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            CHAPTER 1

          

          MELANIE

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      The stepladder, which I balance precariously on as I hang purple and orange lights on my house to prepare for Halloween, wobbles even more when the sexy, annoyed voice of a man snaps the question at me. Ignoring whomever as I’m so close to finishing this section, I lift onto my tiptoes, wishing once more I had a true ladder.

      That’s when I lose my balance with a shriek. I wait for the brutal impact of slamming into the ground. Instead, strong arms snag me, and I’m held against a delicious-feeling body. He sets me on my feet, and I swivel to find my yummy neighbor. My heart hammers in my chest at the furious look on his face.

      “I asked what the fuck you’re doing,” he repeats slowly as if I’m too stupid to understand what he said the first time.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I ask, my hands moving to my hips. I’m not sure what he’s doing over here. He sticks to himself, even though I wish he wouldn’t because he is a seriously fine human being. Considering I have a boyfriend, I shouldn’t have thoughts like that. He’s just too gorgeous to ignore completely.

      His hair is cut in a bit of a fade from his time in the military, which I’m assuming because of the sticker on his truck. His beard is trimmed, and it nearly touches his chest. Brilliant, pissed-off blue eyes stare at me. Full lips press into a firm line. I wish he’d grab me and kiss me.

      “That you’re being stupid, yeah.”

      I snap out of my ogling. “I’m not stupid,” I grit.

      “Then why are ya standing on top of a damn stepladder, balancing on your fuckin’ toes?”

      “Because it’s all I’ve got!” I retort, exasperated and wondering how someone so hot can be such an ass.

      “Next time, if you need a fuckin’ ladder, ask and you can borrow mine.”

      “I would’ve been fine if you hadn’t come over and startled me,” I point out. “I don’t need your help.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. We stare at one another in some sort of standoff, with me thinking I’d rather have fallen and busted my ass than have him in my yard.

      His lips twitch as if fighting a smile, and he says, “You wanna go somewhere with me tonight?”

      My jaw falls open at the surprising change of topic and the audacity of this guy. He’s inviting me out after he just called me stupid? Is he stupid? “You’re asking me on a date?” I ask him incredulously.

      He shakes his head. “I’m going out with some friends, and there’s someone I think you should meet.”

      I frown and furrow my brows, confused. “You’re setting me up on a date? I have a boyfriend.”

      Again, he simply shakes his head. “You coming or not?”

      If it’s not a date, then what the hell is it? Curiosity makes me want to go, but I can’t help saying, “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re an asshole?”

      His smile sends the air whooshing out of my lungs. God, he’s breathtaking. “Only every other day. Austin Lowe,” he says, holding out his hand as he supplies me with his name.

      “Melanie Fields,” I return.

      “You look like a woman who likes to take her time gettin’ ready, so you’ve got an hour and I’ll be back to get you.”

      I stare at him, dumbfounded. I never said I’d go, did I?

      It doesn’t matter. I have to go.

      I’ve been intrigued with my neighbor ever since I moved in and first caught sight of him. He has a story. I have no idea what it is, and I have a feeling it’s not pretty, but damn if I don’t want to know it. My boyfriend once again ditched me tonight, so I might as well have some friendly fun if I can.

      “Go,” he orders with a nod toward the entrance to my house.

      My legs turn to carry me inside before I have the chance to think twice about it. I shower, shave, fix my hair and put on makeup, and it’s as if I’m on autopilot the entire time. When I walk back out my front door with five minutes to spare, Austin is walking to his truck as I cross my yard to his.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as he opens the door for me.

      “The Mad House,” he replies, referring to Cardinal Point’s one and only bar in town.

      As he backs out of his driveway, I glance over at my place. My lungs still as I see my house is covered in lights. I had up only one strand of lights and now the rest are installed.

      “Did you do that?” I ask softly.

      “Yeah.”

      Clearly, he’s faster at hanging lights than I am.

      “I could’ve done it.” There’s no bite in my tone, but I’m compelled to say it anyway.

      “Think you established you could, but I didn’t need you decidin’ not to ask to borrow my ladder, so I threw the rest of ’em up before I took my shower.”

      I don’t remember the last time anyone did something considerate of me without my asking while also realizing I could do it myself. Or when someone did a nice thing for me, without the motivation being that they didn’t trust in my capabilities to do it myself.

      “Thanks,” I mutter. “I’ll find some way to repay you.”

      “No need.”

