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          ANGELA

        

      

    

    
      The silk was soft against my skin as I turned to view my newest acquisition in the mirror. The silky two-piece set was light blue with lace edges.

      I turned and looked over my shoulder; the hem stopped above the swell of my ass. The cool air in the dressing room caused my nipples to pebble under the soft material. I snapped several photos, wondering if I should use these images for the website or hire Wynter, the photographer in town, to do a photo shoot.

      I could pose, but was my body perfect enough to be a lingerie model? Probably not. I wouldn't put on wings and strut down a runway anytime soon, even if my name was Angela.

      Cold water licked at my toes, and I yelped. I stood frozen in place as more water gushed under the dressing room door. It was freezing. I jumped onto the ottoman, clutching my phone to my chest.

      Had I left water running somewhere? There was a kitchen and a bathroom in the back of the shop, but I couldn't remember leaving anything on.

      If there was standing water, I had a big problem. I could call the town's coordinator, Eve Palmer, but my first call should be to a plumber. All our repairs and renovations were handled by the Sterling Brothers, who owned a contracting business.

      I called the general line for Sterling Brothers, hoping they had an answering service for after hours. From my perch, I shivered, waiting for the phone to ring, watching the water drift higher.

      "Sterling Brothers. How can I help you?" a woman's voice came over the line.

      "I have a bit of a situation. There's standing water in my shop, Tempting Dreams in Christmas Town. I'm wondering if you could send someone to check it out?" My voice trembled.

      "Sure. I'll let Hudson know. Hold please."

      I shivered, wrapping my arms around myself. My clothes had been lying on the floor and were now soaking wet. I couldn't get dressed or even cover myself with anything. I was stuck unless I wanted to wade through the water in my bare feet.

      I was debating the intelligence of something like that when a male voice came on the line. "Hudson Sterling."

      My heart rate increased at the sound of his deep voice. I'd seen him around town but never spoken to him directly. "I have standing water in my shop, and I'm not sure what to do."

      "Did you turn the water off?" Exasperation filled his tone.

      I chewed my lip as the water drifted higher. "I don't know where the valve is."

      "Is there a basement or an unfinished area?"

      I shook my head even though he couldn't see me. "No basement."

      "The valve might be in a laundry room or a break room then. Wherever you have a water source."

      "Break room," I said as I tentatively stepped off the ottoman into the water, which was now inches deep.

      I heard the clank of keys. "See if you can get it turned off. I'll be right there."

      He clicked off the call, and I opened the door to the dressing room, scared of what I might find. It was eerily silent as water rushed from the break room. I waded through the water, hoping I wouldn't run into anything sharp.

      I had visions of blood running down my leg and an infection. But I was catastrophizing when I needed to remain calm.

      I shivered, the cold seeping through my skin. I kept my arms wrapped around my chest, wading through the water. I stumbled on an object, landing hard on my knees. I shifted onto my hands, bracing myself in the water while it soaked the silk of my outfit.

      Now I was completely drenched, and I still hadn't made it to the break room. I braced a hand onto the wall as I slowly shifted to my feet.

      When I reached the break room, I saw the water gushing from a hole in the wall. It had to be a busted pipe.

      When I rented the space, I knew it was an older building, but Eve and Natasha assured me that they were working on necessary repairs and renovations. It was a large-scale project, and things took time. I never suspected that something like this could happen in my store.

      I scanned the room for anything that looked like a water shut-off valve. When I saw it, I crossed the room and climbed onto a chair, struggling with the handle. It wouldn't budge. My arms were stretched over my head, and I was pulling with all my might.

      The more water that escaped, the less likely it was that I'd have a shop to reopen anytime soon. The panic made my throat tighten, and I used every bit of force I possessed.

      I heard sloshing behind me, then a loud voice. "Where are you?"

      "The break room," I cried over my shoulder, my hand aching from my grip on the valve.

      Hudson hoisted himself onto the chair and pressed his chest against my back. He reached over my head, covering my hand with his, and turned the valve with ease. The rushing of the water slowed, and a few seconds later stopped completely.

      I turned, finding myself standing close to Hudson Sterling. His jaw was set in a hard line, and I could feel the heat emanating from his body.

      My arms hung by my sides, and his gaze drifted lower.

      I followed his gaze to find my top clinging to my nipples. My skin prickled with goose bumps, and I wasn't sure if it was from the chill in the air or standing so close to Hudson. The shiver started deep inside of me, and I covered my chest with my folded arms.

