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          NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      Moving back to my hometown as a single mother to renovate an older Victorian house into a B&B was the biggest risk I’d ever taken. After my ex-husband, Carter, left me for another woman, my daughter’s well-being rested solely on me.

      After leaving South Carolina to move to Colorado, I didn’t have a husband or an extended family to fall back on anymore. It was just me. I had no idea if this was a good move or the worst decision I’d ever made.

      Since we’d moved into the owner’s suite of the soon-to-be B&B, I’d had a difficult time sleeping. I woke up in the middle of the night several times, worrying about the timing of the renovation, the cost, and when I’d be able to start taking reservations.

      Tonight, I couldn’t fall asleep at all. Giving up on sleep at ten, I went to the bathroom I shared with my daughter to splash cold water on my face. Feeling restless, I grabbed a blanket and a book, quietly opening and closing the door that separated our space from the rest of the house.

      I listened for any sign that my daughter, Delaney, had heard me. When I determined all was quiet, I tiptoed to the couch that had appeared at some point.

      My suite was a one-bedroom with a kitchen, eating area, living room, and one bathroom. There was a tiny sitting room off my bedroom that Delaney slept in, and she accessed it by walking through my bedroom. Sometimes, it felt like the walls were closing in on me.

      During the day, the main areas of the B&B were a construction zone, loud and filled with activity. But tonight, it was quiet.

      I removed the tarp covering the couch and settled onto the overstuffed cushions. I hoped I’d feel better once the renovation was completed. Or maybe it would only worsen when I had guests to worry about too.

      I read for a few minutes before heading into the kitchen to grab a glass of water. I turned on the faucet, but it sputtered and then sprayed me with shockingly cold water. Momentarily stunned, I could only stand there while water spewed at me from seemingly every direction.

      Finally, I regained my senses and attempted to slide the handle into the off position, but nothing happened. The water kept spraying me. I shrieked in frustration and took several steps back from the spray, wiping water from my face.

      Boots sounded on the stairs and then Mac appeared. In worn jeans, a Fletcher & Sons branded T-shirt, and work boots, he flew past me. “We need to get this under control before it ruins the floors.”

      He didn’t seem to mind that he was now soaked too. The shirt clung to his well-defined pecs, sending me into a fantasy where the water was warm, and Mac was interested in me.

      I was worried about getting him naked, and he was concerned about my floors. I needed to get my priorities straight. How long would this disaster set me back? I couldn’t afford any more delays. I’d prepared for renovations but not major setbacks. I was naïve. Just like my ex-husband said.

      He threw open the cabinet doors under the sink and twisted something. The water slowed until it was a trickle and then finally stopped.

      “Did the water turn off?” Mac asked from under the sink.

      “It’s off.” I hurried to my suite to grab towels. Armed with them, I put them on the floor to mop up the excess water. My hands were shaking, and my heart thundered under my rib cage.

      Mac stood, watching my motions to clean it up, and ran a hand through his hair. “Fuck.”

      “Are you going to just stand there and swear, or are you going to help me clean it up?” I didn’t know what it was about this man, but whenever we were around each other, we were like oil and water. My usual sunny disposition dissipated, and I was short with him. He was just as irritated with me.

      He moved to me, snatched a towel, and threw it over a large puddle. “What are you doing out here, anyway?”

      “I wanted a minute to myself. What are you doing here?”

      Usually, the crew was done by four or five, and it was quiet in the evenings. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t just tell him I enjoyed the solitude. His attitude was usually so surly that I didn’t want to confide in him.

      He used his foot to move the towel over the wet spot. “I was working on the tile in the upstairs bathroom.”

      We worked side by side to mop up the puddles. “Do you usually work late?”

      His jaw tightened, and he said, “I just wanted to get it done.”

      With most of the water cleaned up, I threw my towel onto the pile and stretched my arms over my head, leaning to one side, then the other. “I appreciate you working so hard.”

      When he didn’t answer, I glanced over at him to find him tracking my movements. His gaze was locked on my breasts.

      That’s when I remembered I was wearing a silky top with sleep shorts. It felt decadent against my skin, and I loved the way it made me feel beautiful. But I was soaked. My pajamas were probably see-through at this point. I just hadn’t anticipated Mac seeing me in them. I lowered my arms and wrapped them around my body. “I didn’t know anyone would be here.”

      “You shouldn’t be either. You could step on a nail.”

      “Is that the reason, or is it that I was out here at the same time as you? Because someone put that couch in the living room.” Sometimes, I thought my mere presence set him off. That nothing I did or didn’t do made a difference.

      He threw his hand in my general direction. “I don’t need my guys seeing that when they’re working.”

      My hands instinctively went to my hips. “No one was supposed to be here. You’re not supposed to be here. This is my time.” When Delaney was asleep, I could breathe and stress about all the reasons why I was crazy for doing this.

      “It’s safe to assume someone could be here at any time,” he said gruffly, gathering up the towels with shaky movements and tossing them into the laundry room off the kitchen.