      The thing is, I’m practically conditioned to return the favor afterward. Maybe conditioned isn’t the right word. Still, I can’t help but want to show I appreciate his assistance, even if I didn’t need or want it. Maybe especially because I didn’t need it and he went out of his way like everyone else.

      I feel I should say something, inquire more about who he’s taking me to meet, but I can’t bring myself to speak. Maybe it’s because he was nice to me after being so rude. Or maybe it’s because his truck smells of him, and I’m embarrassed that I’d like to live here now.

      Luckily, the drive to the bar is short, one of the many perks of living in a small North Carolina town. Cardinal Point might not seem like a lot to most, but it’s ours, and I love it here. Even if everyone knows your name—and your business.

      The Mad House is located on Main Street, which is lined with brick buildings that have been here for ages and ages and houses various businesses. The town seems to have an unspoken rule that if you open a business in downtown Cardinal Point, its name should incorporate a pun. I’m not sure exactly how The Mad House got away with breaking the rule.

      I’m quiet as we drive past various businesses, like Bake My Day, The Chair Necessities, How Hardware Could It Be, and one of my favorite diners, Go Ahead and Fry Me. The diner is run by Mrs. Edna and Mrs. Mille, two old ladies who are the best of friends, mother hens for the young folk in town, and entertain us all with their bickering. Everything they serve puts everyone’s grandma to shame.

      And then there’s The Mad House. My favorite part of the bar is the walls, which are covered with photographs. I’m not sure how the tradition of pinning photos to the walls after someone has passed started, but Cardinal Point’s most beloved residents live on in the photos scattered within.

      As we park, I marvel again at how Austin has kept to himself enough that I have never heard any gossip about him. Something tells me the moment we walk into The Mad House together, rumors will spread. Too soon to tell if the reaction will be positive or not. Likely a mixture of both.

      I brace as Austin holds the door open and I walk inside just ahead of him. It’s busy as usual with folks at their favorite tables, playing darts or pool, or hovering near the old jukebox to choose the next song. Since I don’t know exactly why I’m here, I pause until Austin can lead the way.

      Everyone seems to glance over at us, and sure enough, the murmurs start when they realize I came with him. Austin doesn’t seem to notice. He stalks over to a table already brimming with people, and I follow along like a lost puppy.

      The group quiets as we approach. Austin places a hand on my lower back, with such a light graze I feel as if he’s trying not to touch me, and nudges me forward. I take a step to stand next to him, and the bit of heat from his fingers falls away, leaving unfounded disappointment in its wake.

      “Amelia, this is Melanie. Thought you should meet,” he says, addressing the only girl at the table. Wait. He brought me to meet a woman?

      Her eyes widen in surprise, but she scoots further into the booth and pats the spot next to her. I take a seat, utterly confused and uneasy at being thrust into this group when I have never met anyone here before. Why did I come again?

      “What do you drink?” Austin asks, still standing at the end of the table.

      “Amaretto sour?”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “Are you sure?”

      I nod once more; his lips twitch as if he’s fighting a smirk. He turns and walks off to the bar.

      “How do you know my brother?” Amelia questions.

      Wait, he brought me to meet his sister? What the hell is happening here?

      “He’s my neighbor,” I answer.

      She nods as if that somehow makes sense. “I don’t have a lot of girlfriends.” At this, I look around the booth again. “He’s playing matchmaker with us; apparently, he thinks you’ll make a good friend.”

      Interesting. Because Austin doesn’t know me. Before I can question her further about her brother, he returns with my drink and a beer for himself. That’s the last acknowledgement I receive from him. He talks to the others around the table. He grabs me fresh drinks when my glass runs low, but otherwise, I’m left to talk to his sister.

      She, I learn, is a librarian at one of the local schools. She’s the same age as I am—twenty-five—and she and her brother aren’t originally from the area. When Austin steps away with one of his friends to play pool, I can’t help but ask the question burning on the tip of my tongue.

      “What’s his deal?”

      “That’s a tale for another day, but long story short, he has gotten screwed over more times than I can count. These guys here are about the only people he lets get close anymore. They all served together and work either for Austin or with Silas. I only got to barge into their group because, well, it’s what I do. I’m kick-ass, and it helps I’m Austin’s sister. Kinda shocked he brought you, honestly.”

      “Apparently, it’s because I’m too stupid to be left to my own devices,” I reply dryly. When Amelia gives me a questioning look, I recount how I came to find myself at The Mad House with her.