      His frown deepened to a scowl. "What are you wearing?"

      "My new product. I was trying it on when"—chattering teeth caused me to break off—"I saw the water. My clothes were on the floor." Probably floating somewhere in the shop.

      His hands settled on my bare upper arms, and everything inside me stilled. Hudson was touching me with his bare hands; the heat of his palms seared my skin.

      I lifted my gaze to meet his eyes, which were dark and turbulent, similar to the water lapping at the legs of the chair I was standing on.

      Hudson eased back to pull his sweatshirt off. Then he tugged it over my head as if I was a toddler who couldn't dress herself.

      I was immediately ensconced in warmth and the smell of him, something spicy and decadent.

      "We need to get this water out of here before it does any more damage." His voice carried in the small space and changed the moment from something intimate to professional.

      "Right. Of course." He was here to help me with a leak, not to touch me. Between his proximity and the borrowed sweatshirt, I felt like a live wire. I could go off at any second, but only he could push my buttons.

      He stepped off the chair, unbothered by the fact that his feet were under several inches of water because he was wearing sturdy work boots.

      He grabbed an industrial broom which was floating in the water. "Is there a drain anywhere?"

      "The bathroom," I said, my teeth chattering again.

      He raised a brow.

      I pointed. "It's to the left when you walk out of this room."

      Hudson disappeared, leaving me standing on the chair, grateful for his sweatshirt, but very aware that my legs and feet were wet.

      I heard the water sloshing and assumed he'd found the drain and was pushing the water in that direction.

      When the water receded slightly, I stepped carefully off the chair, following the sound of the broom moving water. When I reached him, he said, "You should box up your stock and take it somewhere else. This place is going to smell, and it will ruin everything. You'll never get the stink out."

      I nodded, desperate to escape his presence. I needed to get my mind focused on my shop and not the sexy plumber who'd come to my rescue. "I need to call Eve too."

      Hudson nodded. "I've got this."

      I waded through the water to the front of the store, pulled out boxes from the latest shipment, added tissue paper from beneath the counter, and folded the items. I placed each one carefully in the box. The store, these clothes, represented my new life, one where I depended on no one but myself.

      Opening a business was risky, but I'd started with a small amount of product and sold it at pop-up shops in local malls and at festivals until I'd saved enough money to rent a space. This was the most reasonable rent I could afford, and it came with an apartment above the shop. It was perfect for me and my daughter, Ayla.

      I called Eve to let her know what was going on. This was her building after all.

      "Hello," Eve answered, sounding relaxed and happy.

      "Eve? There's a problem." I couldn’t keep the tremor out of my voice. My dream of being a shop owner was dissipating in front of my eyes.

      "What happened?" Her tone switched from relaxed to concerned.

      "There's a leak in my shop." I winced at the characterization of the flood. Would she understand the gravity of the situation?

      "What do you mean?"

      "I was trying on new product in the dressing room when water seeped under the door," I said, remembering the exact moment when I realized there was a problem.

      "Did you call Hudson?"

      "He's here already," I said, feeling something swirl in my stomach at the memory of him pressed against my back. His body was strong and hard, and he smelled delicious.

      I didn't even have time to feel embarrassed about being dressed in lingerie when his gaze traveled over me appreciatively. It wasn't a sexy encounter.

      "Can I talk to him?" Eve asked, her voice insistent.

      Hudson appeared. "Let me show you what's going on."

      I moved away from the table. "Listen, Eve. I think you should see this. You need to come here."

      "I'll be right there," she said as she clicked off, and I tucked my phone into the pocket of Hudson's hoodie. Would he mind if I kept it? I had a feeling it would be nice to wear around my apartment on chilly evenings.

      Hudson waited for me to join him, his gaze slipping to my legs. I hadn't bothered to go upstairs and change because this felt like a situation I couldn't walk away from. "I'm able to get the water to go down this drain. But once it's cleared, you're still going to have wet floors. It's going to take a while to dry out."

      "At least you got rid of most of the water." The water level had gone down to about an inch.

      "I have to wait for it to drain, so it's tedious. Once the standing water is gone, I'll set up industrial fans to air the place out. It's not going to be easy with the cold weather. We can't exactly open the doors. Especially with you dressed like that—" He gestured at my bare legs.

      I sighed. "I haven't had a chance to change."

      His face pinched. "I thought your clothes were wet."

      I pointed at the ceiling. "I live upstairs. I just need to run up there and grab something."

