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            Welcome to my dirty brain.
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The lakehouse looked smaller than Isabelle remembered.

Maybe it was the overgrowth — wild vines curling up the porch railings, branches casting shadows across the faded wood siding. Maybe it was the silence, thick and humid, broken only by the distant whine of cicadas and the creak of a warped screen door she hadn’t even touched yet. Or maybe it was just that she wasn’t nine years old anymore, carrying a popsicle and chasing fireflies while Aunt Maggie told stories on the porch.

Now it was hers.

Or it would be, if she could manage to fix the damn place up in time to sell it before the market tanked again. She didn’t have the savings for a long project, didn’t have the patience for slow contractors, and definitely didn’t have the emotional bandwidth to unpack what it meant to be back here after everything.

She’d sworn she’d never come back to this town.

But then the job fell apart. The wedding fell apart. She fell apart.

And suddenly, inheriting a rotting lakeside cottage felt like the only thing keeping her upright.

The construction truck pulled up ten minutes late.

Isabelle rolled her eyes before it even came to a full stop.

Big white Ford. Toolboxes in the back. Dusty as hell. The man who stepped out looked like he’d been carved out of the same wood as the house — rough, sturdy, solid. Faded jeans. Tan forearms dusted in sawdust. And a white T-shirt so damp from sweat it clung to every line of muscle like it had nowhere else to go.

He pulled off his sunglasses, squinting against the sun as he scanned the porch.

“You Isabelle?”

“Yep.” She didn’t bother smiling. “You’re late.”

His brow arched slightly. Not apologetic — just amused.

“Ten minutes.”

“That’s ten minutes I could’ve spent getting eaten alive by mosquitoes in the backyard instead of the porch. Huge difference.”

He gave a low grunt that might’ve been a laugh. “You hired me for the week. You’ll survive.”

She crossed her arms. “Name?”

“Matt Sullivan. Got your texts. Here to look at the deck, floors, and whatever the hell else you think you can get done by Labor Day.”

She hated that his voice did something to her. It was gravel and molasses, low and slow, like it hadn’t been used much lately. She also hated that she noticed how his shirt pulled tight across his chest when he bent to grab a toolbox. Or that his eyes — gray-blue, stormy — flicked over her legs when he thought she wasn’t looking.

This wasn’t about lust. This was about work. She needed this place to look good enough to list online and flip. She needed to get in, get out, and move on.

And she especially didn’t need a hot, broody contractor with forearms that could crush watermelons.
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