks. He was lean, but his arms were muscular enough to keep her attention. His backside was sublime in those weathered jeans.


Since he didn’t react to her obvious gawking, he probably knew he was appealing to women and was accustomed to their stares. Besides, she was perfectly safe looking. She wasn’t on the market despite Juliana’s interference. Her dating life had died last winter, and she was content to let it rest in peace. She’d even be glad to erect a tombstone in its honor.


No man would want to haul around the baggage that now accompanied Mallory Hamilton, nor would she ever ask one to. Besides, she was fine alone. Just fine.


“What do you mean you’re not starting now? I thought you said you’d start the renovations tonight,” she said.


“I did.” A crooked smile crossed his lips. The guy clearly loved to tease.


“Now you’re just confusing me.”


“Didn’t mean to. I’m here to start, but you have something to do first.”


Mallory chuckled. “I can pretty much guarantee you that anything I do you’ll have to redo.”


“Not this task. You’ll be great doing this.”


It had been so long since she’d played flirty little word games with a man. Ben’s bantering was so natural, she couldn’t help but smile. “Then what task do I have to do?”


“Every woman’s favorite, the one that gives them the most pleasure.” He winked at her.


Heat spread over her face, and she opened and closed her mouth, unsure of whether she should say anything.


He laughed at her embarrassment. “Shopping, Mallory. You need to go shopping with me.”


“Very funny, Ben.”


“I thought so.” He opened the door and gave her a half bow. “After you.”


* * *


It wasn’t until they walked into Home Depot that Ben realized what he’d been doing with Mallory.


For God’s sake, he’d flirted with her.


He wanted to blame her. After all, she’d somehow broken through the shell of ice he’d wrapped around himself where women were concerned. He’d teased Mallory as though they were on a first date.


The blush had burned bright on her cheeks when he’d joked with her, and it was a good sign that he hadn’t offended. He reminded himself he was her employee, not her date.


So why was it so easy to see himself in that role?


When she reached for a cart, Ben shook his head. They’d need a four-wheeler and at least three trips to his truck for all the stuff he’d be buying to start on her house. He hated shopping with a passion, even at a hardware store. By taking her to pick out what she wanted—the colors, the fixtures—he could get almost everything done in one fell swoop and only have to pop back a few times for stuff he hadn’t anticipated.


The first four-wheeler he grabbed had three wheels working and one that didn’t even touch the floor. He pulled another out of the queue and pushed it up the first aisle as Mallory walked at his side.


“Do you have a list?” she asked.


“In my head.”


“Then we’re in trouble. Whenever I go shopping with a list in my head, I forget what I need and come home with a bunch of stuff I hadn’t planned on buying.”


He enjoyed how at ease she was with him. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll just bill you for all of it, needed or unneeded.” He stopped at the laminate selections. “Do you like the color you’ve got in the foyer now?”


“Not really.”


“Then why did you choose what’s there?”


“Jay picked—why does it matter? It’s partly done. Can’t you just use the boxes that are left and save a little money? I mean… sure, I like other colors better, but…”


“Box, not boxes. There’s only one, boss.” After a quick visual scan, Ben frowned. “They don’t stock that color anymore.” She needed to hear the whole truth. “The flooring you’ve got down now isn’t installed correctly, so I’ll have to pull it up. I might be able to save some boards, but not likely. Whoever hammered them in didn’t use a tapping block, so the tongues and grooves are ruined.”


She heaved a weary sigh. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”


Clearly there was a story there. Although he was dying of curiosity to know if he’d assumed correctly—that she was recently divorced—he refused to ask, not wanting to press her. “Look, there isn’t even a full box left of the old stuff, and it’s crap anyway. You need something that will last, especially in a high-traffic place like a foyer.”


“I sure wouldn’t call my foyer ‘high-traffic.’ The only people who come in through the front door are you and Girl Scouts selling cookies. After tonight, I figured you’d be coming in through the garage like my friends do.”


He liked the sound of that—the notion that while he worked for her they would be friends. After he checked the stacks of laminate, he found the right brand: great quality and decent price. “Why don’t you look these over and pick a color you like?”


“Oh, I know what I’d like. But you need to tell me what’s in play.”


“Start here.” He touched the first of the laminate samples that he felt comfortable using. “Stop here.” He tapped one further down the display.


Mallory perused each of the samples, running her fingers over the surfaces before coming back to the same walnut hue.