      His eyes flashed with concern. "You won't be able to stay here. The water's going to be off for the foreseeable future."

      That was something I hadn't even thought about, and now that he'd mentioned it, a ball of panic formed in my chest. "I live there with my daughter."

      His eyes softened, but his voice was gruff. "You can't stay there without running water, especially with a kid."

      I bit my lip, wondering what I was going to do. I'd moved here after college to live with my ex, Gus, who'd gotten an engineering job nearby. I'd stayed because it seemed like a good place to open a shop, and I wanted to give Gus a chance to be part of Ayla's life. My parents lived in Arizona, so I didn't have a lot of help. "I'll figure it out."

      That was my go-to motto. I'd figure it out because I didn't have a choice.

      He nodded because it wasn't part of his job duties to find me a temporary place to live. "Cooper's on his way with everything we'll need."

      "Do you know how this happened?" I asked him, trying to focus on the shop, and not my living situation.

      He moved toward the break room and the hole in the wall. "This is the obvious problem."

      "Did a pipe burst?"

      He reached through the hole and pulled out a piece of the blue-and-gray pipe with a hole in it. "We call this Poly-B, polybutylene, installed in the nineteen seventies through the nineties. It was cheap and easy to install, but it's brittle and prone to leak."

      My nose scrunched. "It figures I'd rent the space with bad pipes."

      He waved a hand in the air. "The buildings in town were probably built at the same time. I assume they all used the same material."

      My eyes widened. "You're saying that the pipes in town will have to be replaced, or they're going to burst too?"

      He gave me a curt nod. "Most likely."

      "How did I get so lucky to be the first?" Sometimes it felt like I couldn't get ahead. I was finally on the way to living my dream, supporting my daughter and myself, and now this. I hated the idea of closing up shop and going back to a regular office job.

      "There's no way to know when something like this will happen. That's why inspections are so important."

      "I'm just renting." I racked my brain to try and remember if Eve had ever mentioned the pipes. I think it was something more general like, We'll take a look at the buildings when renovations at the inn are completed.

      "You might want to look for an alternative option. You won't be up and running before Christmas."

      That made my mind careen to bad places, and my hands shook. "I'm going to pack up my things in the front. Eve's on her way."

      "I'll find you if I need you."

      All thoughts of Hudson being attractive were gone now. All I could think about was that I had bills to pay and no store front for weeks or maybe even months. He hadn't specified a time period, which made everything worse.

      I was so excited this morning to open my newest delivery of items and to try them on. I'd thought about selling my products online, but I didn't have a website, a lingerie model for the pictures, or anything set up for shipping. I was so screwed.

      Then there was the bigger issue. I was forced to work with a grumpy plumber who was irritated that I was wearing lingerie.
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          HUDSON

        

      

    

    
      Eve arrived, and I caught her up on what was going on. Neither of the women were happy with my conclusion that all the pipes in the town's buildings would need to be replaced.

      Eve had been adamant that Angela's shop be up and running first. Angela was upset that her shop would be closed for a while, but it couldn't be helped.

      I wondered if she was in a bad place financially or maybe just starting her business. I remembered the early years of my plumbing business when I wasn't sure I'd be able to pay my bills, much less be able to hire employees.

      Now my business was established, and I worked with my brothers' contracting company. My problem was that I had too many customers and not enough time to do everything. But I could sympathize with Angela's situation.

      I'd cleared most of the standing water, leaving behind wet carpet, linoleum, and wood floors. When I heard Cooper's voice, I went to the front to greet him.

      Cooper held an industrial-sized fan in his hand while he asked Angela if she wanted to go out tonight to forget about her troubles.

      Irritation shot through me. "You here to work or chat like a gossip?"

      Cooper broke off mid-sentence. "What crawled up your pipe?"

      I scowled deeper at his poor attempt at plumbing humor. "I was looking forward to a Saturday off when I got the call."

      Cooper shook his head. "It's not my fault you don't hire anyone to be on call. You could have done it years ago. But you're too stubborn. You think you're the only one who can do it right."

      "I am the only one who can do it right," I said, feeling the sentiment deep in my bones as Angela and Eve watched our back-and-forth.

      Cooper rolled his eyes but lifted the fan. "Where do you want this?"

      "We need a few in front to dry out the wood and then some in the back," I said, eager to focus on work.

      Cooper set up the fan by the front counter. He turned it on, and the space filled with white noise.