      My nipples were hard, aching points. Did some part of me get off on a man who growled at me? If so, it was a betrayal. Because my brain definitely hated Mac in my space.

      Mac crossed the room toward me with purpose. Goose bumps raced over my skin. “It’s dangerous to walk around like that.”

      “Like what?” I snapped, my gaze narrowing as he stepped into my space.

      He drew a dry towel over my shoulders, gathering it around me in an effort to cover me. Then his hand grazed my nipple, and we both froze. The warmth of his hand seared the damp fabric, piercing my skin.

      I swayed on my feet. My core ached.

      He snatched his hand away and took a step back. Then two. “You should dry off.”

      “What are you going to do about this?” I gestured at the floors so that his attention would be anywhere but on my nipples.

      “I’ll turn on some fans to dry the floors. Hopefully, they don’t warp.”

      “Were they wet long enough for that to happen?” I asked, chewing my lip.

      “I don’t know. But I’m going to take every precaution. We can’t afford any more setbacks.”

      Was that for professional reasons or that he couldn’t stand being around me? I couldn’t get a read on him.

      Initially, I bought the house and attempted to direct renovations from South Carolina. When there was an issue with the floors, everyone at Fletcher & Sons thought it would be best if I lived closer. Mac had been on board with diverting the crew to the owner’s suite to get that ready for me and Delaney. His determination to create a space for us as soon as possible had been sweet, but I hadn’t seen any other evidence that there was a heart underneath his gruff words.

      I clutched the towel to my chest, my skin prickling for a different reason. I shivered and couldn’t seem to stop.

      “You need to get dry,” Mac said.

      “In a minute.” But it was hard to talk. Every part of my body was trembling, my teeth chattering.

      Mac stepped into my space, this time pulling me into his warm, very hard body. He wrapped those steel arms around me, and I breathed in his masculine scent mixed with sawdust. His warmth was too enticing. I melted into his body as he held me tighter.

      I rested my cheek against the soft material of his shirt and the hard pec underneath. He was all man. I’d seen the way he worked around the B&B every day, but being this close to him, touching him, was a whole other thing. The heat unraveled around me, seeping into my skin, and the shivers slowed.

      He used the towel to rub my skin dry and squeeze the water out of my hair. I felt warm all over now. His gaze was appraising, his touch gentle. My cheeks flushed as he took me in.

      He stepped back, regret on his face. “You should change into warmer pajamas and get into bed. You’ll feel better.”

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt better than I had in his arms. Definitely better than I’d felt in Carter’s arms. Mac had never appeared to be interested in me before. Was it the unexpected display of skin, my body’s reaction to the cold, or something else? Was he short to mask his attraction? Had he pushed me away because he was attracted to me? I wasn’t sure what to think.

      Finally, he said, “I’ll take care of this.”

      I swallowed, suddenly unable to have a coherent thought. Confused by my revelation, I stepped back from him, the damp towel loose around my shoulders. Tightening my fingers around it, I felt exposed and vulnerable when I hadn’t shared anything with him.

      “Thank you,” was all I could manage before I turned on my heel and hurried toward the door that separated my space from the construction zone. Closing the door softly behind me, I was very aware that Delaney might have heard us. I listened carefully for a noise, and hearing none, I leaned against the door that separated me from Mac.

      Was he attracted to me? Warmth spread through my body, my nipples tingled, and my pussy clenched. What would have happened if he’d kissed me? If his hand would have lingered on my nipple or even cupped my breast? I knew I wouldn’t have said no.

      I hadn’t felt an attraction to anyone in a long time. Far longer than I cared to admit. Carter cheated on me and moved to Texas to be with his new girlfriend, leaving me living in a town where I wasn’t from, with his parents who weren’t mine.

      I’d felt so alone when his parents sided with him. They’d said he needed time to explore what he wanted. That had made zero sense to me because he’d married me. We had a child together. He didn’t have the luxury to explore his attraction to another woman, who’d also left her husband and kids. It was selfish. And every time I stood up to them, our relationship fractured even more.

      Feeling more alone than I ever had, I reconnected with my best friend from childhood, Kylie Wilde. She was the one who’d convinced me to come back home, even though I’d never planned to return.

      It was her idea for me to buy this B&B so I could work with my daughter. She took pictures of the house and sent them to me. She said I needed space and time away from Carter’s family.

      I closed my eyes, feeling the solid door against my back. What would happen if I went back in there and asked for what I wanted? Something told me Mac wouldn’t say no. He seemed like a man who knew what to do with his hands, who’d never leave me aching for more. He knew how to satisfy a woman, and there was a desire in his eyes. He wanted me.

      Could I have something physical with a man and keep it separate from my daughter? It didn’t seem feasible, but I wanted someone to relieve this ache in my core, and I knew Mac was the man to do it.

      Kylie would tell me to go for it, but then she’d always been a little wild, as her last name suggested. Her whole family was. That’s what happened when you had four older brothers.

