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Could a roommate pact lead to true romance?


After her ex took all their money and bailed, Hazel Bristow is left broke and homeless. A friend whose home is on the market lets Hazel and her foster dogs stay there until it sells. It’s the perfect setup, until her friend forgets to tell Hazel she’s sold the house!


Linc Kennedy is shocked to find Hazel squatting in the house he just bought, but after some negotiating, he agrees she can stay while he’s renovating the place. Linc tells Hazel he’s an investor who renovates homes for fun-but having been burned in the past by women who have only wanted his money, he leaves out that he’s also extremely wealthy . . .


Hazel’s intrigued by sweet, funny Linc. But her track record with men isn’t great, and trust doesn’t come easy.


Linc’s never met anyone like the quirky beauty who puts everyone’s needs before her own. But can he figure out how to tell Hazel the truth without losing her?









This book is dedicated to animal rescue organizations and anyone who has ever rescued, fostered, or cared for a dog, cat, bunny, bird, snake, lizard, goat, horse, cow—well, you get it. Thank you for loving and caring for animals.


Please adopt—don’t shop.









CHAPTER ONE


Hazel Bristow lined up all her babies, preparing them for their early-evening walk. Today she waited until almost dark because even though it was late summer in Orlando, it was still muggy, and just chasing after these hellions all day inside was a sweat-inducing activity, let alone taking them on a long walk.


Of course as soon as she dragged the harnesses and leashes out, there were excited tail wags and butt wiggles. Even from Gordon the pug, who at twelve years old couldn’t make it more than two blocks but gave it his best effort. Which was why she always brought the stroller along.


She got all five dogs hooked up and prepped the stroller, and they were out the door, Lilith the Chihuahua leading the way, even though she was the smallest of the pack. But Penelope the golden retriever was too busy sniffing every blade of grass in the front yard, and Freddie the dachshund had to pee on every bush they passed, and they hadn’t even gotten off the property before Boo the pit mix parked his butt at the end of the driveway, refusing to go any farther.


“What’s wrong, Boo?”


He looked up at her with his sad eyes, pulling on the leash to head back toward the house. She frowned and studied him, trying to figure out what the issue was. Then it hit her.


“Oh, right.” She looped the leashes around the stroller, knowing they wouldn’t go anywhere without her. “I’ll be back in a sec, kids.”


She dashed inside and found Boo’s stuffed bear by the front door. She grabbed it and hurried back outside to find all five dogs waiting ever so patiently for her, though Lilith looked like she was ready to bolt any second and take the rest of them on the walk by herself.


“I’m so sorry for the delay, Lilith. We can go now.”


She handed Boo his bear. He gently took it in his mouth, and now they were ready to roll.


The dogs always started out at a brisk pace, especially Boo, who was the youngest and full of energy. Which suited her just fine, too. Even with the heat, she enjoyed walking.


She loved this neighborhood with its nice homes and amazing trees in every yard. It had always felt friendly and homey to her. She was so grateful to her friend Ginger for letting her crash here, even though the house was currently for sale. And empty. But it was a roof over her and the dogs’ heads, and she’d find something else soon. She’d promised her friend it would only be a short stay, and she’d keep the place superclean, which she had. And since Ginger and Greg had already moved out, Hazel felt like she was providing a service by keeping an eye on the place.


Plus, Hazel didn’t have a lot of stuff, so it was easy enough to pack up and vacate whenever Ginger alerted her that the real estate agent was coming by to do a showing. Fortunately—or maybe unfortunately for Ginger, there hadn’t been any activity for the past few weeks. Which had worked out well for Hazel, though she knew she was going to have to find another place to live soon. But right now? It was awesome, and she liked to imagine she and the dogs actually lived in the house.


As was typical, Gordon’s tongue started hanging out after about fifteen minutes, so she scooped him up and placed him in the stroller, where he promptly turned in a circle, curled up, and went to sleep. The rest of the dogs kept up the pace, though after thirty minutes she could tell they were hot and ready to head for home. So was she.


They made their way back to the house, and she unhooked the dogs from their harnesses. Everyone ran for their water bowls to hydrate while Hazel put everything away, then she went to the fridge for the pitcher of water, pouring herself a glass. She drank the entire thing, breathing out a relieved sigh when she finished it. She washed and dried the glass and put it away just in case someone wanted to come look at the house. She never left dirty dishes or anything lying out, because just packing up the dogs and their things made it enough of a rush to leave.


Not that she had much.


She changed into her swimsuit, then opened the back door and all the dogs ran outside.