Ben wouldn’t rush her. This project was rapidly taking on an importance to him. Mallory had been through a rough patch. He suspected she’d recently been through heartbreak and was trying to rebuild her life. If he could help her do that by working on her place, he’d be satisfied. Just as he wanted his town house to be “home” for Amber, he wanted to turn Mallory’s house into her “home” down to the last nail.


Her hand rested on a dark sample, the one he would’ve picked were it his house. “I saw this on a renovation show on HGTV. I really liked it. What do you think, though?”


While he loved the color of the stain, he wanted her to choose for herself. “Doesn’t matter what I think, boss.”


“I’m not your boss. Not really.”


“Seemed easier than calling you ‘client.’ ” Funny, but he didn’t like thinking of her as either a client or his boss.


“How about Mallory?”


“Fine… but it still doesn’t matter what I think.”


She shifted her gaze from the laminate to him. “You’re the one who has to work with it.”


“You’re the one who has to live with it.”


A smile bowed her lips. “Fine. I want the walnut.”


“Walnut it is.”


When she reached for a box, he moved to stop her. Too late. She lifted one end, promptly dropped it, and then hissed out a breath.


The urge to scold her tickled his tongue, but he refrained. The boxes were heavier than they looked, and she’d misjudged what she could lift. “Let me do that. That’s what you’re paying me for.”


She nodded, her lips a grim line as she dropped her left shoulder and held her left arm close to her middle.


“Are you okay?”


“I’m… fine.”


“Did you strain something in your shoulder?”


Her reply was a brisk shake of her head.


“We can do this later…”


“No.” She took a deep breath. “No, I want you to have what you need to start working. I’m—I’m fine.”


The word “liar” almost slipped out. Instead, he frowned and loaded boxes of walnut-colored laminate onto the cart. If she wanted to pretend she hadn’t strained something, fine with him.


“Where now?” she asked. Her hand had fallen away from her left side, which he hoped meant she felt better.


“Time to pick out some light fixtures.”


“Oh goodie,” Mallory drawled.


“Hardware stores not your thing?”


“Not even close. Neither is shopping. Although… it will be fun to pick out things I like.”


“Yes, ma’am. That house will be exactly what you want it to be. But I thought all women loved to shop.” Then again, Ben tended to judge most women based on his ex-wife. That was clearly a dumb thing to do with his new boss.


One of these days he’d have to drop the walls around him and try to let someone new in. Maybe he’d be lucky enough to meet a woman with a good sense of humor and a sweet nature.


Like Mallory Hamilton.


“You really hate to shop?” he asked to distract himself from his wayward thoughts.


“Yep. But I’ll let you in on a little secret.” She crooked her finger until he drew closer. “Teachers melt at an office-supply store.” Her voice was a mischievous whisper, and her face glowed when she smiled.


“I’ll have to remember that.”


* * *


“You’ve only got the one car?” Ben asked.


Mallory nodded, although the question seemed a bit odd. None of the projects she’d hired him to do were in her two-car garage.


The place was next to empty since the day Jay decided he wanted a divorce. He’d packed up his clothes and his tools and just… left. While a little warning might have been nice, she’d come to believe the direct cut had been for the best, especially considering everything else she’d been dealing with. Let the new girlfriend deal with him and hope to hell she never needed him to man up when the going got tough. Being a mature adult wasn’t Jay’s forte.


She approached the divorce the way she did most things. Head-on. No weeping. No gnashing her teeth. No self-pity. He wanted out of the marriage? Good-bye and good riddance. She wouldn’t waste any more tears on Jay Hamilton.


“Do you mind if I set up in the unused side?” Ben asked. “It’s a pain in the a—um… butt to have to load and unload some of my stuff. I’m going to use quite a few things for a while.”


“You won’t need them for your other jobs?”


He shook his head but didn’t expand with a true reply.


She’d heard once that women talked more often than men, that females used three times as many words. Ben certainly didn’t waste any. He’d talked to her at the hardware store, but then he’d grown eerily quiet. Sure, he asked questions about the items he wanted her to pick out, but nothing more. No more teasing or chitchat. The ride home had been filled with nothing but the twang of country music on the truck’s radio, another overemotional song about love gone wrong. He’d all but disappeared as he unloaded the things he’d need to bring the “money pit” back into its heyday.


“Fine, then,” she replied. “Just set up wherever is best for you. Where are you going to start?”