      I’d always been more cautious, and now I had Delaney to think about. Her father left so abruptly that her entire world and safety net was ripped from under her. I was the one who kept things stable for her. I couldn’t act on a whim. It would make me no better than Carter.

      I left South Carolina because there was nothing left for us. I was worried my in-laws were saying things to Delaney that they shouldn’t. I wanted to protect her from what was going on. She didn’t know the details, and my mother-in-law thought it was her duty to feed it to her.

      I started a bath in the incredible tub Mac had installed in my suite. When I protested the cost, he’d said I’d need a good one if I was going to be managing the B&B on my own. He told me not to worry about the expense, saying some ridiculous thing about it being a good advertisement for his business, but no one would see it but me. I’d sing its praises to anyone who asked, but it wasn’t the same as putting a tub into a guest bathroom.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of the couch, the tub, or the way he’d worked so hard to get the apartment ready for me.

      I slipped off my damp pajamas and stepped into the steaming water. I hoped this would relax me, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how aroused I’d been from Mac holding me. I sank into the water, resting my head on the lip of the tub. I reached for my tiny vibrator, the one I used because it was so small and quiet, and turned it on. I pressed the tip where I needed it the most, and a moan slipped out before I could cover my mouth.

      I was so ready to combust, and it was all because of Mac. I imagined what would have happened had one of us made a move to kiss each other. Dream Mac said he wanted to make me feel good, and I was all for that.

      I licked my lips as the vibrator did its job to take me over the edge. It wasn’t the same as Mac touching me, but I’d take my pleasure where I could get it.

      Hooking up with the contractor who was renovating my B&B was a bad idea. Ever since his brother, Sam, formed a side company that created outdoor spaces, Mac had taken over as the foreman. I’d see him every day, and I didn’t want things to be awkward—or any more than they already had been.

      But the irrational part of my brain pointed out that we were alone. Delaney was sleeping; we could give in to our baser instincts. But every time my naughty side got on board with that idea, I remembered the look on Carter’s face when he told me via video that he was leaving me for his girlfriend.

      I wouldn’t be that selfish. I had a child to think about and a business to get off the ground. I didn’t have time for built contractors who had a way with tools. I’d just need to take care of my own needs.
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          MAC

        

      

    

    
      Natalie’s see-through silky camisole left nothing to the imagination. She was all delicious curves, perky breasts, and hard nipples. I couldn’t get the vision of her pebbled nipples out of my head.

      She was either cold or just as aroused as I was. I was doing a fairly good job of resisting the pull until she shivered. I couldn’t resist my instincts anymore. I pulled her into my arms with the sole desire to get her warm, which had the added bonus of feeling her soft body against mine.

      I was hard as a rock when she snuggled deeper into my embrace. I had to hold my lower half away from her so she didn’t realize where my head was at.

      When her tremors subsided, I had to let her go. I was seconds away from tipping her chin up and taking her mouth. I wanted her with an intensity I wasn’t used to.

      No one had ever aroused me so quickly. But then again, I didn’t run into half-naked women who were soaking wet. It was an image I wouldn’t get out of my head anytime soon. I had a feeling I’d be jerking off to it in the near future.

      I imagined her taking a bath in that gorgeous tub I’d installed in her suite. It was the same one my brother’s fiancée, Alice, wanted for their new house. Since Natalie was living on her own with a daughter, and opening a business, she deserved something special.

      I had no idea where Delaney’s father was. Natalie hadn’t even told Alice, and they’d become fast friends since Alice opened a shop in the front room of the house.

      I shouldn’t care why Natalie moved here—if she was running from something or looking for something in particular. I gave up on the idea of a committed relationship a long time ago. I’d been burned enough to know it wasn’t meant for me.

      Seeing my youngest brother fall for Alice didn’t even have me questioning my vow to never get serious with another woman again. But a part of me knew that if she’d given me a sign that she was interested in more, I would have taken it. But she deserved more than a quickie when her daughter was asleep next door.

      Natalie was a woman who deserved a man who’d take care of her and support her in her business but stand aside so she could blossom on her own. She didn’t need a guy who only wanted something physical and was incapable of commitment, even when the voice in my head said I used to want a relationship. That was then, and this was now. Everything had changed. I was smarter. I couldn’t go down that road again.

      Natalie Anderson wasn’t the woman for me, no matter how many times I would run into her half-naked and soaking wet.

      I ran a hand through my hair, knowing that was a lie. Nothing like that could happen again because there was zero chance I’d be able to resist her a second time. I was so screwed.

      Next door, the water turned on. I imagined Natalie stepping into the steaming water. With blonde hair and those long legs, Natalie was a vision that would haunt me forever.

      I gripped the kitchen counter, knowing I wouldn’t get any more work done tonight. Not when I wanted to walk through the door separating us, and into that tub with her. I was hard as nails, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I couldn’t take what I wanted from Natalie. It was a bad idea.

      I needed to go home and escape Natalie’s scent and my overactive imagination. It would be a long time before I’d get the sight of her body out of my head. Determined to get some distance between me and whatever she was doing in that tub, I gathered my things.