The best thing about this house was the pool. It was screened in to keep the bugs out, an important thing in Florida, so she could swim anytime of the day or night. It was also great therapy for Gordon, whose arthritis had gotten bad in the past year.


She grabbed his swim harness and put it on him, smiling as his tail swept back and forth.


“You ready for a little dip, baby?” she asked as she walked over to the steps and waded into the pool.


Gordon followed her to the side of the pool. She reached for him, and his short legs were already pumping before she set him in the water. She walked around the shallow end, letting him swim while she held on to the harness for support.


“You like the water, don’t you, Gordon?”


Gordon didn’t answer, of course, but she could tell from his goofy pug smile that he loved it. Because when Gordon didn’t love something, he let you know with lots of grunts and whines.


So did Boo, who jumped into the deep end and swam around for a while before making his way to the steps. He got out, shook the water off, and lay down under one of the shade trees.


“You’ve got to have some Labrador in you, Boo. You just love your swims.”


Boo rolled over on his back, stuck his feet up in the air, and went to sleep, ignoring her praise.


Typical. She continued to enjoy the cool water, though at times she wished she could swim laps. Sometimes she did, late at night, after the dogs were all asleep. She’d come out here and slice through the water, remembering the times she’d have a late-night swim in her own pool, at her own house, enjoying that quiet. Before her marriage went to hell and she lost everything.


Well, there was no point in reliving the past, was there? That part of her life was over. There was only now, and now was pretty great.


Temporarily great, anyway. This wasn’t her home.


Not wanting to overtire Gordon, Hazel kept track of the time. Gordon would spend all day in the water if he could.


The other dogs would swim on occasion, but not every day, preferring the copious amounts of shade over in the grassy area of the yard. And it was getting late, so she scooped Gordon into her arms, unzipped him from his harness, and placed him on the ground, letting him shake off the water. Of course he’d dry in no time, so she grabbed a towel and dried herself off, put on her T-shirt, and headed into the house to get dinner ready for the dogs.


They all followed, knowing the routine.


She stood at the kitchen peninsula, prepping their food, the dogs sitting and waiting patiently nearby. All bets were off once she set the bowls down and told them to eat. Then it was slurping and crunching and Hazel should probably think about making her own dinner.


Except she needed to make a plan. She had the foster dogs, and the agencies she worked with paid for their medical care and provided a stipend for their food, which was great. But as far as income? She had mostly . . . Okay, she had nothing. And that wasn’t going to put a roof over her head and gas in the car.


She took odd jobs here and there to pay the bills, but long term it wasn’t ideal. And she was dipping into her meager savings more than she wanted to.


She sat on the fold-up chair and watched the dogs eat, realizing she was going to have to come up with something more permanent and soon. Living day-to-day and sometimes hour to hour just wasn’t cutting it.


For her or for her dogs.


Lincoln Kennedy pulled into the driveway of his next project, a nice four-bedroom in a prime location in Orlando. He turned the engine off in his truck and wished it was still daylight so he could take a look at the outside of the house, but that would have to wait until morning.


What a shit day. Shit month, actually. He gripped the steering wheel, wishing he’d had time to take a long vacation to somewhere tropical and shake off the dregs of his breakup with Stefanie.


It had all boiled down to the money. His money. Once Stefanie had found out how much he had, she’d changed. He thought the two of them had a chance at something, but she’d turned out to be no different than any other woman he’d ever had a relationship with. He’d been judged by his wallet, and once a woman found out his was fat, she saw him differently. Wanted things from him. Planned a future based on his income.


So he’d ended it, just like he’d ended all his other relationships.


Whatever. Girlfriends were too much trouble. And he needed to get to work.


He grabbed his bag and the keys that the Realtor had overnighted to him and walked to the front door, then slipped the keys in the lock, noting the lockbox was still on the door. He made a mental note to contact the agent in the morning so it could be removed.


As he opened the door, he yawned. The flight from San Francisco to Orlando had been long and exhausting, but such was the nature of his business. Not that he was complaining, since he loved the travel, and he was excited to start this new project. At least this would give him something to get jazzed about.


He dropped his bag at the front door, then paused, certain he’d heard a noise. He waited a few beats listening for anything else that didn’t seem right. When he didn’t hear another sound, he headed straight to the kitchen.


From the photos he’d seen of the place, he knew that’s where he’d need to do the most work, so he might as well take a look.


