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			Synopsis


			When Devyn Lancaster comes home from a busy shift at the hospital, the last thing she expects to find is a woman weed-whacking her garden. It gets worse when she learns her ex-husband invited the woman to trade houses with him—all without telling her a thing about the plan.


 


			Robbie Price was looking forward to a month-long vacation in San Diego. A break from the Seattle rain in exchange for doing a few home repair projects and taking a cute dog to the beach seemed well worth a house swap. Then she meets her coworker’s ex-wife.


 


			For Robbie and Devyn, even tolerating each other feels impossible at first. And neither expect to learn to like each other. But at the end of the month, parting ways is what feels impossible.
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Praise for the works of Jaime Clevenger


			Under the Stars with You


			A sweet and entertaining read. The story is entertaining, funny and easy to follow, the characters are likeable and have a great connection. 


			-Di B., NetGalley


			…Overall, the story is a compelling and beautifully written romance novel that had me drawn in from the first page. If you enjoy down-to-earth characters, an environment that makes you want to be there and romance with a HEA, this story is worth the read.


			-Carol C., NetGalley


			Over the Moon with You


			This story is all about how a relationship evolves, from the initial attraction to moving toward each next step and the delicate balance needed to navigate all the uncertainties that makes up life. I really liked the deep character development of both these characters. This book was also hilarious—from the spicy seniors, Paige’s mom to Seren’s bff Leslie, they kept me cracking up at their antics and banter. And lastly let’s not forget about steam coz it seriously packs a whole lot of fire and is the perfect payoff to the slow burn churning through the story. This was a wonderful weekend read that had plenty of romance, humor, steam and a low angst HEA that made my day. 


			-D Booker, NetGalley


			The author takes her time in building the relationship between Paige and Seren even as she is developing her characters. What she has created is one the better LesFic romances so far this year. …If you like well-written books with characters you’ll be sorry to say goodbye to at the end of the story, then this book is for you.


			-Abbott F., NetGalley


			Love, Accidentally


			Who doesn’t like a U-Haul joke! I really enjoyed reading this book. This is the second book in the “A Mile High City Romance” series, by Rey and Clevenger and once again they show how compatible their writing is. It is also great to see that this is not only a collaboration between writers, but also between publishers. This story runs in parallel with the first book A Convenient Arrangement. All in all, this is a happy feel-good book, which I easily recommend. I hope Clevenger and Rey will write a book together again in the future.


			-Meike V., NetGalley


			Just One Reason


			I had a lot of fun reading Just One Reason. I enjoy diving into a traditional romance where I know exactly what I’m going to get, and then being delighted with a host of clever details that make the story feel fresh and brand new. This book checked all the boxes on my list of what I want in a good book.


			-The Lesbian Review


			I don’t want to spoil things, but I was cheering this couple on and I wasn’t disappointed. Communication happens and it is beautiful and sweet, but not without a splash of angst. This book gave me all of the feels and really hit a home run with thoughtful, meaningful dialogue.


			-Digby M., NetGalley


			This is the third installment of the Paradise Romance series. I have gotten so much entertainment out of these books. I love the characters and friend group. That while each story focuses on a new budding relationship, the same characters pop in and we see that they continue to progress in their respective partnerships. There is always so much more depth and satisfaction when the writer can put people through the wringer so that they come out on the other side shiny and happy. Overall, this is another great addition to the Paradise Romance series.


			-Bookvark, NetGalley


			 


			All the Reasons I Need


			One of the reasons I love Three Reasons to Say Yes so much is that Clevenger wrote such strong secondary characters in Kate and Mo. I fell for them almost as much as the main characters, so to have them get their own book I was excited. This is a story about two best friends since college that have a ton of chemistry but have never done anything about it. …If you are looking for a well-written, angsty romance, look no further. This is an easy romance for me to recommend. I think with this series, Clevenger is at the top of her writing game and I can’t wait to see what she puts out next.


			-Lex Kent’s Reviews, goodreads


			 


			This book is the second installment in Clevenger’s Paradise Romance series. It’s not necessary to read the first book, Three Reasons to Say Yes, to enjoy Kate and Mo’s story …All the Reasons I Need is a thoughtful summer romance full of emotion. It let me imagine myself on a tropical beach, napping in a hammock, and sipping an exotic drink with a little umbrella in it. There’s just something about beautiful sunsets and waves crashing on the beach that make falling in love seem easy. 


			-The Lesbian Review


			 


			Three Reasons to Say Yes


			This is without a doubt my new favourite Jaime Clevenger novel. Honestly I couldn’t put it down from the first chapter. …All in all this book has the potential to be my book of the year. Truly, books like this don’t come around often that suit my reading tastes to a tee. 


			-Les Rêveur


			…This one was totally my cup of tea with its charming relationship and family dynamics, great chemistry between two likable protagonists, a very convincing romance, some angst, drama and tension to the right extent and in all the right moments, and some very nice secondary characters. On top of that, the writing is technically very good, with all elements done properly. Sincerely recommended.


			-Pin’s Reviews, goodreads


			 


			This was a really easy story to get into. I sank right in and wanted to stay there, because reading about other people on vacation is kind of like taking a mini vacation from the world! It’s sweet and lovely, and while it has some angst, it’s not going to hurt you. Instead, it’s going to take you away from it all so you can come back with a smile on your face.