      "I'll help you get the rest." I was eager to get everything set up so that I could get out of here. There was something about being near Angela that had me on edge.

      Outside, Cooper had parked his truck, with the lettering Sterling Bros Contracting, at the curb. He rested his forearms on the tailgate, not bothering to pull it down. "Why is Angela wearing your sweatshirt?"

      I rubbed my neck. "She was trying on lingerie when I got here."

      He looked through the windows behind me as a smile broke over his face. "It looks like she's naked under your sweatshirt. It had me wondering if you two were doing something before the pipe burst, if you know what I mean?"

      "She's wearing something under there. Just not much." When I'd arrived, she was standing on a chair, her arms stretched over her head as she tried to turn the valve for the water. Her ass was peeking out from under the lace edge of the shorts. My brain had short-circuited for a second before I remembered what I was supposed to be doing, turning off the water and assessing the damage.

      When I stepped onto the chair, the space was so limited; I had no choice but to press my chest against her back, her ass nestled in my crotch. I felt her lush ass for a second before I reached for the valve so I could put space between us.

      Instead of distancing myself from her, I'd maintained my position as she'd slowly turned, her nipples standing at attention. At some point, she must have stumbled into the water because the front of her silky top was sheer.

      My fingers itched to touch her, but then she'd trembled, and her teeth chattered. She was cold.

      I'd needed to cover her body, erasing the image of her nipples from my brain. The only option was to give her my sweatshirt. I hadn't even thought about Cooper noticing.

      Giving her my sweatshirt had felt intimate, something a boyfriend might do for his girlfriend. There was a deep sense of satisfaction that she was covered in my scent.

      As soon as I'd had that thought, I hopped down from the chair and grabbed the broom. I needed to clear the water from the floor and scrub the sight of her body from my brain.

      After several minutes of pushing water into the drain and listening to it slowly trickle down, I'd realized I wouldn't be able to forget her body anytime soon.

      It was every guy's wet dream to know that the lingerie shop owner tried on product when she was alone in the store. When she looked at herself in the mirror, did she get horny? Did she touch herself? Did she take photos?

      I'd adjusted myself in my jeans periodically while I cleaned up because I couldn't stop thinking about how she'd looked in wet silk. Then there was the sight of her ass cheeks peeking out at me, the ultimate tease.

      I wished I had someone I could give this job to, a firm I partnered with when I was on vacation or even an employee. But Eve and Natasha Palmer owned the town and only contracted with Sterling Brothers Contracting. And then there was the issue that Cooper brought up; I didn't like delegating to others.

      It was a big job. I needed to inspect every building in town and most likely have the pipes replaced. This was an amazing opportunity for me. I'd been wanting to take on larger projects over residential ones, and this was my opportunity.

      Cooper and I worked together to install the fans and turn them on. There wasn't much else we could do until the floors dried out. Then Eve would need to deal with the insurance company.

      I put the broom in the break room and joined Cooper in the front of the store where he was holding up a black bra. "I can't imagine working with bras all day long."

      "Put it down," I growled, not wanting him to interact with Angela or her products. When she dated someone, did she put on a private show just for him in her store? I didn't like the idea of that. If she were mine, I'd stop by at the close of business every day just to get my hands on her.

      Where was this obsession coming from? It had to be because Angela owned a lingerie store. It was hot as hell.

      Lately, I hadn't been interested in meeting anyone, and that made me restless. What was I waiting for?

      Apparently, it was a sexy lingerie shop owner modeling her own silky products.

      Cooper slowly lowered the bra to the basket with more black bras, his gaze intent on mine. "You're on edge today."

      If we were alone, he would have told me to get laid. But thankfully, he restrained himself around the ladies.

      "You should get dressed. It's cold," I said to Angela, more than a little irritated that her long legs were still on display. Her toes were painted a pale pink, which was incredibly enticing.

      She still wore my sweatshirt, which made me irrationally grumpy. She'd looked up at us, tucking a thick chunk of her brown hair behind one ear. She was gorgeous with her perfect skin and supple curves. I'd seen her first, and I didn't want Cooper anywhere near her.

      "What are you going to do?" Eve asked her, and I forced myself to focus on their conversation.

      "I don't know. It's not like Gus will help."

      "He has Ayla for the weekend though, right?" Eve asked, and I struggled to figure out who they were talking about.

      Angela sighed. "It's his weekend, but he doesn't always keep Ayla the entire time."