“I thought about that a lot. If you don’t have a preference—”


“I don’t,” she insisted. The whole place needed work. What did it matter what got fixed first?


“Then the foyer.”


She waited for him to explain why he’d chosen that.


He didn’t.


“Why not one of the bathrooms?”


“The floor in the foyer’s dangerous. The bathrooms are just ugly.”


“Dangerous?”


“The laminate boards weren’t joined together tightly, and the whole floor floats. It slides. Didn’t you notice?”


“Yeah. I guess I just got used to it.”


“When you put it in you forgot to add a foam underlay. I’ll have to pull the whole thing up and start from scratch.”


As if she’d ever let Ben think she would be that irresponsible. “I didn’t put it in. Jay did.”


“Jay?”


“Never mind.”


Since Ben didn’t tend to elaborate, neither would she. The whole sordid nightmare still humiliated her every single time she thought about it, so she tried to keep it where it belonged, in the past.


“I’ll be able to get this pulled up and prepped tonight. I’ll install the new flooring tomorrow. Sorry, but this won’t be the first time you’re inconvenienced, not by a long shot.”


“Meaning?”


“I’ll have to turn off electricity, water, stuff like that while I fix different things.”


She’d survived much, much worse than a little inconvenience. “I only want to be able to walk on one level from the stairs to the kitchen instead of traversing all those wooden speed bumps.”


“Your ex is the one who made such a mess of the DIY?”


“Yeah.” He made a mess of a lot of things…


“I’ll get rid of the speed bumps. Promise.” Ben’s chuckle was warm and genuine. Mallory tried not to notice.


Her whole body flushed hot, but she couldn’t tell if it was from yet another hormone flux or Ben Carpenter. One of her medicines made her suffer from hot flashes, night sweats, and mood swings. While she could easily blame turning crazy on Jay leaving, she hadn’t even started those pills when he moved out.


With a curt nod, Ben headed out the front door.


At least when this guy walked out, he’d come back.














Chapter Four


Mallory couldn’t stop frowning, hardly believing she’d actually shown up at Bayside Church’s Saturday singles mixer. She wasn’t looking for a companion right now. Maybe someday.


The things I do for friends…


On the other hand, she wasn’t sure how long she could wait for male companionship, which explained why she’d allowed Juliana to cajole her so easily. Being around Ben in the evenings seemed to have reawakened her hibernating libido. Sex hadn’t crossed her mind for a long time. Even before Jay left a year ago. Now it was all she could think about.


But she wasn’t looking to find someone tonight. It was too soon. Far too soon. Besides, the prospects of great single guys in Cloverleaf, Illinois, were few and far between.


Except for Ben Carpenter…


“I’m staying an hour, Jules.” She held up her index finger. “One hour. Then I’m heading home.”


Her words did nothing to diminish Juliana’s smile. “We’ll see.”


As usual, Juliana would get her way. “At least there’s a bar.”


“Damn right, or I wouldn’t be here.” She waved to some guys who stood clustered around the large-screen TV, mostly ignoring it—probably because it wasn’t showing any sports. “You need to start living again, Mallory.”


“I’m living just fine.”


An inelegant snort popped out of Juliana. “You’re sleepwalking through life. You go to school, you go home, you sleep, then you do it all again the next day.”


“I didn’t go to school today.”


“Stop being a smart-ass, although it’s nice to see you’re getting back to yourself.” She tossed Mallory a wink. “The divorce has been final for months and you’re getting healthier and stronger. What does it hurt to meet a couple of new guys? Dance. Flirt. Remember that you’re a beautiful woman and—”


“Beautiful? With hair shorter than most of the men here and… and no—”


“Don’t even say it, Mal. You’re going to fix that, remember?”


With a sigh, she nodded. Flirting wasn’t on her agenda, but she’d talk to a few guys even though the last thing in the world she wanted was to open up to a new man. Not yet. Not while she wasn’t whole.


“Let’s get a drink and mingle.” Juliana grabbed Mallory’s hand and dragged her to the bar.


“Let’s get several drinks.”


They stood close to the dance floor and nursed their white wines while Mallory watched a small group of men who were drinking beer from long-neck bottles and laughing every now and then. The whole scene reminded her of the awkward dances she’d been to during middle school. Girls to one side; guys to the other. Both groups trying to work up enough courage to ask someone to dance.