He was about to hit the light switch when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Something was headed toward him, and he caught whatever it was in mid swing, his heart pumping triple time as he figured he was about to get blasted on the head by a tire iron or something equally skull smashing. In what felt like hours but in reality was probably only a few seconds, he had the offending weapon in one hand and the intruder wrapped around him in the other.


“Hey, hold on there,” he said, realizing whoever it was trying to kill him was a lot smaller than him. And lighter, since he’d grabbed his or her arm and their weapon, which was a . . .


Cast-iron skillet?


He held the squirming burglar against his chest and leaned back to fumble around the wall for the light switch. He hit the switch with his elbow, which bathed the kitchen with light.


Okay, this was unexpected. He quickly let go of the intruder, and they made a hasty retreat to the other side of the room.


Linc had figured maybe a teen, or a small man. But never in a million years did he figure he’d come face-to-face with a gorgeous woman dressed only in a T-shirt and underwear, along with several glaring sets of eyes directed at him. He quickly counted—


Five dogs. And they hadn’t even barked.


“What the hell’s going on here?” he asked. “What are you doing in here?”


She tugged the T-shirt over her flowered cotton panties. “I think I should be the one asking the questions here, since you just broke in.”


He shook his head. “No, I own this place.”


“You do not. I’m friends with the owner.”


“You mean the former owner. I closed on this house three days ago.”


She frowned. “Prove it.”


He frowned. “You prove it. Who’s the owner of this place?” He wasn’t about to give her a lead.


“Ginger and Greg—”


“Powell,” he finished for her.


Her eyes widened. “They sold the house?”


“Yeah.”


She lifted her chin, a defiant look on her face. “I don’t believe you.”


Now that his heart rate had come down to a more manageable level, he could think a little more clearly. And since whoever this woman was seemed to know the former owners, she was likely scared, too. Which was so not his problem since she was the one squatting in his house. “You should call her. Now.”


She grabbed her phone off the corner of the peninsula while she eyed him warily. She pressed a button and waited.


“Ginger. It’s Hazel. I’m at your house and some guy just came in and said he bought the place.”


She listened, still staring at him.


“It’s okay. I just didn’t know. I would have left if I’d known.”


She listened some more.


“I’m fine, honestly. Nothing happened other than both of us scaring the hell out of each other.”


Then she laughed, and it was such an amazing sound. Light and easy.


He didn’t care how she sounded. Why would he care? His first objective needed to be getting her the hell out of there.


“Yeah, I don’t think either of us would want to see pics of what just happened. But we’re both okay. No harm, no foul.”


Linc motioned to her. “Mind if I have the phone for a second?”


She hesitated. “Uh, Ginger? He wants to talk to you.”


She listened, then gave him the phone. He put it on speaker and laid it on the counter. “Hey, Ginger, how’s it going?”


“Linc. I am so embarrassed. For some reason I had it down that you weren’t coming in until next month. And then with our move and everything going on, I totally spaced and forgot to tell Hazel that the house had sold. This is all my fault. I’m so sorry to both of you for this.”


Linc looked over at the woman, who still had her arms wrapped around herself but seemed a lot less terrified than she had a few minutes ago.


“Hey, it’s okay. We both survived the scare. Is Greg there?”


“Oh, he’s here, trying not to laugh.”


“I wasn’t laughing,” Greg said. “Glad you didn’t get arrested, bud.”


He saw Hazel cock her head to the side. “Greg and I know each other.”


“Oh. Okay.”


“I’m so sorry, Hazel,” Ginger said.


“Me, too,” Greg said. “But it’s still Ginger’s fault.”


“Hey, you could have called Hazel, too,” Ginger said.


“I could have. My bad.”


“It’s all good,” Hazel said. “Love you guys.”


“I’ll call you after this project, Greg,” Linc said, “and we’ll get together for a round.”


“You got it,” Greg said.


Hazel clicked off. “Okay, apparently you’re legit. Ginger didn’t tell me. She told me she’d let me know when they accepted an offer so I could clear out before the new owner arrived. I guess that’s you.”


“And I guess you’re not a burglar.”


She slanted a look at him. “Do I look like a burglar?”


He gave her the once-over, from her wildly tousled dark hair to her tanned bare legs. “Not any burglar I could ever imagine.”


“Do you mind if I put some pants on before we continue this conversation?”


Actually, he did mind. She had amazing legs. “Sure, go ahead. And while you’re at it, you can pack up whatever things you have so you can leave.”


Her eyes widened. “Oh, right. Sure. I can do that. Sorry.”


The look on her face was one of utter dejection. Linc would not feel sorry for her. She wasn’t his responsibility, and he had things to do to this house that did not include a woman and five dogs.