      "He has to this weekend. You don't have a place to stay. The inn is booked for the holidays, or I'd offer you a room."

      "I don't know what I'm going to do. I suppose I can go to a hotel for the night. Then I'll call the insurance company and see if they cover a rental. Although, I think I only had insurance for the products, not the apartment or the loss of business income."

      Cooper leaned a hip against the round table, seemingly unaffected by the lace and skimpy underwear surrounding him, and asked me, "Don't you have a place to rent?"

      "I haven't put it up for rent yet." My jaw was starting to ache.

      Cooper threw a thumb in my direction. "Hudson just bought a new place and is planning to rent out his old house."

      "That could work," Eve said excitedly to Angela.

      I shot Cooper an irritated look, which he ignored. I hadn't planned on renting it to anyone yet. It wasn't ready.

      Angela's nose scrunched. "I don't know. Rent on a full house is expensive, and I don't have any income from the shop coming in."

      I was right in my assessment that she wasn't in a great place financially.

      Cooper folded his arms over his chest. "I'm sure Hudson can give you a break, especially since you have a child. She needs a safe place to live. Isn't that right, Hudson?"

      He'd made it nearly impossible for me to say no without sounding like a jerk. With the way I'd acted around her, she probably already suspected I was one. "It's not ready to rent."

      "What needs to be done? Maybe I can help you with it?" Cooper said, his brow raised expectedly while he waited for me to answer.

      "The Realtor was going to take pictures and write up a description." I wasn't ready for someone to live in the house, especially not Angela. I was already going to be seeing her at work for the foreseeable future. I didn't want to deal with her in my old home too.

      Cooper gave me a look. "You don't need to do any of that if you're renting to someone you know."

      "I suppose not." I didn't know Angela, not really. She wasn't from here. We didn't go to school together. All I knew was that she ran a lingerie shop, and her pipe had burst. I knew more about her body than anything going on in the rest of her life.

      "Now I don't have to worry about you and Ayla," Eve said as she resumed folding panties.

      "Are you sure it's okay?" Angela asked, picking up on my reticence.

      I shrugged, my shoulders tight. "I have an empty house. You need a place to stay."

      Angela tipped her head to the side, her hair falling over her shoulder. "What would you want for rent?"

      It seemed like she was holding her breath as she waited for my answer.

      Cooper waved a hand as if sensing her discomfort. "I'm sure whatever you settle on will be reasonable. Mom would want you to help a single mom out."

      Mom had raised us to respect women, especially single moms. "I'll show you the space. Then you can decide if it will work."

      "We'll get your stuff packed away and stored upstairs. Then Hudson will take you to see the place. I'm sure it's ready for you to stay there tonight," Cooper said.

      "I really appreciate this." Angela's voice was soft.

      I wondered if she wasn't used to accepting help any more than I was versed in offering it. I was a bit of a perfectionist, and I wasn't ready to rent it out. There was always something else that needed to be done.

      Cooper had backed me into a corner, but he was right; my mother had taught us to help women out. This was the right thing to do, even if I didn't know her.

      I wanted to avoid her because I was attracted to her. It wasn't a good idea to get involved because she was a single mother, and I was working with her for the foreseeable future.

      "There's nothing else we can do until the space dries out." The doors were propped open, letting in cold air, but it was already smelling musty.

      Cooper grabbed a box and threw it on the floor between us. "We can help them pack this stuff. Then we'll have more room to work,”

      It would be less distracting too. "You want me to fold panties?"

      Angela's lips quirked. "You have a problem with touching panties?"

      "No," I retorted, not sure what the right answer was in this situation.

      Angela grabbed another box. "I appreciate the help."

      "We'll get done faster with more hands," Eve added, her focus on folding.

      I tried not to think about the lace and silk I was folding or how often Angela tried these things on when she was here alone. Or how she looked wearing it.

      Instead, I thought about how many buildings on Candy Cane Lane needed to be inspected and how much pipe I'd need to order. How long each building would take to replace the pipe, and how much money I'd made from the job.

      If I focused on numbers, I wouldn't think about how Angela looked in silky lingerie or how her nipples were hard and begging for my mouth.

      My body tensed as I fought with myself over the thoughts in my head. It was impossible to think about anything else but the material in my hands and the way it would look on Angela's body.