      “Interesting,” she comments.

      Is it? Just as I slurp the last of my drink, Austin appears to drop another one off along with a bottle of water before returning to the pool table. I guess four is my limit.

      “How long have you known him?” Amelia asks.

      I frown at her question. “I mean, he’s been my neighbor for like a year, but today’s the first time I’ve talked to him.” Her brows raise in surprise. Before I can ask her about it, Austin appears at the table again. His body coils tight with tension.

      “Let’s go,” he snaps at me.

      “What’s wrong?” Amelia inquires, her gaze searching the patrons of the bar. She spots something that makes her frown. “Austin, you don’t have to leave.”

      “Melanie.” My name is an explicit order, and I scramble to stand. Amelia reaches out to snag my wrist, though.

      “Austin,” she tries again. “You shouldn’t let her run you off.”

      Her? Who are they talking about?

      “Mel has to be up early tomorrow for work.” I look over at him, surprised he paid attention to me enough to know my shift schedule. Austin grabs my elbow and leans across me to place a kiss on his sister’s cheek. My breath stills in my lungs as his body heat warms me all over. Just as quickly, it’s gone, and he pulls me away.

      We’re almost to the door when a woman steps into our path. She’s the opposite of me. As skinny as a stick, with blonde hair and hazel eyes in vast comparison to my black hair, green eyes, and more curves than I care for honestly.

      Austin’s hand tightens on my elbow for a split second before he wraps an arm around my waist and tugs me half a step back from the woman so I’m slightly behind him.

      “It’s nice to see you’re moving on, Austin,” she says. “But I hope you don’t think I’m letting her anywhere near our daughter.”

      Wait. What? How many times will I have to endure whiplash tonight? Austin has a kid! How have I never seen him with her? She is clearly the her mentioned moments ago and the reason we’re heading out early. An undercurrent of fury seems to vibrate within him just by being in her presence. Or maybe because she approached him and assumed I’m with him?

      “We’re not talking about this now. Get the fuck out of our way,” Austin snaps at her. I thought he sounded pissed earlier when he caught me on my stepladder. That’s nothing compared to the venom in his tone now. I sure wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end when he’s truly angry.

      She must be used to it, though. She smirks at him and then smiles at me in such a manner it’s like she’s baring her teeth. I’d bet my paycheck she was a total mean girl in high school. She steps to the side, and Austin pulls me the rest of the way out of the bar. He says nothing as we get into the truck.

      A glance into his backseat reveals that, sure enough, there’s a car seat back there. I have so many questions, I’m unsure which I’d want to start with. All of them seem intrusive. I’m almost afraid to talk. The hostile air inside the vehicle doesn’t help. I don’t want to be the one to break the silence, so I remain quiet.

      Austin seems lost in his own headspace. So much so that when he parks in his driveway, his truck idles for two minutes without him making any move to exit or even turn the vehicle off.

      “Thanks for introducing me to your sister,” I force myself to say.

      Austin doesn’t acknowledge I’ve spoken, so after a few seconds, I open the door and hop out to rush home. It’s probably best I forget my entire interaction with Austin this afternoon.

      Once inside, I change into an old, oversized T-shirt and wander into my kitchen, feeling like I need coffee.

      Noticing the trash needs to be taken out, I pull the bag from the bin while the coffeepot gurgles to life. As I face the back door, I spot it. A scream cuts through my throat as the bag falls. As if the floor is lava, I jump onto the counter and cry out again as the terrifying being takes a step.

      “Melanie!” A second later, Austin rushes into my kitchen. He pauses upon seeing me crouched on my counter. Carefully, like I’m a scared animal backed into a corner and I might run or bite at any moment, he walks over and braces his hands on either side of me. “What…” He tilts his head and starts again. “Why are you screaming?”

      I grab his shoulders, turning him toward my back door, and stretch my arm to point at the intruder. I shriek once more at more movement, my fingertips digging into his skin. Austin follows my gaze, and it takes a second for him to locate the minor source of my terror.

      And then, he laughs.

      A full-belly, hunched-over laugh that stuns me for a moment. Who knew he could get even more gorgeous?

      “You’re over here screamin’ bloody murder over a damn frog?”

      I scowl at him. “I don’t do snakes, frogs, spiders, or lizards. That cursed thing has me trapped!”