			-The Lesbian Review


			 


			Party Favors


			This book has one of the best characters ever. Me. Or rather you. It’s quite a strange and startling experience at first to be in a book, especially one with as many hot, sexy, beautiful women in it who, incidentally, all seem to want you. But believe me, you’ll soon get used to it. …In a word, this book was FUN. It made me smile, and laugh, and tease my wife. I definitely recommend it to everyone, with the caveat that if you don’t like erotica you should probably give it a pass. But not only read it, enjoy it, experience it, also find a friend, or a spouse, or even a book buddy online to talk to about it. Because you’ll want to, it’s that great.


			-The Lesbian Review


			 


			I’ve read this book a few times and each time changed my decisions to find new and inviting destinations each time. This is a book you can read time and time again with a different journey. If you’re looking for a fun Saturday night read that’s sexy and hot as hell then this book is 100% for you! Go buy it now. 5 Stars.


			-Les Rêveur


			The story is told in the second person, present tense, which is ambitious in itself—it takes great skill to make that work and for the reader, who is now the narrator, to really connect to the thoughts and actions that are being attributed to them. Not all of the scenes will turn everyone on, as we all have different tastes, but I am pretty sure there is something for everyone in here. And if you do as you’re told and follow the structure the author uses, you can dip into this book as much or as little as you wish. An interesting read with some pretty hot interactions.


			-Rainbow Book Reviews
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Chapter One


			Rain pelted the window, the gale coming in from the north with such force that everything past the flag at the end of the dock was a blur of gray. “Day five of the storm that was supposed to last twenty-four hours,” Robbie grumbled, clicking on the link to join the Zoom call. “Hey, Matt. How’s the weather?”


			“Sunny.” Matt Ploughy, Robbie’s counterpart in San Diego, did not smile as he delivered the report. He did have the grace to turn the camera angle on his laptop to show off a fountain he was sitting next to. Sunlight sparkled off the cascading water and flowers bloomed in pots around the base of the fountain. Robbie didn’t have enough time to fully soak up the blissful scene before Matt’s mug was back on the screen. “You got the message about needing to install a hundred new servers?”


			“Yep. Already contacted Antonio to let him know he’d be working overtime at the DR site.” The disaster recovery site in Phoenix was Antonio’s domain, and he hadn’t been happy to hear about the increase in his workload. Truthfully his plate was full, and Robbie didn’t blame him for griping. “Have you heard anything about when they’re hiring a new IT director?”


			“Not a word.” Matt shifted back on his chaise lounge chair. “One of us deserves that job. Everyone acts like it’s the IT director that gets everything done, and we know it’s us doing all the work. But as long as no one hacks a bank and everyone’s terminal can get online, they forget we exist.”


			“That’s the beauty of working remote.”


			“I guess so.” Matt let out a heavy sigh.


			“You doing okay? You’ve seemed kind of off these past couple weeks.”


			Matt didn’t answer, only turning his gaze to the fountain. His brow creased and Robbie knew something was wrong. She couldn’t fathom a guess at what could be amiss, though. Matt was married to a doctor, lived in a big house two blocks from a beach, and had a cute Jack Russell terrier named Angel—who regularly made appearances during their Zoom meetings. As she catalogued the details she knew of Matt’s life, she realized it wasn’t enough to get the full picture. She’d simply assumed he was happy. “Should I be worried about you?”


			“Nah, I’m fine.”


			“I’ve dated way too many women to know that when someone says ‘fine’ they rarely are.”


			“I’m a dude, Robbie. It’s different.”


			She resisted rolling her eyes but only because she was actually worried. “Talk to me, Matt. What’s going on?”


			The weekly Zoom check-ins with Matt were at the behest of an IT director who’d been fired two years ago. At first, she’d hated the meetings, arguing that everything they discussed could be resolved faster in a text. But slowly Matt had become her friend through their virtual connection and after her last breakup, she’d appreciated being able to joke about the hassle of dating women with another computer geek who had turned out to be sensitive and understanding.


			“Are you quitting? Because I am royally screwed if we lose you at the San Diego site.”


			“No. This job is the only thing I can seem to do right. I honestly like being a network security engineer.” He winked as he added, “Plus, I get you as my friend.”


			“I’m honored to be a job perk.” She flipped her middle finger and got him to crack a smile. If the problem wasn’t work, she guessed it was something at home. “Are you in trouble with your wife?”


			“How’d you guess?” He let out a long breath. “We’re getting divorced.”


			“Oh, shit.”


			“Yeah.” He scrubbed his face with one hand then straightened in the chaise lounge. “It’s not really a new thing. We’ve been separated for a while but neither of us moved out. Anyway. I was going to tell you, but I didn’t know what to say.”


			“Matt Ploughy.”


			He chuckled. “Yes, Robbie Price?”


			“We’re supposed to talk to each other when things go wrong. It’s what friends do.”


			“Well, now you know.” He looked from the screen to his yard. “The worst part is I’m stuck here. I hate it, but I can’t leave.”


			“Why not?”


			“I’m broke. Until we sell this house, I’m not going anywhere. And there’s all these things that have to be done before we can get it on the market.” He sighed heavily. “This place was at the top of our budget when we bought and it needed work then.” He moved the camera to show a little cottage off to one side of the patio. “I’ve been staying in the cottage because I can’t stand being around my ex, but I have to see her when I go to the main house. And she’s got this whole list of projects for me to do.”


			“Which you aren’t doing because you’re avoiding her.” She’d been through enough breakups to know the avoiding part all too well. “You need to hire someone to do the projects so you can move out.”


			“I can’t afford to hire anyone. I’m telling you, I’m not good with money. Devyn and I split our accounts months ago.” He dropped his chin. “Still jealous of me and all this sunshine?”


			“I want your weather. I don’t want the rest of your mess.”


			“You sure?” He gave a half-smile. “We could trade places easy.”