      I worked faster, thinking that if the tiny scraps of silk and lace were out of sight, I'd stop thinking about how sexy Angela looked in them. I breathed a sigh of relief once everything was packed away. We carried the boxes up the narrow stairs to Angela's apartment.
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          ANGELA

        

      

    

    
      Once everything was packed, we carried the boxes up the narrow stairs to my apartment. I directed everyone to stack the packages in the living room which quickly filled the small space. This place was convenient since I worked downstairs, but I was a little embarrassed to be living in a tiny apartment with my daughter.

      Surely by now, I should be able to afford something better for us.

      "I have to call the insurance company," Eve said once the last box was placed in the living room.

      "Thanks for handling that." The building itself was her responsibility, but I had a feeling not all landlords where that involved.

      "I'll get your store up and running in no time," Eve said, and I wanted to believe her. But it was almost Christmas, and I'd be closed during the busiest shopping season of the year.

      Eve said her goodbyes, then left.

      "Thanks for coming out on a Saturday. I really appreciate it," I said to Cooper, who was moving toward the door, getting ready to leave.

      "That's our job. We're always here for people in this town," Cooper said to me, and then to Hudson, "Don't forget to show her your place."

      "You have everything you need?" Hudson asked me.

      "I need to get dressed and pack a bag." In my bedroom, I reluctantly took off the sweatshirt, then packed it. I pulled on a different sweatshirt and sweats, packing a few things in a duffle bag for Ayla and me. When I was done, I went to the living room, finding Hudson looking at pictures.

      I moved closer to him.

      He picked up one where I was holding Ayla wrapped in a blanket in the hospital. I was gazing down at her with so much love on my face. I'd fallen in love with her instantly.

      Gus hadn't been able to be in the room with me. He'd told me it was too much pressure for him. But thankfully, my mother had been there for me.

      Hudson set the frame on the shelf. "There are a lot of pictures of you and Ayla."

      "She's everything to me." No matter what happened with my ex, I couldn't regret having her.

      His gaze flitted to the bag in my hand, and he reached for it. "Are you ready to see the house?"

      I took a breath and said the words I'd been reciting in the bedroom while I packed. "I can go to a hotel for the night and find something else if it's a problem. I know Cooper put you on the spot."

      Hudson shrugged. "It's fine."

      This apartment was small but convenient since it was over the shop. I could work while Ayla slept upstairs. It would be nice to stay in a house for once. But I didn't want to do anything he wasn't comfortable with.

      He slung the strap of my duffle over his shoulder. "Are you sure you got everything you need?"

      "I can always come back and get more."

      Hudson waited for me to lock the door. "I'm parked in the lot."

      Hudson nodded. "I'll pull around then."

      I waited for him in my car, and when his truck lumbered past, I pulled out to follow him to his place.

      His house was a little outside of Christmas Town in an older neighborhood. Hudson pulled in the driveway, and I parked next to his truck. He got out, waiting for me to join him on the porch.

      "This is cute," I said of the covered porch with two rocking chairs in front of the window and a swing on the end.

      "It's one of my favorite features of the house." Hudson unlocked the door and pushed it open so I could precede him inside.

      He trailed after me. "This is the kitchen. It's small, but I updated it a few years ago."

      The space was open to the living room, and the backyard was visible because the outdoor light was on.

      I moved to look out the window. It was flat with a fence which would make it perfect for a child.

      "How old is your daughter?" Hudson asked, and I turned to face him.

      "She's ten."

      He gestured outside. "The backyard is enclosed with a fence so you don't have to worry about her."

      "This is more than we need," I said, feeling uncomfortable with the rent on a place like this.

      "You haven't seen everything yet." Hudson led the way past the formal dining room. Upstairs, there were three bedrooms and two bathrooms. It was perfect for a family of two.

      We paused at the railing.

      "Were you planning on renting this place furnished?" There was a couch and end tables in the living room and beds in the upstairs rooms.

      "I bought all new furniture for my new house and haven't bothered to get rid of this yet. The Realtor said it would show better furnished. I assume this works for you since you don't want to move your bed for only a few weeks."

      I nodded. "It's perfect. I don't have to move any furniture."

      He braced his hands on the wood railing, his muscles flexing. "Do you think this will work for you?"

      "It's really nice. Are you sure you want to rent it to me? You could get a great price for it."

      He let go of the railing and stepped back. "I'm not renting it out now, am I? It's just sitting here empty."

      "What do you want for it?" I couldn't afford to pay much more than what I was paying for my apartment.

      His nose pinched. "We can discuss details later."

      I swallowed before finally nodding. "Okay."