“Come on, babies,” she said, and just like that, her dog entourage followed behind, but he could swear that little beige Chihuahua gave him a dirty look before leaving the room.


Finally, Linc had a chance to exhale. And put the skillet on the stove.


The woman—Hazel—was talking upstairs. He should follow and make sure she didn’t do any damage. And while she might be friends of Ginger and Greg, she wasn’t his friend. In fact, he didn’t know her at all. He’d known of squatters who kicked in drywall or did any number of things to screw up property before running off. He had his investment to protect, so he quietly made his way up the steps, stopping in the hallway when he heard the sound of her voice just inside the bedroom.


“It’s okay, babies,” she said, her voice low and trembling. “We’ll figure something out. We always do, don’t we?”


He peeked his head inside the door to see a blow-up mattress and an oversize backpack. Was that all she had? She’d put on a pair of shorts and wound her long, dark hair into a bun on top of her head.


“I promise I’ll take care of you. You won’t be homeless. We won’t be homeless. I’ll make this work. Somehow.” The pit bull came over and laid his head on her thigh, and Hazel dropped her head to her chest and her body shook.


Dammit. She was crying. Linc turned away and made his way back downstairs.


This—she—was not his problem. He didn’t even know her.


Hazel came downstairs a short time later, her eyes swollen and red rimmed, but she had a smile on her face. The dogs all followed her, then sat at her feet like little statues.


Weird little fuckers.


All she had was the remnants of that mattress and a couple of bags. Was that all she owned?


“I’m really sorry about nearly crushing your skull with the skillet. We’ll get out of your way now. I have a chair outside—oh, and my skillet. I’ll just put these in the car and be on my way.”


She headed toward the front door, the dogs following. It was the most pitiful entourage Linc had ever seen.


Fuck.


“Wait,” he said.


She stopped and turned to look at him.


“It’s late and you obviously don’t have anywhere to go. You can stay in the guesthouse for a day or two until you figure something out.”


Her eyes lit up like bright round diamonds. “Really? Oh my God, thank you so much. I’m Hazel Bristow, by the way.” She held out her hand, so he did the same.


“Lincoln Kennedy.”


She gave him a look. “That’s very . . . historical.”


“I go by Linc. And my mother’s a history teacher. She named all of us after historical figures.”


“All of you. So you have siblings.”


“Two brothers.”


“I see. So you’re moving in?”


“Sort of. I mean, not really. I’m renovating this place.”


She frowned. “Why? What’s wrong with it? It’s a great house.”


“It needs some updating before I sell it.”


“Oh.” She chewed on her lower lip for a beat. “So you’re one of those people.”


The way she said that told him she wasn’t a fan of his livelihood. “You mean people who invest in homes, fix them up and make them better, then sell them and improve the neighborhood?”


He didn’t miss her derisive snort. “Yeah. House flippers. You come in, do some cheap modifications so you can make a quick profit, then turn around and sell and then you’re off to the next house.”


“Well, when you say it like that it does sound bad. But that’s not what I do.”


“Uh-huh. Sure.”


“And what do you do, Hazel?”


Her gaze shifted down to her dogs. “I foster dogs.”


“Is that what those are?”


“Yes. Sort of. Mostly.”


That was vague. “And you’re staying in an empty house because . . . ?”


“It’s complicated. Say, are you hungry? I’m hungry. I was going to fix myself some dinner. Would you like something to eat?”


She was avoiding the question, but he was hungry. “Sure.”


“Awesome.”


She seemed relieved not to answer the question about what she was doing staying at the house, but Linc supposed the answer to that question could wait.


At least until after dinner.









CHAPTER TWO


Hazel was happy to have a reprieve from explaining her current circumstances to Linc. And deliriously relieved to not be out on the street with the pups. Also, she really was hungry, since she’d gotten distracted streaming a show on her iPad while folding laundry so she’d sort of forgotten about dinner. And then she’d heard a noise downstairs, so her hunger had been momentarily replaced by utter panic.


Finding a shadowy figure in the kitchen had just about sent her on a dead run out the back door. She’d have done just that if it had only been her, but she had the pups to think about. She was so grateful they had been silent, one of the first commands she taught all new dogs she fostered, because no one liked barky dogs and she never knew where she was going to end up next.


Linc sure was good-looking, she thought as she stirred the noodles in the boiling pot while she poured wine in the skillet that she’d almost used as a weapon to defend herself. It was a good thing Linc had sharp reflexes, because she’d been aiming for his head. Not that she could have hit him there, since he was very tall. He had a thick head of dark hair and some intense brown eyes. And one amazing ass that she was not looking at anymore, otherwise her shrimp were going to taste like Penelope’s squeaky toys.