      He laughs again, turning to face me. He does another sweep over my body. I realize then that I’m in only a T-shirt and because of my position, he can probably see my panties. I tug my shirt over my knees to cover myself better as he lifts his gaze back to mine.

      “Well?” I snap, annoyed.

      He smirks and raises an eyebrow. “Is that your way of asking me to get rid of the frog for you?”

      At his question, I lose all attitude. “Will you?” I ask hopefully. That would be the most convenient solution for me.

      Austin smiles full-on at me now. He’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, celebrities included. “I thought you were a strong, independent woman, who doesn’t need anyone’s help.”

      I scowl. He’s also the most annoying man I’ve ever met. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Then what are you gonna do about the frog?” he asks with laughter in his tone. His amusement with me is such a stark contrast to the mood he was in not even five minutes ago.

      My gaze flicks back to the tiny green creature. Either I gather some courage to knock him down with a broom and throw him outside or call my father or one of my brothers. I could try Tyler, but he wouldn’t come for this; I know because I’ve called him before.

      I can handle many things on my own, but I shudder at the thought of getting any closer and risking that thing jumping on me. Calling for help is a must in this situation. Honestly, I’m leaning toward my dad. He would give me the least amount of shit for not wanting to be near the monster. But I’m not telling Austin that. It might be nearly midnight, but Dad would still rescue me.

      “Just leave,” I order with defeat. No way am I calling for help in front of him.

      Austin stares at me for a moment and then turns, picks up my trash bag, and heads for the back door. He nabs the frog, opens the door, and disappears, taking my garbage with him. Within a minute, he returns and glances at me as he washes his hands.

      “Thanks,” I squeak, relaxing enough to rest my butt on the counter and let my legs dangle. My eyes fix on his hands. Something as simple as his palms moving together as he cleans them fascinates me, causing me to wonder what they would feel like.

      God, that is so inappropriate. I clear my throat and finally look away as he dries them. The silence looms around us again; this time, I break it.

      “Will you give my number to Amelia? I didn’t exchange numbers with her.” Meeting her may be the highlight of my night. She seems to have a personality that is just so unapologetically her, and I’d love to become friends with her.

      Austin nods. I hop off the counter, snag a piece of paper from a notepad on the fridge and write it down. When he takes it, his fingers graze mine, and my breath stutters. A feather-light touch, and yet I know without a doubt those hands can do some deliciously dirty things.

      “I’m next door if you need something. I’d rather you ask than get hurt doing something you shouldn’t.” With a hint of laughter, he adds, “Or die over the sight of a frog.”

      Part of me wants to argue with him. I wasn’t doing something I shouldn’t have been doing. Perhaps I was being a bit reckless, but that’s none of his concern. And I wouldn’t have died over the stupid frog.

      I don’t argue because my insides turn to mush at realizing this near stranger doesn’t want to see me hurt. It feels nice and makes me feel pathetic at the same time.

      “I’m gonna go,” he says when it’s clear I don’t plan to respond to him. I nod and then Austin rushes out of my kitchen.

      Finally, I’ve talked to my hot neighbor, and I almost wish I hadn’t.
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          AUSTIN

        

      

    

    
      All I saw yesterday when I came home was the nicest pair of fucking legs I’ve ever seen in my life. Now, I’ve spotted Melanie here and there since she moved in next door, but I try to ignore the sight of any woman. If it weren’t for my daughter, my sister, and my mother, then I would declare all women inherently evil. Angela, my ex-fiancée, is the evilest of them all.

      So, I avoid the opposite sex if I can. But seeing that long stretch of legs balancing on that stupid fucking stepladder, exposed thanks to a pair of shorts for a still-warm October, and I couldn’t stop staring. Her recklessness also filled me with a surprising amount of anger. Even though I couldn’t help but admire those shapely legs leading to maybe the best ass I’ve ever seen, I was unjustly pissed. Pissed even as she literally fell into my arms and I took in what easily had to be the most gorgeous woman on earth.

      She can be the sexiest woman alive for all I care. I still don’t want to take her for a roll between the sheets. Okay, I do, but I won’t. I’m not gonna screw my neighbor for that to bite me in the ass. Spending more time with her helped ease that urge a little. She’s infuriating. Her terror of a little green frog was hilarious, though.

      “Daddy!”

      I crouch and open my arms for my seven-year-old daughter, Erin, who runs full speed at me.

      “Hey, baby girl.” I wrap her in my embrace, enjoying her giggles as I twist and cause her legs to swing around. Catching sight of Angela barreling toward me as well, I add, “Why don’t you head inside and figure out what you want to do today?”