			“You’re probably right. No one would know the difference. Except maybe Antonio.”


			“And he wouldn’t say a word.” Matt paused. “Wait. No one would know. Why didn’t we think of this earlier?”


			They looked at each other for a moment, neither saying anything, and Robbie knew Matt was seriously considering the idea. “We’d get caught if anyone put in a request for a hands-on at one of the locations.” Which happened fairly often.


			“Not if we traded badges. We don’t look that different.”


			She squinted at him. “We look completely different.”


			“You’ve told me people mistake you for a guy all the time. How tall are you?”


			“Five-nine.”


			His eyes lit up. “So am I.”


			“And aside from both being white and having brown hair, no one would mistake us.” 


			This cooled his enthusiasm for a moment, but then he said, “We could switch teams.”


			“Switch teams? I’m not pretending to be straight. How would that even help?”


			Matt laughed. “I meant baseball teams. We don’t need to look exactly alike. Only close enough for no one to pay attention. You wear my Padres hat. I wear your Mariners gear.” 


			Could it work? They did have similar haircuts and their builds weren’t that different. She shook her head, surprised she was even considering the idea.


			“You know you want a month in San Diego. I’d do anything to get away from Devyn. Hell, I’ll even buy your plane ticket.”


			“I thought you were broke.”


			“I’ve got frequent flier miles.”


			She eyed the backdrop on Matt’s screen—the idyllic yard with trees already leafed out and flowers blooming. Then she glanced at the water droplets racing down the glass two feet from her screen. The constant rain had her in a funk she couldn’t seem to break out of, but it wasn’t only the weather. For months she’d had the sense that nothing new or exciting was on the horizon. Maybe she needed a change of scenery. 


			“I have always wanted to check out San Diego.”


			Matt beamed back at her. “Yes!”


			“I didn’t say I’d do it. I’m thinking.” She tapped the edge of her laptop. “What if we get caught?”


			“I’ll take the blame. Worst case, they fire me. But we both know that’s not happening. We don’t have a boss right now.”


			“Someone’s signing our checks.” He was right, though. They didn’t have a supervisor who’d be paying attention until a new IT director was hired.


			“They’ll keep signing those checks. I’m telling you, no one will know if we switch. And now’s the best time to do something like this. We’ve got two weeks downtime ahead of those servers.” He’d brightened as the plan unfolded and was talking fast like he did whenever he landed on a fix to a network problem. “It’s perfect.”


			“Unless someone at one of the sites figures out we’re not who we say we are. The police could get involved. We’re dealing with bank security systems.”


			“No one’s calling the police. Have you ever had a conversation with anyone at one of your sites—a conversation that wasn’t about a network problem? All they want is for us to get in, fix the issue, and get out.”


			Maybe the idea of someone calling the police was a stretch. She turned the plan over in her head and then remembered all the things she did at the marina helping her uncle. “What am I thinking? I can’t leave. There’s too much I do around here.”


			“But that’s why this is perfect. You give me your chore list and I give you mine. I get a houseboat in the rain all by myself, and you get loads of sunshine and my ex-wife.”


			“Great. Just what I need.”


			He laughed at her sarcasm. “You might like her.”


			“I like being free to do my own thing.”


			“I remember those days. Vaguely.” Matt exhaled. “I wish I could walk away and let Devyn deal with everything. I’m so done—with this house and with her. But I don’t have money even for a security deposit on a rental. And someone has to take care of Angel.”


			“You wouldn’t take your dog?”


			“Angel loves Devyn. He’s really her dog.”


			“I’m sure he loves you too.”


			“He likes me all right. He loves her.” He looked past the screen and presumably at said dog. “I’m the one who’s around, you know. Kind of like how things were with me and Devyn when we first got together.”


			The admission was so sad and honest she didn’t know what to say in response.


			“I can’t figure out if we were ever really in love,” he continued. “Mostly I remember being blown away by how beautiful and smart she was.”


			Robbie had seen Matt’s wife pass through in the background of a few of their Zoom meetings and had admittedly lost her own train of thought. Beautiful was an understatement.


			“Now it’s gotten so bad we avoid being in the same room.” Matt shifted out of the screen for a moment and then cleared his throat. “Have you ever wished you’d never met someone?”


			“That bad, huh?”


			He nodded, and when he took a deep breath, it was clear he was fighting to hold in his emotions. She wished she could give him a hug. “All right. You’re pathetic enough that I’m considering this.”


			Matt sat up straighter. “For real?”


			“It’s the middle of March and I haven’t seen a sunny day since Thanksgiving.” Only day after day of gray.


			“You need a vacation here.” Matt turned the camera to give her a view of his yard. Aside from the fountain and the patio area, there was a fire pit, a hot tub, and a barbeque. Two big trees already dotted with flowers and more flowers in pots spaced around the yard made it look like a spring paradise. As the camera panned, the back side of a tan-colored stucco house with a bank of windows came into focus. 


			It could be a perfect vacation… “Let me talk to my uncle.” 


			The Zoom session ended with Matt promising again to take the fall if they got caught. She stared at the blue screen for a long moment after the view of Matt’s backyard disappeared. The chance of anyone noticing they’d switched places was slim. But not zero. Still, she wanted to help Matt, and when she eyed the pouring rain, a month of sunshine seemed worth a little risk.


			She checked the time and decided half past eleven qualified for a lunch break, then went to get her rain gear, still damp from an earlier trip outside. She’d had to go out before dawn to make sure the other houseboats at the dock were still chained securely. Every so often a chain slipped in a storm and a house blew far enough from the dock to snap a utility line. Since the rocking at her house had wakened her from a deep sleep, she’d forced herself out of bed to check everyone’s connections.