One of the men gave her and Juliana a half wave, and Mallory smiled in return. Robert Ashford was here, so at least there would be one more familiar and friendly face. He tapped the shoulder of the guy next to him whose broad back was to the women and gestured his brown bottle Mallory’s direction. Then the man turned to look at them.


Ben Carpenter. Her carpenter.


“Wow.” Juliana nudged Mallory’s arm. “That one’s a looker. Tall drink of water, too. Think I might ask him to dance.”


“You can’t.” Was that a note of jealousy in her own voice?


“Why not?”


“He’s the guy working on my house. Ben Carpenter.”


“You have a carpenter named Carpenter? That’s priceless.” Juliana stared at him for a few long moments. “You get to see him every day?” She let out a low whistle. “Maybe I need to find some projects for him to do at my house.”


“He’s got a full-time job and works on my house evenings. He doesn’t have enough time to do anything for you.”


“Careful, Mal… You’re sounding possessive, which makes me very, very happy. This one might have a chance. You already know him, and it’s obvious you’re interested.”


Mallory shook her head.


“Why don’t you give this guy a shot? The way he’s grinning at you, I’d say he’s interested, too.” She nudged Mallory with her shoulder. “Go on. Go ask him to dance.”


“I’m still having my wine.”


When Mallory took a sip, Juliana tilted her glass up so she’d have to finish it before snatching the glass from her hand. “You’re done now.”


Her throat burned from drinking the wine so quickly. “I can’t ask him to dance.”


“Sure you can.”


“I can’t! I’m not—he wouldn’t want me. At least not yet.”


“Don’t make me smack you for saying something that stupid.” Juliana shoved her with her shoulder, a little rougher than the last time. “Go. Oh… wait. Looks like you won’t have to.”


“What are you—” Mallory’s eyes flew wide. “Lord Almighty, he’s coming over here.” She swallowed hard before the reality of the situation hit her, calming her anxiety. “He’s coming over here for you, Jules. You look spectacular tonight, by the way.”


“Don’t I always?” She winked. “But I’ll bet you another drink he’s gonna ask you to dance, not me. He hasn’t taken his eyes off you.”


As if anyone would even consider her when Juliana was right under his nose. “You’re on.”


Ben stopped in front of them and smiled that lopsided smile that made Mallory’s stomach somersault. He was staring right at her. “Who’s on, and what are you on for?”


“Mallory just bet me—”


She stopped Juliana from being her wicked self and blurting out what they’d bet upon by kicking her gently. The woman didn’t have any kind of filter between her brain and her mouth.


“Hi, Ben. How are you?”


“I’m great, Mallory.” His gaze shifted to Juliana. “Hi, I’m—”


“Ben Carpenter. Mallory already told me all about you.” Jules held up the two wineglasses. “I’d shake your hand, but…”


“Double-fisted drinker, eh?” His chuckle was warm, but his eyes returned to Mallory.


“Not at these prices,” Juliana replied.


“You look nice in pink,” he said to Mallory.


Her whole body flushed hot in response to his intense stare. He was clearly choosing skinny, little her over Juliana.


A first.


Although Juliana was her dearest friend, whenever Mallory was with her, she felt rather invisible even before all the changes. Perhaps it was the long red hair. Natural red, too. Not a brassy bottle red. Her eyes were a sparkling green. Her Irish heritage shone through in her curvy shape. The only thing missing was the accent, and Jules could even affect one of those when she put her mind to it. Heaven knew she’d trotted it out to use on guys she met in bars just for kicks and giggles.


Still, despite all of Juliana’s beauty and charm, Ben wasn’t staring at her.


His hands were halfway in his back pockets, and he rocked on his feet as though nervous. She’d never seen this side of him before. “I don’t suppose you’d want to… I don’t know… dance?”


“You’re asking me?” Juliana laughed and held up the wineglasses. “Thanks, but my hands are full.”


“I wasn’t… Oh.” A nervous laugh made Mallory smile at his unease. “You knew I meant Mallory.” He turned those brown eyes on full power, melting something inside her. “D’ya wanna dance?”


The question came out so quickly, it sounded like one long word.


She took mercy on him and indulged herself in her only chance to ever be in his strong arms. “Sure. I-I’d like that.”


* * *


Ben let out a long, relieved breath. He hadn’t been that nervous since asking a girl whose name he now couldn’t even remember to the junior prom.


He stretched out his hand. “Then come on. Dance with me.”