      She takes off the moment I set her down.

      “Are you going to tell me who you were with last night?” Angela folds her arms over her chest expectantly, as if I owe her an explanation.

      “It’s not important.”

      She honestly isn’t. Melanie is my neighbor who, after spending a few minutes with, I thought should meet my sister. Amelia complains all the time that she doesn’t have enough girlfriends, and because she hangs out with the few friends I have, she’s right. It seemed as though she and Melanie would get along. What can I say? They both have annoying qualities.

      “She’s the first person you’ve gone out with in years,” she points out.

      “It wasn’t a date.”

      “Sure looked cozy.”

      “Is there something else you need?” I finally snap. “It’s not like I’m introducing anyone to Erin.” She opens her mouth, but I cut her off. “Great, thanks. See you Monday.” I turn on my heels and storm inside, careful not to slam the door in her face.

      “Daddy!” Erin shouts from the kitchen.

      Her voice is enough to shake loose the tension from speaking with Angela. I always thought people were full of shit when they said kids were the light of their lives. Erin proved it can be true. It’s difficult, and I don’t see her nearly enough, but she can still turn a shitty day around.

      I make my way in there to find her resting her arms on the table, leaning forward to stare at the container of goodies. “Can I have a cookie?” Drool might as well from her mouth.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you make these by yourself?” she asks incredulously as she snags one. She examines it as if something must be wrong with it if I made it.

      “No. They were a gift. What do you want to do today?” I ask, taking a seat at the table with her.

      That’s another thing. Melanie seemed completely thrown off that I’d help her, and despite telling her there was no need for repayment, she found a way. I was surprised to find the container of cookies on my front porch this morning with a note thanking me for disposing of the monster in the kitchen. Her words, not mine.

      Erin hums. “These are great. Can we bake a pie today?”

      “Sweet tooth still bothering you?”

      My girl smiles. She loves sweets, and her favorite thing to do is bake. Angela made it so I only see her on the weekends, which has backfired on her. Mostly because whatever Erin wants to do, we do. And my daughter adores her daddy. She sees me as a hero, though I’m not. Angela can’t stand how much Erin loves me.

      “Are the cookies from your new friend?” Erin asks as I gather what we need to make a pecan pie, one of her favorites to bake.

      I still and turn to face her, careful with my tone as I ask, “What friend?”

      “Mommy said you had a new friend.”

      I will kill her!

      “Mom was mistaken.”

      Erin frowns, but doesn’t say more. If I were dating, the last person who should tell Erin is Angela. She’s a freaking snake. If it weren’t for Erin, if I never saw her again, it would be too soon.

      Angela and I met during my time in the military. Stupidly, I thought she was different. While on my first deployment, there were so many guys who either cheated on their significant others or were cheated on. Angela was the exception.

      Until she wasn’t.

      She was unfaithful to me while I was gone, but I’d already knocked her up. The only reason I know Erin is mine is that when we had custody papers drawn, a test confirmed it. Now, I’m unfortunately tied to Angela for the rest of my life, and I’d rather lose my balls than enter another relationship.

      Erin and I make two pies and pretty quickly dive into one. When Erin asks what I plan to do with the other pie, I advise it will probably go to her aunt. With bellies full, my daughter decides she wants to draw. At some point, she wants to shop for Halloween costumes, so off we go.

      I live for the weekends. To think my ex gets about three hundred days with Erin compared to my approximate sixty-five pisses me off to no end. Fighting her was tiresome. It seemed like no matter what I did, I couldn’t win. My hatred for Angela started when I found out she cheated on me, but it was burned into every fiber of my being once it was declared I only get weekends with my daughter. Not even every weekend. Every other weekend.

      If she wants to hate me back because I spoil my daughter more than she does, tough shit. I’ve got a good kid still. One who behaves, is respectful, and doesn’t act like a brat.

      Our day is jam-packed with whatever Erin wishes to do, and by eight thirty, she’s crashed in her bed. I’m cleaning up the kitchen when I glance outside and see the stupidest sight for the second time this week. Before I can think twice, I storm out my front door and over to Melanie’s house.

      “You said you aren’t stupid, and yet here we are again.”

      Melanie startles and nearly falls out of the tree she’s climbed into.

      “Jesus, Austin. Why do you keep trying to make me fall?”