			The downpour hadn’t let up and the wind whipped at her jacket the moment she stepped outside. She hurried from her house to the next slip over, giving her uncle’s door a perfunctory knock before barging in. “It’s me,” she called out, quickly shucking her rain gear. “I’m breaking early for lunch. What are we eating?”


			“Chili.” Uncle Bruce appeared in the hallway. “And it’s vegan, so we’ll probably starve.”


			She chuckled. Her uncle was a retired chef and had taken the orders to cut cholesterol out of his diet hard. He waved her to the kitchen, saying, “You’ll have to try it and tell me if it needs anything. Other than actual flavor.”


			His houseboat was slightly bigger than hers—two bedrooms instead of one—but it was still a short distance from the door to the kitchen. He lifted the lid on the soup pot, dipped in the wooden spoon, and held it out for her to taste.


			She blew on it and her stomach rumbled impatiently. Before it cooled, she took a bite and then fanned her tongue. “It’s good. Did you use a new type of cumin?”


			He shook his head, narrowing his eyes as he studied her. “Guess again.”


			“Chocolate?” He’d been known to add stranger things to his chili, including anchovies.


			A smile spread across his face. “Cocoa powder and a bit of yesterday’s stale coffee.”


			“Gross.” She scrunched her nose. “Let’s eat.”


			He laughed. “I knew we were related.”


			As Uncle Bruce dished their meal into their usual blue ceramic bowls, she got their silverware and set out napkins. They didn’t share all their meals, but they regularly ate lunch together. She worried about leaving him for a month—although she’d left him alone nearly that long when she’d gone to Europe last summer. Instead of wanting a break from the rain, that time she’d wanted a break from thinking about her ex-girlfriend.


			Once they’d settled into their seats, he asked, “Did you find any sexy hackers this morning?”


			“Struck out again.” She’d explained her job rarely involved personally thwarting would-be hackers, but he was convinced she’d one day meet her match online. “I do have news, though. Or a question, I guess.”


			As soon as she opened her mouth to mention the month away, her conviction slipped. A month might be too long, especially if Matt didn’t keep his side of the bargain.


			“Well?” He’d loaded up chili on his spoon but waited for her before taking the bite. “This chili won’t taste better lukewarm. And you’re not getting any younger.”


			She rolled her eyes. Uncle Bruce, she decided, could handle bossing Matt around. “If I had someone lined up to do my chores, how would you feel if I went to San Diego for a month?” She might hate living at Matt’s house. His ex-wife might be awful. But she felt a zing of excitement as she voiced the idea aloud.


			“San Diego? Why would you ever go there? And in spring of all times? I doubt they’ll even have rain. You’ll have nothing but sunshine.”


			“That is the risk.” She grinned.


			“God, a month in San Diego sounds amazing. How’d you swing that?”


			“Matt, my friend from work, asked if I’d want to swap places for a while. He’s going through a divorce and wants out of his house.”


			“How old, and is he handsome?”


			She laughed. “I think he’s in his forties. Sadly straight.”


			“Everyone has their faults. What about the handsome part?”


			She shrugged. “Not my type but he’s handsome enough.”


			“Sold.” Uncle Bruce slapped the table. “When’s this happening?”


			“You really think I should do it?”


			“Definitely. You get a vacation in San Diego, I get a handsome replacement for my lunch date.”


			“Matt has no idea what he’s in for.” Then again, neither did she. At least her uncle could cook. She didn’t know what to expect with Matt’s ex, though she doubted there’d be shared meals. Probably the woman wouldn’t want anything to do with her. 


			But all she had to do was keep to the cottage and finish Matt’s to-do list. In her free time, she could take walks on the beach with a cute dog. And she’d have all the sunshine she wanted. It really sounded like a perfect vacation.


			









Chapter Two


			Devyn hung her stethoscope on the hook and rubbed the back of her neck. She could use a massage. And a warm bath. Too bad she wasn’t getting either of those things tonight.


			“Look who’s still standing.” Kelly reached for her own stethoscope on the hook next to Devyn’s. “I heard yesterday was a doozy. Not surprised you volunteered to stay all night—and most of today—but that made, what, thirty-four hours straight?”


			“Thirty-six.” She’d been on her feet, seeing patients and putting out fires since Friday morning. Now it was Saturday, and dinnertime, by the rumblings in her stomach, and she hadn’t slowed down for anything more than a snack break. “Is it April twenty-fifth yet?”


			“Still March, last I checked.” Kelly stepped out of her sandals and into a pair of Danskos. “Leah better not decide she wants a longer maternity leave. As much as I’m in favor of moms staying home with their babies for as long as they want, we need that particular mom back in this hospital.”


			“Or we need to clone ourselves.” Devyn pulled off the lab coat she’d worn for too many hours and tossed it in the laundry bin. “I’m going home to sleep for a year. See you next Tuesday.”


			“Did you forget you signed up to be on call tomorrow?”


			Kelly’s look of concern was warranted. She’d completely forgotten. “Dammit.”


			“I’ll do everything I can to not call you in, but with John out sick and Leah still on maternity leave…”


			“It’s fine. Call if you need me. And I’m sure you will.” She reached for her purse and swung it over her shoulder. “It’s not like I have a life anyway.”


			“Is now a good time to say you’re an amazing doctor and you lead our motley team like no one else could?”


			“Now is the right time, yes.” She smiled. “And thank you. Good luck tonight. Call if you need backup.”