She drained the pasta, then poured the shrimp scampi over the top. She fixed up a basic Italian-style side salad with olives and tomatoes, along with an Italian vinaigrette dressing.


“Sorry about the paper plates,” she said as she scooted a plate across the peninsula toward him. “I don’t have dishes. Or a table and chairs. But there are barstools.”


She handed him a plastic fork.


“Not a problem. This smells amazing.”


“Thanks. I like to cook, and I went to the store today so it’s all fresh.”


He dug into the food, and since she was hungry, so did she, only occasionally slanting surreptitious glances toward him. Since the dogs got their cues from her and she’d accepted him, they had as well, though as with all strangers, they kept their distance, preferring to monitor Linc from across the room.


He finally looked up at her and smiled. “This is exceptional.”


“You think so?”


“Absolutely. You can more than cook, Hazel. I’ve had plenty of excellent food in my lifetime, and this is . . . perfection.”


“Really?” She’d rarely gotten compliments on her cooking from her ex-husband, who had always mindlessly shoveled food in his mouth and then left the table without a word. So to get praise like this was a boon to her sorely battered ego.


“I did forget to get bread. It’s much better with bread, but it’s too hot to make it in the oven right now.”


He arched a perfect brow. “You make bread, too?”


“When it’s a little cooler outside I can.”


“Wow. Amazing.”


When she finished the small plate she had made for herself, she leaned back on her barstool. “So, while you’re doing your fixer-upper thing, what do you eat?”


He shrugged. “Sometimes I’ll make a sandwich or whip up eggs for breakfast. Otherwise, I’ll find a local chef who can curate some meals for me and I’ll pay extra for that.”


An idea immediately formed in her head. Then again, she didn’t really know him. Like at all.


“How do you know Greg?”


“We’ve worked together a few times, doing some investment projects.”


“So he’d vouch for you. You know, confirm you’re not a serial killer.”


He laughed. “Uh, yeah, I think so.”


“Excuse me a second.”


She disappeared and stepped outside, making yet another call to Ginger and Greg, who probably had second thoughts about their friendship with her. But Greg confirmed that Linc was a good guy and she had nothing to worry about, though Ginger asked why she wanted to know and if he’d done anything wrong. She assured her friend that he’d been a perfect gentleman and was even allowing her to stay for a few extra days. When Greg confirmed that was the Linc he knew, she felt immensely better.


When she got off the phone, she had a plan formulated. Linc would probably never go for it, but it might buy her some time to figure things out. She pulled up to her spot at the peninsula and said, “You must burn a ton of calories while you’re doing your . . . your thing around here.”


“You could say that.”


“Wouldn’t it be great to have an on-call chef to cook for you?”


He cocked his head to the side and studied her for a few seconds, then said, “Go ahead and tell me your idea.”


She leaned forward. “Okay. Say the dogs and I stay here while you’re renovating. I promise you we are very good at not getting in the way. And while you’re working, I cook for you.”


“You know I’m demolishing the kitchen, right?”


She shrugged. “There’s a kitchenette in the guesthouse behind the pool. Has a mini stove and an oven. Plus there’s the grill out back. Trust me when I tell you that I am very resourceful when it comes to cooking.”


“And in exchange, you’d only want the ability to crash here.”


“Not exactly. I still have to take care of the dogs and I have other expenses, so I’d expect a minimal salary.”


“We can discuss that. But first you tell me how you ended up here, in an empty house, with five dogs and no furniture.”


Damn. She was hoping she wouldn’t have to reveal that part. “Fine. My ex-husband swindled me out of our house and all our money.”


His eyes widened. “What? How did he manage that?”


“Let’s just say I foolishly allowed him to handle our finances, and before I knew it, our bank accounts were empty, the house was double mortgaged, and there was nothing left. And then he filed for divorce and left the state.”


His jaw dropped. “Wow. I’m sorry. That must have sucked.”


“It did. We were a mess before that, but I guess I didn’t pull the divorce trigger fast enough. And I have no one to blame but myself for letting things go south like that. I should have been paying closer attention. It wasn’t like I didn’t see the signs. He’d always been a shady shithead, I just didn’t think he was that shady.”


He stabbed a shrimp with his fork and pointed it at her. “People can hurt you more than you think.”