      I paused when I heard a moan; my heartbeat accelerated.

      I grabbed my keys and rushed out of the house, not caring if tools were sitting out or if a light was left on. I needed to get out of there and away from the alluring woman who was quickly getting under my skin.

      The cool night air instantly cleared my head. The engine of my truck roared to life, and I pulled away.

      No more late nights. No more accidental run-ins with the B&B’s owner. I should have insisted that her living in South Carolina was best for everyone, even if it wasn’t. If I’d known how she would affect me, I never would have suggested renovating the owner’s suite.

      It was infinitely harder working with her so close by. I found myself wondering what she was doing or if she’d show up unexpectedly.

      I needed to talk to someone about this pesky attraction. Tyler, my middle brother, wouldn’t have good advice. He’d tell me to fuck her hard against the wall and that her kid was an excuse to have a no-strings relationship. Actually, that plan sounded good right now, so I drove to Sam’s. He was the voice of reason since he had a kid and was in a relationship with his former nanny, Alice. He’d tell me what to do.

      I parked in Sam’s driveway, then got out and headed up the sidewalk before knocking on the door. I hoped that Maggie wasn’t sick or that they weren’t going at it. I needed to sort these crazy thoughts in my head.

      “What are you doing here?” Sam opened the door, stepping back so I could enter.

      Walking through the doorway, I asked, “It’s not a bad time, is it?”

      “It’s a little too late to ask that, isn’t it?” Alice said, sidling up next to Sam. He placed an arm around her and kissed her temple. I’d never get used to seeing Sam so smitten with a woman. He’d sworn off women after he’d gotten Felicia pregnant, and she decided it was best that she move across the country for a job. But he was invested in his little girl, Maggie, and now, Alice. I’d never seen him happier.

      “I need to talk to you,” I said to Sam, hoping Alice would get the hint. I was here for brotherly advice. I didn’t want to hear a woman’s opinion.

      Alice smiled softly. “I’ll go read in bed.”

      I wanted to say she didn’t need to leave, but I really wanted to talk to Sam in private.

      “Want to sit outside?” Sam had built an amazing outdoor space for his house and recently convinced us to expand the company to offer outdoor living spaces. So far, it had been a popular add-on to our new builds and renovations.

      “Sure.” I followed him through the house.

      He grabbed two beers from the outdoor fridge and handed one to me. Outside, we sat on Adirondack chairs, facing the view of the mountains.

      After we were quiet for a few seconds, Sam asked, “What’s going on?”

      “I was working late at Natalie’s.” I sucked in a breath when I realized I’d referred to it as her place and not the B&B, which was what we’d called it since day one of the project.

      Sam settled back into the cushions. “Doing what?”

      “I was finishing up the tile in one of the upstairs bathrooms.” I didn’t want to admit I’d felt bad that the mistake with the floors had pushed back the time line. I knew money was tight for Natalie, and I wanted to help her in any way I could. I just hadn’t realized the reason until now. I was attracted to her. “Natalie used the kitchen faucet, but water spewed everywhere.”

      “You turn it off and figure out what the problem was?” Sam asked, as if it wasn’t the single most defining moment of my life. The vision of her body was embedded in my brain.

      I shifted in the chair, not wanting to admit my focus was on something else. “The issue seemed to be isolated to the kitchen faucet. I turned off the water to that sink. I figured I’d look at it tomorrow.”

      Sam tipped back the bottle and took a long drag. When he lowered it, he set it on the thick arm of the chair and asked, “So, what’s the problem?”

      I shifted again, not sure how to explain it. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. “It was⁠—”

      “Was Natalie upset?” Sam interrupted.

      I shook my head. “What? No. It’s not that. She didn’t even mention it.”

      “You’re telling me water flooded her new kitchen and she didn’t care?” Sam was paying attention now.

      “I mean, there were other things going on that were more pressing.” Like the outline of her nipples and the silhouette of her body under that silky material.

      “What other things could possibly be more pressing than a flooded kitchen? When something happens, you two go at it like—I don’t know what.” Sam shook his head.

      When he said “go at it like—” I groaned, finishing that sentence in my head. “She was wearing silk pajamas when she got soaked.”

      There was a pause when Sam’s eyes widened, then he shook his head and chuckled. “Now I get it. Were you too busy helping her dry off?”

      “Something like that.” I waved a hand at him, very uncomfortable with how easy he was taking my confession. I’d expected him to lecture me on not getting involved with a client.

      “Was it see-through?” Sam asked carefully.

      “Possibly.”

      Sam laughed again, shaking his head. “Something similar happened between Alice and me one night. She dropped a glass, and she was wet. I could see everything. That’s when it all started for us.”

      I dropped my head into my hands. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      “You like her.” It wasn’t a question.

      I ran a hand through my hair. I wanted to fuck her. Was that the same thing? “I don’t know about that.”

      “Does she feel the same?”

      I picked at the label on the bottle. “I mean, you can’t just ask a woman that. Maybe some, but not her.”