			“I won’t call til tomorrow morning at the earliest.” Kelly set her hand on Devyn’s arm. “You always look beautiful, but at the moment you look like you’ve pulled an all-nighter at a swamped and understaffed ER in downtown San Diego.”


			All-nighter and then some. She numbly thanked Kelly and made her way out the back entrance. With luck, she wouldn’t have to interact with another living soul until Angel greeted her at the front door. Dogs she could handle. She was done peopling.


			Her dark-blue BMW glistened in the setting sun and she found herself smiling at the sight. “You have no idea how glad I am to see you.”


			The car didn’t respond except to unlock automatically. She settled into the driver’s seat, exhaling deeply and letting her eyes close for a moment. She loved her car—it had all the features she wanted and it was all hers, bought and fully paid for after she’d separated her bank account from Matt’s—but she was especially happy at the moment because it was her ticket home. With more effort than it should have taken, she opened her heavy eyelids and turned on the engine. She expected thirty minutes of stop-and-go Saturday traffic to make it the five miles home, but then she could collapse in bed.


			The radio kept her awake and she sang along to a Backstreet Boys hit from the nineties, grateful no one was around to judge. When her house came into view, she tapped the brakes. A white Honda she didn’t recognize was parked in her usual spot.


			“I swear to God, if Matt has a woman here…” Her voice trailed. If he had someone over, then what?


			Even if it was well within Matt’s right to entertain other women, she didn’t want to walk in on a dinner date in progress. In her house. Maybe he’d have the decency to keep to the cottage. He seemed to be doing a good job of that lately.


			She parked alongside the Honda, too exhausted to search for an open spot on the street, and then hit the garage opener. She stared for a full minute at the empty space where Matt’s Range Rover was usually parked. They’d agreed long ago that Matt would always park in the garage and she’d park in the driveway to save them from having to jockey cars if she got called into work late at night. There wasn’t room for two cars in the garage because half of the space was taken up with junk Matt had promised to get rid of—including the collection of bikes he never rode. Why he owned three high-end mountain bikes and two racing bikes but never went for a bike ride was something she no longer cared to fight about. The real question was why his car wasn’t in the garage.


			“Maybe he took his date out to dinner?” She posed the question and immediately hoped that was the case. If so, her plan for showering, microwaving a frozen dinner, and going straight to bed would go off without a hitch.


			She went through the garage and into the laundry room, expecting to hear Angel’s excited yip. But she heard nothing. “Angel?”


			She called for her dog again as she walked down the hall to the kitchen. No scritch-scratch of nails on the tile. No bark. The thought of Matt taking Angel and some woman out for a romantic adventure stung.


			As much as she truly felt over their failure of a relationship, Angel was her dog. He didn’t get to borrow the dog to woo a date when he acted like it was a monumental ask if she mentioned taking Angel with him on his runs.


			The buzz of a Weedwacker interrupted her thoughts and she looked out the kitchen window to the back patio. Angel was stretched out on one of the chaise lounge chairs, his favorite green squeaky ball between his paws and his attention focused on the side yard.


			“Did Matt hire a gardener?” Taking care of the yard was the one task Matt seemed to enjoy. Yet he hadn’t even seemed to pay attention to that lately. She’d noted the strip of overgrown lawn and the unpruned hedge last week but decided not to bring it up. Every conversation turned into an argument.


			She walked around the kitchen island and pushed the blinds open on the window to the side yard. A gasp escaped her mouth as her stomach dropped. “No.” She took a shuddering breath. “No, no, no.”


			It took impossibly long for her to cross through the living room, unlock the sliding glass door, push the broken patio umbrella out of her path, and skirt around the wicker sofa. Angel jumped up excitedly when she passed his spot on the lounge chair, but she didn’t slow down to greet him. Instead, she raced to the side yard screaming, “Stop!”


			The gardener didn’t slow the assault on the plants, not even bothering to turn to face her. She watched, half-paralyzed, as a narrow-leafed milkweed, still yet to flower, crashed to the ground. A stand of buckwheat went under next, followed by some of the showy milkweed. The heartleaf milkweed had already been decimated. That had been the first of the carnage along with the sage, she noted, clutching her chest and fighting back tears.


			When she realized the Weedwacker was closing in on the baby lupine pushing up for the sun, she came out of what felt like a trance and barreled forward. She shoved the gardener’s arm, propelling them both toward the fence.


			“What the—” The Weedwacker motor cut abruptly and the gardener spun round.


			“Do you have any idea what a pollinator garden is?” Devyn spat the words, gesturing to the two-foot section of plants still standing.


			“What? Hold on.” The gardener pulled out earbuds and then held out a hand. “Hey. I’m Robbie.”


			The woman’s bright smile momentarily disarmed Devyn. For one, she hadn’t expected the gardener to be a woman. In truth, she hadn’t been able to see much beyond cargo pants, a faded gray T-shirt, and a backward ballcap. And she was wearing sunglasses. But when she pushed up her sunglasses it was clear she was very much a woman—and attractive at that.


			“I didn’t catch what you said. I was blasting my music.” She smiled again.


			Perfect smile, warm brown eyes, dark lashes, and a look like she was used to winning over everyone who met her. Well, that’s not happening this time. Devyn shook her head, trying to refocus. “Do you have any idea what a pollinator garden is?”


			“Uh, no.” The woman’s brow furrowed as she looked down at the decimated milkweed. “I mean, I’ve heard of it. Like a garden for bees?”


			“And butterflies.” Devyn felt tears spring to her eyes. “Look, I have no idea what you’re doing here or why you let out my dog, but—” She realized the woman must have a key to the main house to let Angel out and a bolt of anger shot through her. Matt had let a random gardener have full access to her house. And then left. “You clearly don’t know what you’re doing.”