“I guess so. Anyway, we lost the house to foreclosure, but by then he was long gone anyway and I was out of a place to live. I have a tiny bit of savings that I had in a separate account from money my grandmother left me after she died, so I rented a small house, but when the lease came up, the owners decided to sell, so I was out on the streets again. That’s when Ginger and Greg decided to move and said I could stay here for an interim period. And now here I am.”


“Huh. You sure got screwed, didn’t you, Hazel?”


She shrugged. “I learned a valuable lesson about trust and always keeping my eyes wide open.”


“That’s a very good lesson to learn.” He picked up the plates and dumped them in the trash, then started to take the skillet to the sink.


She slid off the barstool. “Oh no. Part of the cooking is the cleanup. I’m sure you have some unpacking to do.”


“You sure?”


“Absolutely. Go on.”


“Okay. Thanks again for dinner. It was amazing.”


Her lips curved, and she couldn’t help the warmth in her cheeks over his compliment. “You’re welcome.”


After he left, the dogs came over to sniff the area where they had eaten.


“There isn’t a crumb in the vicinity, kids. Sorry. We ate it all.”


She heard the door open and close a few times while she finished washing the dishes. Deciding to just let him do his thing, she took the dogs out back, enjoying the not-quite-cool breeze. But, hey, at least there was a breeze.


Linc came outside and sat in the chair next to hers. “Great backyard.”


“Isn’t it? The pool is amazing. The dogs love it. And before you ask, I always sweep out any dog hair in the pool and the filter basket.”


“Noted. Though I wasn’t going to ask.”


“I also vacuum the floors every day. Or the robot does. And I pick up the poop out here every day so the neighbors don’t complain.”


“You’re very conscientious.”


“I try to be. Not everyone loves dogs.” She studied him. “How do you feel about dogs?”


“I like them just fine. I had two Labs growing up.”


She judged people harshly who didn’t like animals, so she was relieved to hear that Linc wasn’t one of those. “I love Labradors. I placed a beautiful chocolate Lab mix with the best family about six months back. They have two kids under ten who adore him. And he’s just so happy now. They send me pictures all the time.”


“Sounds like it was a good fit.”


“It was.”


Lilith came over and sniffed at Linc’s tennis shoe, raised her head, gave him a growl, and sauntered away.


“That’s Lilith. She’s queen of the pack and she doesn’t warm up to people easily. Especially men. I think some dude might have been mean to her before.”


“She’s so tiny. How could someone be mean to her?”


“Nothing surprises me about humans and how or why some of them mistreat their fur babies.”


“Is that why you became a foster?”


“Yes. Someone has to love and care for them and make sure they end up with the right people.”


He looked at her for the longest time, as if he was judging her. Or maybe that was her imagination. All she knew was that he had a beautiful face, and it had been a long time since a man had looked at her like . . . that. She eventually looked across the yard to see what the dogs were doing, except it was dark and she really couldn’t see. Besides, if they were in trouble, there’d be yelping or growling, and she heard nothing.


“So, about your salary,” he finally said.


“Oh, right.” She’d thrown that out there, figuring he’d say no and she’d eventually capitulate, because just having a roof over her head and food to eat was enough for now. But if she was actually going to get paid? While not having to buy food or pay rent? She could start saving some money and eventually get back on her feet again. The knot in her stomach lessened for the first time in months.


This wasn’t exactly the solution to her problems, but it was a start.


Linc leaned back and crossed his arms. “Let’s start negotiating terms.”


For the first time in . . . hell, further back than she could remember, Hazel felt the stirrings of something she’d long ago lost.


Empowerment.









CHAPTER THREE


It had taken a full week for Linc to get organized, to get the layout and design in his head, and to have blueprints created for the new project. Then he’d had to order and buy all the supplies he was going to need.


That was all the drudge work. Now he was ready to dig in and get started.


True to her word, Hazel and the dogs had mostly stayed out of his way, though he’d assured her that she didn’t have to leave a room whenever he was in one. The only thing she’d asked for were his food likes and dislikes. He had told her he didn’t have any dislikes, and she’d smiled at that.


And, oh, man, did she have an incredible smile. It lit up her whole face and made her blue eyes shine like sapphires. It made him want to know a lot more about this mysterious woman who he was now kind of sort of living with. Though technically she was now living in the guesthouse and he was in the main house, which she’d insisted on so she could stay out of the way of his renovations, even though he’d insisted the only work he’d be doing on the extra bedrooms upstairs was paint. But maybe she wanted the distance, and he couldn’t blame her for that. He was just some stranger, and a man at that, and many women would be uncomfortable sharing a house with some guy they didn’t know at all.