      “You’re in a fucking tree in the dark to decorate for fucking Halloween, Melanie,” I point out the obvious.

      “Well, we’re already a week into the month, and I can’t wait until I have daylight to do it,” she argues.

      “Get out of the tree.”

      She folds her arms across her chest and glares down at me. “Did I miss the part where you can boss me around in my own damn yard? It’s been a long day, and I would like to decorate my house, so please leave me alone.”

      “Why are you even decorating?”

      Melanie sighs as if I’m the most annoying person she’s ever met. Ditto, sweetheart. “Because I find it incredibly sad that kids have to trunk or treat or whatever, and this makes me happy even if no one shows up. I mean, for God’s sake, no other house in our neighborhood is decorated at all! You should all be ashamed of yourselves. Now, if it’s not too big of an inconvenience to you, can I get back to what I was doing? As a kid, I climbed trees all the time with my brothers. I’m fine. I will not fall, so go back home.”

      She’s not thrilled by my presence, yet I can’t do as she’s asked. Her attitude turns me on entirely too much. There’s also the matter of her not caring if she falls and breaks a leg, which bothers me more than it should.

      “You’re stressing the shit out of me.” The admission surprises me, both that I voiced it and that it’s true.

      “Right back at ya.”

      I press my lips together to fight the smile that wants to shine her way. Why do I find her amusing?

      Melanie ignores me and plucks something from the box she has balancing between two limbs. She hangs three bats around her. Next are some finishing adjustments on nearby faux webbing. She then grabs the container and lets it drop to the ground.

      “Wait,” I order when it’s clear she’s about to climb down. I don’t even know how the tree is supporting her. Not that Melanie is a heavy woman, but the branches aren’t that thick. Every movement she’s made has them swaying. I’m sure she can jump down herself and be fine. Still, the need to ensure she safely makes it to the ground flares to life. “Let me help.”

      “I don’t need your fucking help!” she snaps, a fury unleashing within her from out of nowhere. “I’m not incompetent. I’m not incapable. I’m not weak. I’m not helpless. I can do it my damn self!” Her voice rings out in the quiet night air. Her chest heaves as her grip strangles the poor tree. “I’m sorry it’s an insult to your manhood that you aren’t needed right now, but please, leave me the hell alone!”

      Okay, then. I’ve pushed a button I didn’t realize existed. And yet…

      “I know you don’t need my help, but it would make me feel a hell of a lot better if you’d allow me to assist. Please. Let me do this because it’s something I need.” That’s the God’s honest truth, too. I don’t know why I can’t walk away and let her do this. All I know is that if I leave her here, I’ll toss and turn until the next time I see her.

      She stares at me for a moment. I lift my arms in one last silent plea just as she bends her knees and falls forward, her hands landing on my shoulders. The moment her weight shifts onto me, I slowly lower her until her feet are on the ground.

      Like an idiot, I don’t set her down a foot from me like a normal person. No, she’s now barely an inch away. Her breasts brush my chest with every breath. Breasts I’m doing my best not to spare a glance at.

      I can find a woman when I have an itch to scratch and I’m sick of my hand, but having Melanie against me like this? It feels like it’s been entirely too long since I’ve been with a woman when it was just a month ago.

      “Thanks,” I mutter.

      She takes a step back, and I grab the box she dropped before she can. She sends a glare my way, but says nothing as I follow her to the front porch.

      “What do you have left to do?” I ask as I place the decor on a rocking chair and pull my phone to check the camera in Erin’s room. I haven’t yet managed to get rid of the baby monitor…just in case she happens to need me. My daughter sleeps soundly. I leave the app up and prop it on her windowsill so I can easily monitor her.

      “Inflatables and my porch.”

      I glance down at the items left and then around her porch. “How do you plan to hang this shit?” I already know because the stepladder leans against the porch railing opposite where I stand. Where the fuck is this boyfriend she has? Or her father? Or her brothers? Literally anyone, so it’s not me.

      “Austin.” She sighs my name as if I’m the most taxing person she’s ever met. “It’s been a long day,” she reminds me. “I don’t need my annoying neighbor up my ass about how unsafe I’m being while I decorate my house.”

      “I’m not stopping you. I’ll help.” We’re both surprised by my response, and when she opens her mouth—likely to argue because what else would she do—I add, “You said it’s been a long day. If I help, you’ll finish sooner.”