      “What did you do?”

      My skin heated all over again when I thought about Natalie in my arms. “I helped her dry off, and she went to her apartment. It sounded like she took a bath.”

      Sam’s lips twitched. “Okay, creeper.”

      He was enjoying this entirely too much. “It wasn’t like that. I was still in the kitchen, trying to sort things out in my head, when the water started running.”

      Sam smirked. “And you imagined her naked in the tub?”

      “Trust me, she didn’t leave much to the imagination in that wet lingerie.”

      Sam chuckled, and when he sobered, he said, “I’m a little confused. Why are you here? You don’t need my permission to fuck her. Just don’t let it get messy or interfere with the business.”

      I sighed. “That’s the thing… I don’t think it’s fair to her. She’s a single mom⁠—”

      He nodded as understanding passed over his face. “You’re here to get my advice as a single parent.”

      “Yeah.” I wanted him to tell me not to pursue it. I was a little worried this was something more than just physical. When I held her, something akin to tenderness flowed through me.

      “I’ll be honest. It’s a tricky situation. None of us know her past. But if you’re up-front with her, I think it will be okay. Just don’t mess with her if you think she wants more.”

      “I have no idea what she wants.” Sam was right. I didn’t know Natalie, what she was thinking, or what she wanted.

      “Sounds like you two need to have a conversation. But don’t let whatever happens between you two mess up the business side of things.”

      That was a good reminder that I should keep my dick in my pants. Women weren’t worth sacrificing my livelihood or the company’s. “I think I’ll take a step back. Keep it professional.”

      Sam considered me carefully before he finally asked, “Are you sure that’s what you want to do?”

      “It’s the right thing.” I didn’t let women lead me around anymore. I had to be practical in this situation. Standing, I stretched my back, then threw out the empty beer bottle in the garbage. “Maybe when the B&B is done.”

      Sam stood to join me, patting my shoulder. “Just don’t let something good pass you by.”

      Bitterness flooded my mouth. I’d never experienced anything good from a relationship. I’d been prepared to propose to my college girlfriend when she told me she was moving across the country for a job. She didn’t ask me to join her. A few years later, I dated Ivy, a single mom, thinking she was perfect for me. I fell hard and fast. When she went back to her ex, I was crushed. Relationships weren’t for me.

      I’d wanted what everyone did, someone to love and a family, but it just wasn’t in the cards for me. Ever since, I kept relationships casual so I wouldn’t get hurt. Everything with Natalie already felt too intense. I didn’t want to get more tangled up in her.

      “Thanks for the talk,” I said to Sam as I made my way through his house to the front door.

      “I don’t feel like I helped you.” There was regret in his tone.

      “It was good advice. Otherwise, I would have taken what I wanted without a thought to the consequences.”

      “But that’s not you,” Sam said solemnly as he opened the front door.

      I knew what Sam was trying to say. Underneath everything, I was still the same hopeless romantic. But he was wrong. I had to resist Natalie. I didn’t have a choice.

      I thanked him again as I got into my truck and headed to my house. I’d built it recently when I concluded a wife wasn’t in my future. I didn’t need to wait to build the perfect house with someone else. I didn’t have anyone to build that future with. I was alone.

      Unfortunately, the large house on three acres near my parents’ place was cold and empty. I unlocked the door, but no one greeted me. And no one ever had. Maybe I needed to get a dog.

      I’d resisted before because I worked long hours, but maybe it was time. It would give me an excuse to cut out of work early and get home. No more late nights at the B&B. I didn’t need any more temptation.
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          NATALIE

        

      

    

    
      I wondered if Mac heard me take a bath with my vibrator the other night because he’d avoided me ever since. He was polite, even ma’am-ing me, which had me gritting my teeth. I wasn’t that old. Sure, I was a mom, but it made me feel ancient. Was that how he thought of me after he saw me in wet lingerie?

      Maybe our encounter freaked him out. Either he wasn’t interested in me, and I’d imagined the heat in his eyes, or he wanted nothing to do with a single mother. When Carter broke things off, I figured that might be the case with some guys.

      Not that I was interested in anything serious. I was supposed to be focused on my daughter and the B&B, not on its hot contractor.

      Instead, I worked at the front counter, pretending not to notice how his ass looked when he bent over, or the way his biceps bulged when he lifted something over his head. He was sexy. I noticed he worked alongside his crew, not afraid to do the heavy lifting or get his hands dirty. It was admirable. Since he was the foreman, I was sure he could have gone about things differently and taken a more hands-off approach.

      I was lost in thought while watching him hang drywall in the foyer when someone said, “Good afternoon.”

      I blinked at Sam, Mac’s youngest brother and single dad of an adorable four-year-old named Maggie. He smiled wide, his gaze going from me to Mac.

      “What are you doing here?” Mac asked, setting the board on the ground and wiping his hands on a cloth that hung out of his back pocket before he joined us.

      “Just wanted to check on your progress,” Sam said, his lips tipped up.

      “Since when are you the foreman?” Mac asked.