He’d rented some basic furniture, because he sure as hell wasn’t sleeping on the floor, and neither should she. She’d balked at first, and explained that her air mattress was perfectly fine.


He’d taken a look at the air mattress. It was thin and tiny and didn’t look fine or comfortable. So when he’d placed his order with the furniture rental place, he’d ordered her a queen-size bed with a comfortable mattress, which would fit just fine in the bedroom in the guesthouse. Then he’d ordered some decent linens for the bed and some nice towels for her bathroom. When they were delivered she got out her phone, made some notes, then thanked him.


Why he was doing all that for her, he didn’t know, especially since his initial reaction that first night was to throw her out on the street. Maybe it was the sadness and look of defeat on her face. And the fact he sure as hell could afford to give someone a break, and Hazel needed one.


Turned out, he’d been the lucky one, because he was eating great food now. So why not at least get her a decent bed and some good linens?


He’d also gotten a big-screen TV and put it in his bedroom. A guy needed his comforts during downtime.


He’d also checked out the cooking situation in the guesthouse. It wasn’t ideal, but Hazel didn’t seem to mind it. He liked the guesthouse for two reasons—one, it didn’t need renovations, which was a plus. Two, it had its own bedroom and a kitchen, which did have a stove and a fridge. And they had the grill out on the patio, so he supposed it would do for Hazel, cooking-wise. He’d also asked her to make a list of cooking supplies she’d need. At first she balked, saying the cast-iron skillet and saucepan would be fine, since that’s what she carried around with her. But he’d insisted, so she made a list, and he ordered everything on it plus a few extra items. Her eyes had widened when it had all showed up. She made some notes on her phone as she looked over the inventory.


“This is too much,” she’d said, but he saw the delight in her eyes, and for some weird reason that had made him happy. And, hey, she was making him food, so that had made him happy.


She had started fixing meals the first day. Coffee and juice and a spinach and ham omelet for breakfast, followed by an amazing turkey, apple, and cheddar sandwich along with a salad for lunch, and then Southwest grilled chicken for dinner along with the most incredible green beans he’d ever tasted. Food would just appear while he was working, and she’d silently disappear.


During the day he’d see her occasionally, out at the pool with the dogs. He was slowly learning their names, though they were still a little leery of him so they mostly kept their distance. All of them, including Hazel. She was good at being invisible, even with her entourage of canines.


Today she’d brought him a grilled cheese sandwich for lunch that tasted nothing like any grilled cheese he’d ever had. It certainly wasn’t plain cheese. And there was a pickle and some fruit salad, along with iced tea. He had just started to tape off the kitchen from the rest of the house, because once he started demo there’d be a lot of dust.


Now it was time to wreck the kitchen—always his favorite part.


The kitchen was a decent size, it just had older cabinets that had seen better days, countertops and a backsplash that needed upgrading, and the most hideous tile Linc had ever seen. He couldn’t wait to make it all go away.


He hefted his sledgehammer and got to work.


Hazel winced as the sounds of battering rams continued from the main house. That was some serious noise, and it had been going on for the past few hours. She hoped Linc had apologized in advance to the neighbors.


At least it was a corner lot, so maybe fewer people would be annoyed.


She had thought about going outside to take the dogs to the pool, but on second thought decided to wait until the sounds of a war zone ended.


If it ended. For all she knew, Linc might decide to do this into the night. She might have to dig into her backpack for her earplugs.


Instead, she got out her menu list for the day and started prepping dinner. If Linc was going to work late, he’d be hungry. And it was her job to see that he was fed.


While she was prepping ingredients, her phone buzzed. She glanced over, wrinkled her nose, and went back to working. Until her phone buzzed again. And then again. She washed and dried her hands and made the call.


“That took a while. Where are you?”


She rolled her eyes at the judgmental voice of her sister, Natalie. “I was preparing dinner for a . . . client.”


“Oh, new job?”


“Sort of. What’s up?”


“I haven’t heard from you in two weeks. I hate when you disappear like that.”


“I didn’t disappear, Nat. You text me every day. I answer.”


“It’s not the same when we don’t talk. I can tell from the tone of your voice something’s wrong. And with you, something’s always wrong.”


Count to ten, Hazel. One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . .


“Nothing’s wrong. Things are actually going well. I’ve got a job, a place to stay, good food to eat. It’s all great.”


“Hmm.”


Hazel’s big sister was notorious for her profound lack of belief in her. When she had gotten engaged to Andrew, neither her mother nor her sister approved of him and both warned her that he was going to break her heart.