			“I really thought this was a bunch of weeds.” The woman pushed a downed stalk of showy milkweed with the toe of her Converse.


			“Just give me that Weedwacker and leave.” Probably Matt had hired the cheapest gardener he could find. “Are you from Craigslist?”


			“What?” The woman seemed legitimately confused now. “I swear I had no idea these were plants you wanted. I was told to mow the grass and take down the weeds.”


			“These aren’t weeds. These are plants the monarchs need so they don’t go extinct.” She felt her voice rise along with her pulse but couldn’t keep either in check. “And don’t get me started on the bees. Everything here was about to flower.” As soon as she realized that, her anger gave way to grief and she looked down at the fallen plants. “In a month or two, they’d have been covered in butterflies. You whacked them all to shreds.”


			The woman’s face fell. What’d she say her name was? Something ridiculous like Benny or Sammy or… Robbie. That was it. Robbie. At least she had the decency to look contrite as she stared at the remainder of the garden and took in what she’d done. Not that feelings mattered at this point.


			“Give me that thing,” Devyn said, gesturing to the Weedwacker. “Matt can pay you later. I don’t even care why you were pretending to be a gardener.” She added the last bit as the woman opened her mouth, clearly about to offer an explanation.


			“I didn’t know—”


			“I don’t care. Where’s the key? You must have one since you let Angel out.” She held out her hand.


			Robbie dug in her pocket and held up Matt’s set of keys. She seemed to hesitate handing them off. “This is probably not the best time to ask, but did Matt tell you about him and me swapping places for a month? I assumed he would have, but now I’m thinking that didn’t happen.”


			“What are you talking about?”


			“I work with Matt. We’re in the same division—network security. He asked if I wanted to do a house swap and it’s been raining nonstop in Seattle.”


			“A house swap?” She stared at the woman as everything she’d said registered. “As in, you’d be living here?”


			“Only for a month.”


			Only? If she weren’t already pissed at Matt, this would do it.


			“Matt’s staying at my place in Seattle and I’m staying here.” Robbie hesitated before adding, “At least that was the plan.”


			It was unacceptable Matt hadn’t asked her permission. Hadn’t given her any warning. And this woman thought she had the right to move in because Matt said so?


			“He gave me a list of things to do around the house,” Robbie continued. “All the projects he hadn’t gotten to. Including weeding.” She grimaced as she looked at the fallen plants. “The idea was we’d both do each other’s chores and get a little break from our worlds.”


			“I’m sure he wanted a break.” She reached out and snagged the keychain. “You can leave now.”


			“But—”


			“I assume you know where the Weedwacker belongs.” She turned to the house and called Angel. After a few steps, she looked back at the woman. “You can get your things, if you have things, out of the cottage without keys. You’ve probably noticed that door doesn’t lock. Matt said he would take care of it, but he never did. And you can tell Matt he doesn’t need to come back. I’ll hire someone and send him a bill for his share.”


			Devyn didn’t look back a second time, relieved when Angel followed her to the house without being called again. “What a mess,” she said, pushing the sliding glass door closed behind her. She wanted to be angry at Matt, and angry at this Robbie woman for invading her space, but as she stood in the kitchen, one hand on the cool tile counter and the other reaching down to give Angel a pet on the head, all she felt was exhaustion.


			“My gorgeous milkweed.” A tear streaked down her cheek and she let out a shaky exhale, then looked at Angel. “Since when are you not barking at a stranger?”


			She had no clue when Robbie had arrived or when Matt had left. Sometime in the last thirty-six hours. “My fierce guard dog, who’s sent every pet sitter, mail carrier, and repairmen running for the hills, decided this person could stay.” She swiped her cheek and cleared her throat. “Well, she can’t stay. End of story.”


			Angel followed her to the pantry and waited as she poured kibble into his bowl. Just as she set down the bowl, the doorbell rang. She cursed out loud, already knowing it’d be Robbie. Angel, on the other hand, didn’t make a sound. He simply abandoned his food and raced to the entryway.


			“The one time my dog doesn’t bark when the doorbell rings.” She trudged down the hall after Angel, not bothering to fake a smile when she opened the front door. “Yes?”


			“Two things.” Robbie stopped abruptly, going down on one knee as Angel circled her feet. She handed Angel’s ball to him and grinned when Angel tossed it back for her to throw.


			“What two things?” Devyn couldn’t keep the irritation from her voice. She was even more annoyed when Robbie tossed the ball into the house and Angel went flying after it. “He’s not allowed to have his ball in the house.”


			“Oh. Sorry.”


			The apology came at the same moment Angel sailed past Devyn to present the ball to Robbie with an excited yip.


			“No balls in the house, buddy,” Robbie said. She straightened up, trapping the ball under the toe of her Converse, and met Devyn’s gaze.


			What adult wore Converse? Devyn reflexively crossed her arms, then wished she hadn’t and made herself uncross them. “What did you need to say?”


			“The first thing is, I can’t actually leave because my key for the rental car is on the ring you took from me. And second—” Angel pawed furiously at Robbie’s Converse, trying to free the ball. Robbie looked down, then back at Devyn with a chagrined expression. “One more toss?”


			“Fine.”


			Robbie gently tossed the ball into the foyer and Angel returned almost immediately. Instead of grabbing the ball, Robbie leaned down to scoop up Angel.


			“Watch out, he bites—” Devyn stopped short, appalled as Angel leapt into Robbie’s arms. To make matters worse, Angel had the nerve to snuggle against her chest. “He doesn’t like strangers,” she added, feeling ridiculous when Angel licked Robbie’s chin.


