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            Chapter One

         

         This place is a piece of shit.” Kevin Vandemeer stood in the front yard of the two-bedroom home he’d purchased sight unseen, running his hand over his head.

         “Well, of course it is,” his sister, Megan, said.

         He turned to her, his mouth dropping open. “You purposely found me a piece-of-shit house? I know I was an asshole when we were kids, but this seems excessive for payback.”

         She shook her head in annoyance. “Stop being a drama queen. You said you wanted a flip house. This is a house to flip.”

         “That I could live in.” He punctuated the last two words with his hand.

         “Noooo, you said to find you a house that would make a good investment.”

         He swung his hand toward the two-story bungalow. The bright blue paint had peeled off in massive chunks. The covered front porch ran the length of the front of the house, although the right side dipped down, probably because the right pillar was missing. It had been replaced with several concrete blocks, then a few bricks, and finally, on top, a canned good. He took a step closer. “Is that a can of pork and beans?”

         A grin spread across her face. “See? Your first dinner in your new home.”

         His gaze swung back to her. “Megan…”

         She put her left hand on her small, rounded belly. He hadn’t seen her since Christmas, and he’d had a hard enough time dealing with the wedding ring on her finger, much less the fact that she was pregnant.

         “Kevin, look.” The teasing tone was gone, seriousness replacing the merriment in her eyes. “I know it seems daunting, but you needed a project after everything…and this seemed like it would take up a lot of your time.”

         He ignored the after everything lead-in. He was starting to regret telling his sister about his latest breakup. “My new job is going to take up plenty of my time. This place is going to take the rest of my life. How did this even pass inspection?”

         “Well…” She sounded insulted. “It didn’t.”

         “What the hell are you talking about, Megan?”

         “It’s a flip house, Kevin. You take what you get and make the best of it.”

         “It looks like the whole place is about to fall into a sinkhole.”

         “It’s not that bad.”

         “Let me be the judge of that. I want to see inside.” He paused, horror washing through him. “Tell me you’ve been inside.”

         “Of course I’ve been inside.” But she sounded unconvincing.

         Well, shit. There was no telling what kind of mess he was going to find in there. Might as well find out what twenty-two thousand dollars in cash had bought him. Although in hindsight, that should have been a major clue. He’d chalked it up to the cheaper cost of living in the Midwest. Now he felt like an idiot.

         Buying the house had seemed like a good idea at the time. He’d come back to his hometown because he needed a change. After twelve years in the marines, his second tour in Afghanistan had been enough to convince him he was ready for civilian life. So it had seemed fortuitous when his lifelong best friend practically begged Kevin to come work with him.

         Kevin hesitantly took the executive contractor job even though he felt significantly underqualified. He’d protested that he didn’t know the first thing about overseeing a construction project, let alone one as big as the shopping mall Matt had taken on.

         “I need someone who can organize the financial end and watch the overspending. You may not have been a drill sergeant, but you sure as hell act like one. You’re perfect,” Matt had said.

         Kevin had accepted the job for a variety of reasons. One, it was as different as he could get from trying to root out the Taliban in small Afghan villages. The horrors he had seen would haunt him to his dying day. And, two, he wanted to be part of his niece or nephew’s life as well as have a chance to get closer to his sister.

         After seeing the hellhole she’d bought him, he was reconsidering the second part of number two.

         “Keys.” He reached out his hand and she placed two keys in his palm.

         “I’m not sure you need them, though. The lock on the front door doesn’t exactly work.”

         “Then what exactly does it do?”

         She gave him a hopeful grin. “Sits there and looks pretty.”

         This situation was going from bad to worse. “Am I going to find a homeless man sleeping in my basement?”

         She cringed. “More like a family of squirrels in the attic.”

         Releasing a groan, he stomped across the front yard, tripping on an exposed tree root and nearly falling on his face.

         “Be careful,” she called after him. “The front yard is like a minefield.”

         “Thank you, Captain Obvious.”

         She laughed, and he made his way up the steps. At least they were made of concrete and looked fairly stable.

         He paused, taking in the sight of the first house he’d ever owned. What the hell had he been thinking? His life had gone to shit—there was no denying that—but why had he trusted his sister to find him a place to live?

         But, after everything, he’d wanted something familiar. Plus, his sister had recently moved back to Blue Springs, Missouri, after living in Seattle for years. After her entire wedding fiasco, he’d realized he barely knew her. Last summer, she’d shown up three days before her wedding with the man everyone presumed to be her fiancé. But he’d turned out to be a guy she’d met on the plane ride home. Kevin had kicked himself for months afterward, telling himself if he’d been more active in his sister’s life he would have known that the first guy was an asshole and the second was an imposter. She seemed happy now, but he planned to be around to see if it was really true.