Okay, so they’d been right about that part.


“Seriously, Nat. Everything’s great. But I’ve gotta go so I can get this dinner out on time.”


“But where—”


“We’ll talk soon, okay? Love you, bye.”


She clicked off before her sister kept her on the phone for an hour grilling her about . . . well, everything.


When her phone rang ten minutes later and she saw it was her mom, she ignored it, knowing that as soon as Nat had gotten off the phone with her, she’d called their mother to gossip about her. So instead, she put the stuff in the fridge and decided she’d risk the noise and took the dogs outside.


Fortunately, the uproar had ceased, at least for the time being, so she could relax and take Gordon for his swim, and the dogs could enjoy some outside time. After she removed Gordon from the pool, she climbed onto one of the rafts and just . . . floated. The sunshine and the pool felt amazing, and that tight coil of tension in her shoulders dissolved.


Until a giant tsunami of a wave washed over her, upending her into the water. She came up and dragged her hair out of her eyes to see Linc’s grinning face in front of her.


“What the hell was that?” she asked.


“Cannonball, obviously. This water feels amazing.” He pushed off and then he was under the water. Where he had gone, she had no idea, but he was under there for a while. Even Penelope got curious, peering over the side of the pool. Penelope was always concerned when people were in the water. Not that she’d rescue anyone, of course. But she was good at being concerned.


When he came up, shaking his head, Penelope took several cautious steps back and barked.


“Aww, I’m sorry, baby,” he said, pulling himself out of the water. “Did I scare you?”


Penelope came over, sniffed him, then parked herself next to him and licked his arm.


He obviously had passed the Penelope test. Then again she’d always been the first one to make friends with strangers.


Okay, wow. She hadn’t paid much attention to Linc over the past week because he’d been in jeans and a T-shirt and she’d just been grateful to still have a roof over her head, so she’d kept her focus on feeding him and staying scarce so he wouldn’t change his mind about her being at the house. But now? He wore board shorts and no shirt and there was tan and muscle and wet skin.


Linc was hot. She did not want to think about Linc being hot. She had a lot of questions about said hotness and tanness.


But she shouldn’t engage with him.


“You’re very—tan. Do you spend a lot of time outside?” she asked, immediately regretting opening her mouth.


Now he’s going to know you were ogling his body. Good move, Hazel.


“I took some time off from my last project and did some fishing. Gotta unwind a little, you know?”


She would not know anything about unwinding. “Sure.”


“And you obviously like the pool,” he said.


“I do, but mostly because Gordon has arthritis and it’s excellent therapy for him.”


“I noticed you also bring a stroller for him when you take the dogs for a walk. That’s very considerate of you.”


She wasn’t used to being complimented. “You notice a lot.”


“Is that bad?”


“I guess not. I just assumed you were too busy wrecking the inside of the house to notice what I was doing.”


“I see plenty. By the way, thanks for all the amazing food.”


Her lips curved. “You’ve thanked me for every meal. It’s what you’re paying me for.” Which she definitely appreciated. They’d negotiated what she thought to be an extremely generous salary, considering she was also getting to stay for free at the house and he was also paying for the food. Which meant she could bank the salary he was paying her. It would go a long way toward giving her money to put a deposit down on a rental whenever he was finished here and ready to put the house on the market.


“How long is this project supposed to last?”


He shrugged. “Six weeks to two months, give or take. And that’s only if nothing major comes up or we don’t have delays getting materials.”


“Are there often delays?”


He laughed. “All the time. But I like to be hopeful.”


Okay. She’d put some numbers together and figure out if the salary he was paying her would be enough for a down payment on a rental. If not, she could pick up some shifts at one of the restaurants she’d worked at before.


“How’s that going, by the way?” she asked.


“The demo? Good. I’ve got the kitchen taken down and everything cleared away. You know you can come check it out if you’d like.”


She had been curious, especially considering all the noise, but she’d tried not to bother him. “I would like to see it.”


He hopped up and held his hand out for her. “Let’s go.”


“I’m all wet.”


He laughed. “There’s nothing in there right now, so you can’t hurt anything. Though you might want to put some shoes on. I vacuumed the floors after I cleared the debris, but I’d hate for you to step on a nail or a piece of wood I might have missed.”


She grabbed a towel and dried herself off, then slipped her cover-up on over her suit, slid into her sandals, and followed him. She held her hand palm up when the dogs started to follow, so they all immediately stayed put, though none of them seemed happy about it.
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