      Earlier on, these two worked together. But I rarely saw Sam around anymore. He was busy with the new branch of his business. But I remembered how they bantered like brothers, teasing each other and joking around. As an only child, I’d found it amusing and heartwarming. I knew they had a third brother, and I wondered how his mother had managed to raise them without losing her mind.

      “I’m still a part of this company.” Sam turned to me and smiled warmly. “I was curious how things were going.”

      There was a glint in his eyes that made me think he knew something. My gaze darted to Mac, who shifted on his feet. Had he told him? If so, that would be interesting. It would mean he thought it meant more than an awkward encounter with a woman he wasn’t interested in.

      Instead, Mac quipped, “I got the pipe fixed in the kitchen, Dad.”

      Sam punched him in the shoulder, hard enough for Mac to grunt. “Don’t Dad me.”

      Mac grabbed the spot. “Hey. Don’t hit me.”

      Sam shook his head. “What are you going to do? Tell Dad?”

      Mac pulled out his phone and held it up. “Nope. I’m going to tell Mom.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Sam grumbled.

      I couldn’t resist smiling at their antics. This was the kind of tight-knit family I’d wanted growing up. They reminded me a little of my best friend Kylie’s older brothers.

      “Stop messing around and show me what’s what.” Sam walked with Mac to the kitchen, but I stayed behind.

      I didn’t understand all the ins and outs of the renovation. I had a picture in my mind of what the B&B should look like. At the end of the day, I tried to pay attention to Mac’s updates, but most of them went over my head. Or I was too busy admiring the confident way he explained everything. The two things I paid the most attention to were an increase in the budget and an extension to the time line. Those two things impacted me greatly.

      I needed the B&B open soon to welcome clients. Anytime would be good since Telluride was a year-round tourist destination, but spring was more realistic for our time line.

      I wandered to the front room, eager to have female interaction. I was surrounded by men with tools during the day and a nine-year-old in the evenings. I didn’t get out much.

      Alice was carefully hanging new mosaics on the floating shelves in her shop.

      “It looks amazing in here.” I’d ordered mosaics for every room in the B&B, and these looked beautiful in the windows with the light streaming through.

      Alice smiled at me over her shoulder before slowly stepping down. “I’m working on some new designs for Telluride. People don’t appreciate my crabs like they do in Annapolis.”

      “It’s a wintery theme here for sure,” I agreed.

      A store in Annapolis ordered a ton of crabs in every color combination. It was a thing there, apparently. “Sam’s here.”

      Alice smiled. “I saw. I think he wanted to talk to Mac.”

      “He doesn’t usually come over to my side.” If he visited, it was only to see Alice. Occasionally, he brought in Maggie to visit. If Delaney was home, the girls played together. Delaney adored little kids.

      “Mac came over the other night after the issue with the faucet in the kitchen,” Alice said carefully, keeping her gaze on my face.

      I couldn’t stop the flush to my skin. “Oh?”

      Alice moved closer, leaning a hip against the table in the center of the room. “Is there anything going on between you two?”

      I shook my head hard. “Definitely not.”

      “What happened with the faucet?”

      I wrung my hands as I looked to see if the guys had returned. “I didn’t know anyone was here. Some nights I hang out in the B&B’s living area for some privacy. I was getting a glass of water when the water started shooting from the faucet, going everywhere. I was wearing pajamas—the silky kind.”

      Alice’s head tipped to the side. “But Mac was here.”

      “He was tiling the upstairs bathroom. I had no idea.” I remembered the initial shock when I heard his footsteps, then relief because he knew what to do to stop the water.

      Alice’s eyes narrowed. “Something happened.”

      I sighed, needing to talk to someone about it. “We argued like usual. Then I started shivering, and he helped me dry off.”

      Alice’s eyes widened. “Is that code for warmed you up?”

      My face heated as I remembered the feel of his arms around me and my pebbled nipples flush against his hard body. “I thought he might have felt something, but I was wrong. He hasn’t said anything about it since.”

      Alice’s frowned. “I don’t think you’re right about that. He came over to talk to Sam. I think he wanted advice.”

      “What did Sam say?” I felt like I was in middle school all over again, wanting to know if the boy I crushed on told someone else he liked me.

      “He wanted to talk to Sam alone.” She was quiet for a few seconds as she gathered the supplies to set at each chair. “Whatever happened between you two was something.”

      “It shouldn’t matter because I just got divorced. I don’t have the time or the energy to deal with a relationship or even the potential of one.” I wasn’t ready to date, but my hopeful heart wanted a love that lasted a lifetime and more kids. I needed to focus on what I had—Delaney and the B&B.

      Alice gave me a sharp look. “Just because one man cheated on you doesn’t mean you should avoid men forever.”

      “I have no desire to go through that again.” I shuddered at the thought of meeting someone, going through the motions of dating, and then a relationship. Trusting someone enough to marry them? That sounded impossible.

      Alice squeezed my hand. “Keep an open mind. Don’t close yourself off like I did.”