After a moment of hesitation that made his heart skip a beat, Mallory put her hand in his.


The dance floor wasn’t crowded, but there were enough other couples so he didn’t have to feel as though all eyes were on them.


Robert was leaning against the wall, grinning like a damned fool. He’d already teased Ben ad nauseam about how Mallory would fall in love with him while he fixed up her house. The joshing was probably Ben’s fault. He’d made what he’d hoped were subtle inquiries into how long ago Mallory had been divorced and whether there was a chance of Mr. Hamilton ever returning to the picture. Robert told him her husband had walked out without a word of warning almost a year ago.


Dumb bastard.


The song changed right as Ben was about to show her that he really couldn’t dance well. Only country line dancing made him comfortable, usually because he was among a bunch of other drunk, wannabe cowboys and cowgirls who missed steps as often as he did. Thankfully, the DJ put on a slow song, the type that made holding her close acceptable. Since she seemed reticent, he guided her arms around his neck and set his hands on her waist.


She’s thin. No doubt the stress from the divorce, and it wasn’t as though he didn’t like what he saw. But he wanted to help her stay healthy. He’d already formed a game plan to fatten her up a smidge, aiming to do something he’d never done for another woman.


He’d cook for her.


After Theresa left, money had been tight, so he’d stretched dollars by learning to cook. Amber had joined in, learning along with him. She was good. He was great. He could make one of his specialties for Mallory.


Since when had he needed to think of lame excuses to get a woman interested in him?


Most women liked the way he looked. His ego loved how their gazes lingered and how often they approached him instead of forcing him to make the first move. He wasn’t a tomcat, but since his divorce, he’d taken a few of the more interesting ladies up on their offers of intimacy. They were one-night stands—always at their places—that meant nothing to him except a satisfying physical release. He’d left instead of spending the night. While he made sure they enjoyed themselves, he’d never once considered starting another relationship.


His first marriage had been hell, and Amber needed stability. He wasn’t about to start parading women in and out of his daughter’s life. The few liaisons he’d had were private, and he hadn’t truly thought of seeking out a new mate. Marriage was for other guys.


Then Mallory Hamilton had called to ask his help. A week of getting to know her while he fixed her foyer floor and put a new toilet and vanity in her downstairs half bath, and he’d found himself besotted.


As they swayed with the music, Ben couldn’t seem to get her to loosen up. Holding her was akin to dancing with an ironing board. He let his hands drift up to rub small circles on her back, and she slowly eased her rigid posture. By the time a second song began, she was relaxing.


“This is my favorite song,” he whispered in her ear so she’d keep dancing. Then he dared to press his lips to her earlobe.


When she shivered and nodded, he smiled, grateful she couldn’t see his grin. She might mistake it for smug instead of for what it was—relieved. Her divorce was still fresh. She’d need time and patience to learn to trust another guy. Although he wasn’t at all sure Mallory would be anything more than a passing fancy, at least her surrender meant he’d have a chance to find out if she could be something more.


Ben loved her scent. Light. Utterly feminine. He tightened his embrace, wanting to press her against him so he could savor the feel of her in his arms.


“I—I didn’t think you’d ask me to dance.” Her voice was hushed.


“Why?”


“Because of Juliana. She’s so much more…”


“You mean the redhead?”


“Yeah.”


“She’s so much more what?”


“Pretty.”


Giving her a squeeze, he rubbed his chin on the top of her head. She was a little bit of a thing. Couldn’t be more than a couple inches over five feet. Delicate. Feminine. “Are you fishing for a compliment?”


She bumped his chin when she tilted her head back to glare at him. “No! I wasn’t… I mean…”


Ben flashed her a grin. “I was teasing. But you’re prettier. Besides… I know you. I don’t know anything about her.”


“It’s a mixer. You’re not supposed to know anyone here.”


“I don’t like mixing much.”


“Then why did you come?” She’d stopped dancing, so he did the same. Her eyes kept searching his, making him wish he knew what she was looking for so he could try to be that man.


“I came because Robert told me you’d be here.”


“How did he know?”


The conspiracy wasn’t supposed to be a secret, so he spilled. “Because your friend called and told him.”


Mallory leveled a frown at Juliana. “Figures.”


With a finger under her chin, Ben coaxed her to look at back at him. “What’s it matter? I’d been trying to work up the courage to ask you out anyway. I just figured I’d wait ’til I wasn’t working for you anymore.”


“Really?”
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