			“Biting’s bad. Don’t do it,” Robbie said, scratching Angel’s neck. “You didn’t tell me you were a naughty puppy.” She gave him another pet before setting him on the ground. “My last dog was a Jack Russell. Maybe Angel figured that out and decided I was an okay stranger.”


			Devyn knew she was frowning. She also knew she should say something in response but all she could think to say was, “What was the second thing you were going to tell me?”


			“Oh. Right. I fixed the lock on the cottage. Had to buy a whole new lock mechanism. And the key is on that ring you took from me, so I can’t actually get my stuff out.”


			“When did you fix it?” She couldn’t call Robbie a liar, but Matt had said the lock was unfixable.


			“Yesterday afternoon. I didn’t know the neighborhood and I didn’t know how safe it was sleeping with an unlocked door. No offense, but I didn’t want some stranger coming in while I was sleeping.”


			Pointing out the irony of that statement was useless. “I was told the lock couldn’t be fixed because the door didn’t close all the way.”


			“That part took me a hot minute to figure out.” Robbie ran a hand through her short brown hair. She had nice hair—which was entirely not important. “I ended up having to take the whole thing off and rehang it. Closes like a charm now.”


			“Well…thank you. I suppose I should pay you.” She shook her head. “I mean, of course I should. I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. If you’ll hold on a moment, I’ll go get my wallet.”


			“You don’t need to pay me. Fixing the lock wasn’t a big deal. Turns out I do have some skills. Just not gardening.” Robbie’s face scrunched up. “I feel awful about your plants. I know you want me to leave tonight, but if I stayed through tomorrow I could buy replacements and patch things up.”


			“You don’t have to do that.”


			“It’s going to be on my conscience forever if I don’t.”


			That wasn’t her problem. But when she looked at Robbie, she could tell she felt terrible. Which made it hard to be mad at her.


			“I really am sorry,” Robbie said. “For being here and for messing everything up. I could stay at a hotel if you’d rather not have me in the cottage, but I want to fix the garden.”


			Angel took that moment to whine as if he felt bad too. He did seem to be an accomplice. She looked from the dog to the woman who wasn’t as much to blame as Matt and felt her resolve crack. “Fine. You can stay one more night. I’ll give you a list of plants to buy. But I insist on paying—for the plants and for the door. I won’t feel good not paying you for the work.”


			Robbie bit the edge of her lip. “The thing is, I’m doing this as an exchange with Matt. Also, I should probably tell you I did a few other things on Matt’s list. I installed the overhead fan in your guest bedroom—in the main house—and painted the baseboards in the cottage.” She hesitated. “And I made a lasagna. He mentioned you never have food in the house. When I realized you hadn’t come home last night, I figured when you finally did get here, you were going to be hungry. It’s in your fridge with a note.”


			“You made me lasagna?”


			“Matt said you don’t like meat so I made it vegetarian.” Robbie paused. “You don’t have to eat it but I’m a pretty good cook.”


			There was no reason to make the situation worse by refusing her food. And she was starving. Still, she wanted to scream at Matt for putting her in this impossible situation. “Thank you, but I can only accept if I pay for that too.”


			Robbie looked like she wanted to argue but said, “We can figure money stuff out tomorrow. I’m guessing you’re beat. If I could have that key ring back—”


			“Give me a moment.” She scooted Angel inside, closed the door, and went to the kitchen island where she’d tossed the keys. As she passed the “guest room” that was now her room, she poked her head in to look at the ceiling. The fan she’d bought two years ago, with a promise from Matt that he’d install it and she didn’t need to spend money on hiring a handyman, was hanging in place over the bed. She flipped the wall switch and the fan whirred on.


			“Okay. I’m impressed.” Not that Robbie had the skills to install a fan but that she’d done so along with all the other projects after only a day and a half. She was almost exhausted enough to consider changing her mind on not letting her stay for the month. But the principle of it bothered her. No one had asked her opinion. And this was a clear invasion of her privacy. The only thing to do was send Robbie packing, hire professionals to finish the jobs Matt hadn’t done, and move on with her life.


			Convinced she was making the right decision, she stalked back to the front door and tried not to show her annoyance when Angel zipped past her to pounce on Robbie.


			“Keys.” She handed Robbie the ring. “We can talk in the morning about payment.”


			“I wanted to ask one more thing.” Robbie leaned down to pet Angel, who had gotten insistent for attention. “With Matt gone, who will be taking care of Angel when you’re at work?”


			Robbie’s question stopped her. On one hand it was a relief to have Matt gone, but on the other she would have more things to do herself. “He’ll have to go to the boarding kennel when I’m at work. Anything else?”


			Robbie’s brow furrowed but she only said, “I guess not.”


			“Let’s go, Angel. Inside.” Angel looked over his shoulder but didn’t move from his spot by Robbie. In fact, he seemed to wag his tail faster when Robbie glanced down at him. “Did you give him treats? He has a sensitive stomach.”


			“No treats. Matt warned me.” Robbie turned Angel around and pointed to the house. “Go inside, buddy. I’ll see you in the morning.”


			This time Angel obeyed, albeit reluctantly. Devyn closed the door, not bothering to wish Robbie good night, and then leaned against it. Angel went to peer through the narrow window at the side of the door, clearly wanting his new friend. “Traitor.”


			Angel cocked his head and looked her direction, one ear perked.


			“But I still love you.” She smiled as Angel pivoted his head to perk the other ear. “God, lasagna sounds amazing.” Hopefully Robbie was as good at cooking as she was at home repair projects.