      Alice had done some things in her past that she wasn’t proud of. She moved here and became a bit of a recluse for a few years before taking the job as the nanny for Sam’s daughter. They weren’t able to resist each other for long, and now they were engaged. “Just because it worked out for you doesn’t mean it will for me. Besides, you swore off men for three years. Don’t you think I need a similar break?”

      “It sounds like a long time when you say it out loud. But it’s different because you’re older and you have a child. Besides, Mac’s a good guy. He’d never cheat on anyone.”

      I sighed, feeling the weight of responsibility on my shoulders. “It is different. I have someone to shield and protect. I won’t let Delaney be hurt like that again.”

      “Any new guy won’t be her father, so it won’t be the same,” Alice persisted stubbornly.

      “Maybe not, but I don’t know.” I felt conflicted. I was attracted to Mac. Our late-night interlude solidified that. But should I act on it?

      Alice pulled out a chair and sat. “We should go out—just us girls.”

      The thought of getting dressed up and going to a bar didn’t appeal to me. “I don’t know. I have Delaney.”

      “You need to find a babysitter so we can have some girl time. Have you been out since the divorce?”

      “Not at all. I suppose I could ask Kylie.” She was my childhood friend, and her family owned the Wilde Ski Resort on the top of the mountain, just outside of town.

      Alice tapped her fingers on the table. “Don’t you want to have Kylie come with us, though?”

      “Probably.” Kylie was a lot of fun when we used to go out.

      Sam appeared in the doorway. “What are you two talking about?”

      Mac stood next to him.

      Alice waved a hand in my direction. “I’m trying to get Natalie to go out.”

      Sam smiled. “That’s a great idea.”

      “But I don’t have a sitter for Delaney.” It was a good excuse. I didn’t even know many people in town anymore besides Kylie.

      “I’m sure my mom would love to watch her. She watches Maggie all the time,” Sam offered.

      Mac glared at him like Sam was overstepping.

      “I couldn’t ask her to watch Delaney. She doesn’t even know me.” Especially when it was clear Mac was not happy about the suggestion.

      “Mom loves kids. Trust me.” Sam exchanged a look with Mac. “She’d be all for it.”

      “I’m too tired at the end of the night to do anything but take a bath and collapse,” I said.

      Mac’s eyes darkened.

      Was he remembering the night the faucet spewed water everywhere? Was he thinking of me in that see-through lingerie, or had he heard me in the bathtub?

      “You can’t be a mom twenty-four seven. I mean, you can, but you deserve a break every now and then. My mom gave me the same speech when I insisted on being the only one who could watch Maggie,” Sam said, and I could tell he’d thought a lot about it.

      I softened at his honesty. He’d felt a kinship with me because we were both single parents. It had nothing to do with Mac. I bet they hadn’t discussed what happened, other than how to fix yet another problem with the renovation. That’s why Sam was here today. “Sure. Why not?”

      It wouldn’t hurt to ask his mom if she would be willing to babysit. And I needed someone to help out here and there. Not just for a girls’ night but if something came up.

      Alice clapped her hands. “I’m so happy that worked out.”

      “No one has asked her yet,” Mac said.

      “Oh, she’ll say yes,” Alice said with a smile. “No worries about that.”

      “You think she’d come here, or would I take Delaney to her?” I asked, working out the details in my head.

      “She’d do whatever makes you comfortable. I’ll give her a heads-up that you’re going to call, and I’ll send you her contact information.” Sam pulled out his phone to do just that.

      “I should get back to work,” Mac said abruptly before he walked away.

      “What’s gotten into him?” Sam asked, but his gaze was on me.

      “I’m sure it’s all the delays. I think he’s ready to be done with this project.”

      Sam burst into a guffaw; his head flew back and everything.

      I frowned, looking from Sam’s amused expression to Alice’s content one. “What? Did I miss something?”

      “I think we have to disagree on that.” Then he held his hand out to Alice. “Want to go to lunch?”

      She placed her hand in his. “I’d love to.”

      I watched them walk out—his arm around her shoulder and her tucked into his side—and felt more alone than ever. I couldn’t remember a time that Carter had held me like that. Not even at the beginning of our relationship. I just got out of a divorce. I shouldn’t be interested in anyone, but I hadn’t been touched in so long that I couldn’t even remember what it felt like.

      The demise of our marriage happened slowly over time. I was busy with Delaney, and Carter was obsessed with work. We drifted apart. We had sex less often; intimate interactions were few and far between until we were reduced to roommates sleeping in the same room.

      I realized too late that we never talked about anything important. I thought we’d have time to work on it, but Carter had other ideas. He’d said it was my fault for being too involved with Delaney. But he was absent between working and traveling. The thing was, when it was over, I felt betrayed, but I didn’t particularly miss him. I just hated that he’d left Delaney.

      I didn’t think he even realized the level of abandonment she’d have to deal with for the rest of her life because her father was impulsive and put his own needs ahead of hers.