      “Fine, but I need alcohol to deal with you.” She disappears inside and returns a moment later with a glass of what I’d guess is an amaretto sour and a bottle of beer. She shoves it into my chest. “Maybe it’ll make you more tolerable to be around.”

      My lips press together as I hold back a chuckle. My presence has never annoyed a woman like this. I don’t think I’ve ever found an annoyed woman so cute. Melanie grabs some decorations and hands them to me, bossing me with her directions.

      “What do you do for work?” I ask as I hang fake spiderwebs in one corner.

      “I’m a paramedic.”

      That explains her job schedule. Before I can process more than that, Melanie casually asks, “So you have a daughter?”

      I can’t help but grin. “Yeah. Erin. She’s seven. She loved the cookies you left.”

      Melanie looks away as if she doesn’t want to admit she clearly left the goodies. “I kinda feel bad that I’ve lived here all this time and didn’t know.”

      I shrug. “You work weekends, and that’s the only time I get to see her.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      The sincerity in her voice makes me pause. I glance over to see her staring out over the yard. The hell if I want to push another invisible button. I keep quiet, and we work to deck out her porch until it’s spooky and ready for the upcoming holiday.

      “Do you like pecan pie?”

      She nods.

      “Be right back.”

      I jog over to my house, snag the extra pie, and return to find an empty porch, but the front door is still open. The screen door creaks slightly as I open it and step inside. What the hell? Not only has Melanie decked out the outside of her house, but Halloween exploded within as well. Ghosts, skeletons, pumpkins, and more. The decor is seemingly everywhere in her living room. When did she have time to do this?

      My attention falls on the couch. I couldn’t have been gone but a few minutes, but it was enough time for Melanie to plop down onto her sofa and fall asleep.

      I drop the pie off in the kitchen and then return to Melanie. Should I cover her up? Take her to her bedroom? Leave her as is? With a silent groan, I lean down to pick her up. The idea of leaving her here when she’s had a long day will nag at me all night. I’m not heartless.

      Melanie doesn’t stir as she moves from the couch to my arms. I walk down the nearby hallway until I find what looks to be her room. Her bed is a mess, the covers still askew from the morning. At least Halloween is limited to her living room and outside. I gently place her in her bed and cover her up.

      God, she looks so peaceful and beautiful.

      I’ve gotta get the hell out of here. I turn on my heels and hightail it out of there, locking the doorknob on my way out of the house. Melanie is hot and all, but I’m not interested in relationships, and something tells me having a quick fuck with my neighbor wouldn’t exactly be the neighborly thing to do. And she’s got a boyfriend, I remind myself. The last thing I need is to hang around Melanie.
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        * * *

      

      I’m barely through the door at work the next morning before Stacey, my front desk clerk, appears with a mug full of coffee.

      She holds it out to me. “Good thing I started a pot this morning. You look tired. Late night?” Her eyes search my face with an unreadable expression.

      “No more than usual. Thanks.” I lift the cup before taking a sip. Stacey making coffee for us isn’t all that unusual, but this is the first time she’s brought some to me. Her lingering in my office makes me shift my weight. Why is she still in here?

      “Good weekend with Erin?”

      I nod once. Personal matters aren’t something I typically disclose at work with employees who weren’t friends of mine first. There’s a line in the sand, and while I treat my employees well, I’ve always been extra cautious where Stacey is concerned. She’s our only female employee, and considering my history with women on top of that, I don’t want her experience here to be anything but professional.

      Again, she speaks. “Must be hard to have her only on the weekends. You’re such a good dad, too.” And how does she know that? Erin doesn’t come up here much since she’s primarily with Angela. I’m overthinking things. Stacey sighs and leans against the doorframe, shaking her head with an air of disbelief. “Some women don’t appreciate what they have while they have it.”

      Yeah, that’s the end of this conversation. “Thanks for the coffee. I gotta make some calls this morning if you don’t mind.”

      “Oh, of course.” She takes a step back. “Just a heads up, I reorganized your files in here. Your desk was getting messy, and I know you like things neat.”

      Now that she mentions it, my eyes rove over my desk. She did tidy up. I don’t like that either. “Appreciate it, but no need to do anything in here. I’ll handle it. Shut the door on your way, please.”

      She nods at my dismissal and finally leaves. I really hope she doesn’t start making things weird. Finding a replacement would be a hassle. Before my thoughts can dwell on the topic longer—or worse, return to a certain pain in the ass neighbor—I turn my computer on and make those calls.
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