			









Chapter Three


			Robbie hit the call button and waited for Matt to answer, debating how much of her anger he deserved. True, the garden disaster was all on her, but things might have played out differently if Devyn had any warning to expect her.


			“Hey. How’s it going?” Matt sounded more relaxed than even his usual California chill, and Robbie imagined him on her sofa with his feet kicked up. “Your houseboat is the bomb.” Matt made a contented sound. “And you didn’t tell me I’d be getting gourmet meals. I love your uncle, by the way. I might never leave.”


			“That’s great. For you.”


			“Why do you sound annoyed?”


			“Because, dude, you didn’t tell your ex-wife about me. She had no clue who I was—or why I was at your house. She completely freaked out.”


			“Oh. Guess I should have told her. Honestly, I didn’t think she’d care I was gone. And everything happened so fast, you know?”


			That much was true. They’d agreed on the plan and bought plane tickets. Forty-eight hours later she was on a flight to San Diego and he was headed to Seattle. “You could have left her a note. Or at least warned me she didn’t know what was going on. I assumed you two had talked.”


			“We haven’t talked for a long time, Robbie. She hates me.”


			“She hates me more.”


			“No way. She just needs time to process,” Matt said. “She doesn’t like when things happen that weren’t part of her plan. I know she’ll come round to liking you.”


			Robbie thought of the death stare Devyn had given her and doubted Matt’s assessment. Her stomach tightened, and she wished she could magically be back in her houseboat, watching the rain and reading a book. She’d traded her perfectly mellow life for Matt’s mess. “She might have liked me if she’d known to expect me. Instead she came home to a stranger in her backyard with a Weedwacker.”


			Matt chuckled. “I’m sure you can charm her. Do a few things on that project list.”


			“Doing projects isn’t going to help. I’m telling you, she’s pissed. She said I had to get out.”


			“Seriously?”


			“If she could have thrown me out last night, she would have. She only agreed to let me stay one more night because I begged.” She exhaled, eyeing the bed she’d hardly slept in for all the stress. “We need to figure out a plan B.”


			“Tell her you’ll do all the things I didn’t do. She’ll change her mind.”


			Her frustration at herself, at Matt, and at the whole situation peaked. “I didn’t know what milkweed was, Matt.”


			“Milkweed?”


			“Yes. Milkweed. I knew butterflies needed it, but if you’d asked me to pick one out, I’d have had no clue what it looked like.” After spending way too long looking up images of milkweed and researching how to repair the damage she caused, she knew now and felt even worse. “Did you know there’s three different species native to California and if you plant the tropical milkweed, it’s actually harmful to monarchs?”


			“Oh, shit. You didn’t touch Devyn’s pollinator garden, did you?” Matt’s chill was gone.


			“It didn’t even occur to me that mess of weeds in the side yard was intentional.”


			“If you pulled anything out—”


			“If I’d pulled anything out, I could replant it.” She felt tears threaten and scrubbed her face. “I whacked them all down, Matt. I destroyed the garden. Right in front of her.”


			“Devyn didn’t stop you?”


			“I think she tried.” Robbie had heard someone yell but didn’t think it had anything to do with her. “I was listening to music and I didn’t notice her freaking out until it was too late.”


			“Devyn’s never going to forgive you. Ever. Monarchs are basically the only thing she likes. Besides Angel.”


			“Which is why I need to book a flight back to Seattle.”


			Matt groaned. “You have no idea how much I want to stay here.”


			“Actually, I have a good idea.” She had never wished for a quiet rainy day at home more than she did now.


			“I know she’d change her mind and let you stay if you do one of the projects on the list. There’s a ceiling fan she really wants put in—”


			“Already done. And I fixed the cottage door so it locks.”


			“You did?” Matt was quiet for a moment. “There’s a hole in the living room I was supposed to patch. Maybe you could fix that?”


			“She let me stay last night because I begged. Trust me, she’s not going to let me stay any longer.”


			“God, that woman,” Matt grumbled. “I swear if something doesn’t go exactly her way—”


			“She deserved warning.” Devyn should have been asked about the plan. She had a right to say she didn’t want a stranger on her property. But none of that mattered now. “You need to figure out another place to live. My houseboat only has one room and we aren’t sharing the bed.”


			She ended the call and leaned back in her seat. Light streamed in through the cottage window, and she wished she could appreciate the perfect sunny day. But beyond the sparkling fountain, the main house loomed.


			If Devyn didn’t so clearly hate her, Robbie could have imagined enjoying getting to know her. The woman exuded confidence and was obviously used to being in charge. And she was even more striking in person than in the brief glimpses Robbie had seen on Matt’s Zoom calls. Steely blue eyes, shoulder-length dark-blond hair, sharp features, and a fit body that still managed to have soft curves.


			“Plus, she has a cute dog.” It was really Angel that made Robbie wish she could stay. She stood and stretched, knowing she shouldn’t let herself get attached to a dog that wasn’t hers. The problem was, Angel reminded her of Pixie. A year later and she still missed Pixie so much her chest ached when she thought of her.


			She checked the time and decided to take Angel for a walk while she contemplated patching the hole Matt had mentioned. Maybe knocking another to-do item off the list would at least smooth over the goodbye.


			She’d worried about waking Devyn when she let Angel out earlier that morning. Fortunately, Angel hadn’t made a peep, only zipping out the sliding glass door to pee before racing back to the house for breakfast. And there’d been no sign of Devyn, so Robbie assumed she’d stayed asleep.


			Now as she approached the house, Angel yipped excitedly and danced on his hind legs. She opened the door and said, “You can’t bark. Your owner already wants my head on a platter.”
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