      I made my way up the stairs, checking empty rooms until I found Mac in one of the bathrooms. No one else was there, so I asked, “Do you mind if I ask your mother to babysit?”

      Mac looked at me briefly before turning back to his work. “Why would I care?”

      “I don’t know, but you seem to.” I was hesitant to get involved if Mac truly had an issue with it.

      He picked up tiles and placed them on the floor of the shower, using the spacers in between each one. “It’s none of my business who my mother babysits.”

      “I don’t want to intrude if it makes you uncomfortable.” The last thing I wanted to do was create problems with my contractor. I was friends with Alice, and by extension, Sam, but if Mac wanted me to stay away from their mother, I would.

      Mac turned slightly toward me and raised a brow. “Does it make you uncomfortable?”

      I thought about it for a few seconds but couldn’t come up with any reason why it would be an issue for me if Mac’s mother babysat Delaney at the house. “No.”

      Mac nodded and returned his attention to his work. “Then you have your answer.”

      “It would be nice to go out. I haven’t done anything since I moved here.” I literally stayed in the house all day, had groceries delivered, and ordered takeout.

      “Why not?” He shifted slightly so he could see me.

      “I’m busy between the renovation and Delaney. I grew up here, but other than Kylie, I haven’t reconnected with anyone yet.”

      “You don’t have family here?”

      Shaking my head, I said, “My parents moved shortly after I graduated from high school.” I never told them how much it hurt that they sold the family home so nonchalantly, throwing out any of my childhood mementos because there wasn’t room where they were going. They hadn’t even discussed it with me. The part that hurt the most was that I didn’t have a home to return to after the divorce.

      “You’re friends with Kylie Wilde?”

      I laughed at his question. “If you can believe it. We’ve been friends since kindergarten. She was the wild one, and I was the reserved one.”

      “You don’t say.” He considered me a moment before continuing, “I don’t remember you hanging around the lodge.”

      He was referring to the Wilde Ski Resort, which Kylie’s family owned. “We were younger than you, but you’re right. I wasn’t as adventurous as Kylie. I didn’t ski or snowboard.”

      “Hmm. You grew up in Telluride and don’t know how to ski?”

      “I was always too afraid to try it, and my parents never pushed.”

      “You should have one of the Wildes take you out.”

      Remembering what they were like as kids—no-holds-barred, skiing at night, lucky they never ran into a tree—I shuddered at the idea. “No, thanks.”

      I felt Mac soften toward me. If all it took was a little small talk, then it was worth it.

      “You should do something for yourself. Call my mom. She’ll be ecstatic. She loves helping people, and she loves kids even more.”

      Throughout our discussion, he listened intently when I talked. It hadn’t been like that with Carter. I hadn’t confided in him because I wasn’t sure he cared what I was doing. I should have known that wasn’t a good sign for our relationship.

      “Thanks for listening.” Since the divorce, I’d learned to feel grateful for every little thing in my life—help from friends or babysitting from someone’s mom.

      He smiled ruefully. “I’ve been told I’m good at it.”

      “It’s a great skill to have.” And I loved that I’d put him a little at ease. Hopefully, I’d put space between our unfortunate run-in in the kitchen the other night.

      Clearly, he wasn’t interested, and I didn’t need the distraction.

      “What do you think you’ll do?”

      I hadn’t thought about going out with girlfriends in so long I wasn’t even sure what they did. “Maybe dinner or a wine bar. I’ll leave it up to Alice.”

      “I’m sure you’ll have fun.”

      “Just thinking about dressing up for a night out sounds amazing.”

      Mac stood, and the room suddenly shrunk. I was attracted to Mac. He moved with confidence when he was working, and he exuded responsibility. He was the oldest brother, and his father gave him a lot of responsibility in the company. And he’d listened to me. Hanging out with him was dangerous. I was only going to like him more, and I couldn’t do anything about it.

      Even if we managed to be friends, a part of me would always wonder what he’d be like in bed. Those confident hands roaming my body, finding the spots that made me hum and cry out. Suddenly, I was hot all over, and I wondered if he knew what I was thinking.

      Mac stood in front of me. “You deserve some time away.”

      I swallowed hard, wondering what he was doing.

      “Excuse me. I just need to find the other box of tiles.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I moved out of his way, feeling flustered and out of sorts. Mac made me forget everything, including my good sense and the reasons I couldn’t make a move on him. But I couldn’t forget that it was one-sided. There was a slim chance he was interested in me. I was a single mom who’d just come out of a divorce. I’d moved to a town where I didn’t know most people, and I was trying to renovate a house into a B&B. I was in over my head. I didn’t have time for distractions.

      I spun on my heel, determined to disappear before Mac returned. Thinking about what was in my closet, I wasn’t even sure I had an acceptable outfit for a night out. Maybe I needed Kylie’s advice. I texted her on the way down the hall, asking for her help.

      She immediately said yes, with about ten emojis. I smiled at her predictable response. It reminded me that I needed to focus on what mattered: my business, my daughter, and bonding with old and new friends. I needed to make Telluride my home again.
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