      "Stay here tonight, and we'll figure everything else out later." Hudson turned to leave, but I placed a hand on his forearm, his muscles rippling under my palm.

      "Thanks for coming out so quickly to the shop and letting me stay here."

      He shrugged, and my hand fell away. "You heard Cooper. We have a contract with Christmas Town. We come whenever there's an issue."

      "But you didn't have to rent this place to us." I was very much aware that we hadn't agreed on a price. I had a feeling I wasn't going to want to leave after living here for a while.

      "But I want to." He continued without waiting for me to respond. "We have a lot to do tomorrow, so I'm going to head out. Call me if you need anything." Then Hudson jogged down the stairs, not bothering to wait for me to show him out.

      I heard the front door open and close, and I went to the primary bedroom where Hudson had left my duffle on the comforter. This place was exactly what I needed to regroup. My dream was to be a business owner who could support my daughter. And for a few short months, I'd thought my dream was within reach.

      I was getting foot traffic at my new location on Candy Cane Lane that brought in more customers than I ever saw at a pop-up event. Now I was closed during the busiest shopping season. I'd lose out on so many sales unless I came up with a plan.

      I dropped back onto the bed, intending to think through the possible scenarios. I could do pop-ups again. I didn't like them, and they didn't generate as much income, but it was an option to recoup some of the lost sales.

      I'd been thinking about opening an online shop. Maybe this was the time to move forward with that. I could be the model and hire Wynter, the photographer at Forgotten Dreams, to take them for me. It would probably be expensive, but then I'd have what I needed for my shop. It was an investment.

      I sat up and opened a few online stores that sold lingerie to see how they displayed their products. I wasn't sure how I felt about becoming a lingerie model, but if it meant getting my shop live, then it would be worth it.

      I opened the notes app on my phone and jotted down my ideas. I considered them for a few seconds. I could do all of them. That was probably the best solution. Do everything and see what worked.

      I had some time tonight and tomorrow to get things started on the online shop. Once Ayla was back, it was harder for me to work.

      My phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gus: I brought Ayla, but you're not here.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: A pipe burst in the shop.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Gus You're not answering the apartment door either. Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      

      After the stress of the day, I couldn't believe that Gus was bringing Ayla back when everything was a mess.

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: You're supposed to keep Ayla for the weekend.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Gus: I have something to do tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: What if I had plans or needed to do something?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Gus: Don't make this difficult.

      

      

      

      

      

      I always wanted to see Ayla. That wasn't the problem. It would have been nice to have some time alone to come to grips with everything that happened today. But Ayla was back, and it would make my plans more difficult.

      I couldn't model lingerie while Ayla was around. She'd have way too many questions.

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: I had to rent another place because the water's shut off in the building.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then I waited for Gus to ask where I was staying or whether I needed help.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gus: Are you coming here? Ayla's hungry.

      

      

      

      

      

      I should tell him no, but my attorney had said to always take Ayla back and make a note when Gus didn't utilize his visitation time. One day, it might come in handy if he ever changed his mind about custody.

      I wish that Gus was a better dad and didn't make Ayla feel like she wasn't wanted. Over the years, I tried to understand Gus's hang-ups, but they didn't make sense to me. The expectation of parenting was too much for him. He could only have Ayla for short bursts of time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: I'll be right there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I was exhausted from the stress of the day and packing up my store. I wanted to order food and pass out on the bed. Instead, I was going to be answering a million questions Ayla was sure to have about everything that happened.

      Ayla was naturally inquisitive. Normally, I wouldn't mind, but tonight I was hoping for a few hours of quiet so I could plan my next steps.

      I grabbed my purse and got into my car, heading to Christmas Town. Gus never failed to disappoint us.

      Mom gave him the benefit of the doubt. He saw Ayla; he just didn't step up the way I'd want a father to. I should feel lucky that he was present in her life and paid child support. But I wanted more.

      I wanted a man to be invested in Ayla's life like I was. I should have known he'd drop her off early. I shouldn't expect him to hold up his end of the deal. He never did.

      I was jealous of the other moms who had husbands that were present and grandparents who showed up at games and school activities. But here, it was just me.

      If there was an emergency or a doctor's appointment, I didn't call Gus until after it was done. He wasn't good at handling those situations. In fact, I was fairly sure those calls sent him into panic attacks, and then I had to manage his emotions as well as my own. I had to be the primary parent twenty-four seven.

      I pulled to the curb in front of my shop.

      Gus and Ayla sat on a bench.

      As soon as Ayla saw me get out of the car, she ran for me.

      I hugged her. "Did you eat yet?"

      She shook her head.

      Gus stood a few feet away from us, his hands tucked in his coat. "I didn't feel like cooking. Figured you could feed her."

      I sighed, not wanting to get into a fight. He always assumed I'd take care of whatever needed to be done. "You have your stuff?"

      Ayla nodded against my chest.

      Gus handed me her overnight bag. "I have to get going."

      "Right."

      Then he looked at Ayla. "See you Wednesday."

      Wednesday nights were easier for him because it was just dinner. He didn't mind taking her out to eat and giving her money for a few arcade games. That was easy. Nothing was expected of him, and Ayla didn't have enough time to ask him the hard questions. I was afraid that eventually she'd learn not to expect much from him too.

      I looked down at her. "You want to eat at the diner?"

      "Yes!" Ayla cheered, always loving the low-key diner with its festive red-and-green vinyl booths.

      We walked across the street, and the hostess led us to a booth. We ordered our usual burgers and fries with shakes.

      "Why is the store empty?" Ayla asked, a wrinkle appearing on her forehead.

      "A pipe burst. There was some flooding, and it needs to air out. I packed everything up, and it's sitting in our living room."

      Ayla frowned. "Daddy said we can't stay there."

      "The water's off while they do the repairs. I rented a house just outside of town. I think you're going to like it. It even has a porch swing."

      "Do you have pictures?"

      I'd snapped a few on the way out of the house, expecting her questions. I showed her my screen.

      Her eyes wide, she asked, "Can we stay there forever?"

      My shoulders lowered. This is the house I'd always wanted to give her; it just wasn't in the cards yet. "It's a short-term rental. As soon as the pipes are fixed, we'll move into our apartment."

      Her face fell. "But it doesn't have a porch or a yard, and I want to get a dog."

      It was what I could afford. I wanted to save for a house, but it was hard to save when you just opened a new business. "We'll have to see how things go in the New Year." I'd heard that owning a business could be tough in the first few years, but when it succeeded, we'd have more than enough money for everything she wanted. I had to believe that, because the alternative was unthinkable.

      I didn't want to move to Arizona to live with my parents. I wanted to make this business a success. I needed to prove to everyone that I was capable.

      "Okay," Ayla said, her small shoulders lowering.

      "I was thinking of creating the online store. What do you think about that?"

      She nodded. "That would be cool. Then everyone could buy your stuff."

      "I'm a little nervous about how to handle shipping." I needed to do some research and figure that part out. It was a big piece anytime you were thinking of selling online. Would I be able to handle it myself? Would I need to hire someone to help me package orders? It was a scary prospect. But I'd been thinking about it for a while, and the forced downtime was the perfect opportunity to explore the option.

      "I think you should do it. And I can help you pack boxes."

      "That's sweet of you." Anytime things got tough, I tried to remember that I was showing my daughter a good example of a woman who works hard and doesn't give up. I couldn't forget that she was always watching and learning from me.

      "Can I see the burst pipe?" Ayla asked after our food came.

      "I don't see why not." I'd have to bring her to work with me tomorrow. I just hoped she could stay occupied and out of trouble while I dealt with everything.

      My phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hudson: Do you have everything you need at the house?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: I didn't get to spend much time there. I had to pick up my daughter, and now we're eating at the diner.

      

      

      

      

      

      The fridge was probably empty, so I'd need to pick a few things up for breakfast.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hudson: I'll pick up coffee and breakfast from Sweet Dreams if you want to meet me at the shop tomorrow morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      That meant I wouldn't have to grocery shop tonight while I was exhausted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: That would be great. Would you mind picking up something extra for Ayla? She'll be with me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hudson: What does she like?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: Anything with sugar.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hudson: That sounds easy enough.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn't have to share anything more, but I wanted to.

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela: Ayla is excited to see the house. She's always wanted to live in one.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hudson: I hope she likes it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tucked the phone away, refocusing on my daughter. She was my whole world, and I needed to get the shop reopened. She was depending on me, and I wouldn't let her down.

      It felt good to provide her day-to-day needs with money I earned, but I had a dream where I bought a house and was able to pay for her college tuition so she wouldn't have any school loans. It seemed so far out of reach, but I'd started an account for her when she was little and contributed to it every month.

      I'd give her a better life. I just had to stay focused on the business and not the sexy contractor.
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