         Megan called after him. “Be careful on the…second board.”

         His foot fell through a porch slat and tossed him forward, the front door breaking his fall, until it swung inward and he fell on his face flat on floor.

         “Megan.”

         “Yeah…the porch has some wood rot. The boards need to be replaced.”

         “And my ankle?”

         “God, I know men are babies, but you were a marine, Kevin Vandemeer. Isn’t your motto Live free or die?”

         “It’s Semper fidelis. Always faithful. And you better be damn glad I’m faithful to not killing my only sister.”

         “In case you start to reconsider, just remember I’m giving you a niece or nephew in a few months.”

         “In the spirit of this sibling bonding time, I think it’s fair to tell you that’s the only thing saving your ass at the moment.”

         “Come on, Kevin. Don’t be so cranky.”

         “Cranky?” He rolled to his side and glared back at her. “You think I’m cranky? You just pissed away over twenty thousand of my money!” He realized his voice was rising, but he didn’t give a shit.

         “Let’s just go inside and I’ll show you it’s not as bad as you think it is, so stop being so cranky.”

         “I’m not cranky!” Somehow he suspected the inside was worse, but he was good and stuck now. And, speaking of stuck, he sat up and jerked his foot out of the hole, pulling off his shoe in the process. “Goddamn it!”

         She grinned at him from the bottom of the steps. “Well, if the shoe fits…”

         “Not funny.” He crawled over to the hole and pulled his cell phone out of his jeans pocket, shining the flashlight down into the abyss. He found his shoe, but next to it was a pair of black beady eyes that shined back at him before whatever it was scurried for the corner. He jerked backward and pointed to the hole. “What the hell is that?”

         She cocked her eyebrows. “It’s a hole. I’m so glad all those years in the marines taught you some valuable discerning skills.”

         “There’s something alive down there!”

         She leaned her head back and groaned. “You are such a baby. It’s probably a raccoon or a possum.” Then she stomped up the steps and reached for his phone. “Give me that.”

         “I don’t think you should be messing around with a wild animal in your condition. What if it attacks you?”

         She knelt on the porch next to the hole. “I doubt it’s going to jump out and chew off my face. And even if it does, I don’t need my face to give birth. You’ll just be stuck looking at the grisly scars during the holidays. Now give me your phone.”

         He knew that look from when they were kids. She wasn’t budging until he caved, so he saved them both time and handed her his mobile. “Don’t drop it. I’ve heard raccoons are like pack rats.”

         “But what if he needs to watch raccoon porn? I wonder what that’s like…do they show lady raccoons doing the nasty in a trash can?” She leaned forward and shined the flashlight on his phone into the space, then she lay down on the porch and reached her arm down into the two-foot-wide space.

         “What the hell are you doing, Megan?” he barked out in a panic. “You’re going to get bitten!”

         She sat up, holding a tiny gray kitten in her hand. “I think your data plan is safe.” She held the now mewling animal in her hand and lifted it in front of her face. “What do you think, cutie? Do you want Kevin’s phone?”

         She cuddled it close to her chest and gave him the phone. “Get your shoe and I’ll give you the grand tour after I pee.”

         “Does this place even have running water?”

         “Ha. Ha,” she said in a dry tone. “People in Africa would call this a palace.”

         “Twenty-two-grand money pit is more like it.”

         He was totally screwed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Holly Greenwood sat in the shade of the trees in her backyard, surrounded by flowering shrubs, her feet in the baby pool her cousin Melanie had bought weeks ago as a joke, saying they were living the good life now that they had acquired a swimming pool for their grandmother’s house—the home they now shared.

         Holly had to admit it helped cool her down as she watched Melanie’s rambunctious Chihuahua burn off some energy, and it wasn’t just the late June temperature she needed help cooling down from. Her boss had been in a mood today, especially after Holly had presented her decorating plans for a fund-raiser and Nicole had found a mistake in the budget. Holly had an associate degree in hospitality, but Nicole Vandemeer had experience that was far more valuable.

         Holly wanted to own her own wedding-planning business, and after years of working at a local hotel, she’d jumped at the chance to work beside one of the best event planners in the area. Holly told herself the experience she was getting was worth putting up with Nicole, but some days made her question her fortitude.

         A bee landed on the Chihuahua’s nose, but the dog batted it away, then gave chase.

         “Killer, leave that bee alone. You’re going to get stung.”

         The dog ignored her and started to bark.

         “Killer, come.” The last thing Holly needed tonight was Mrs. Darcy—the neighbor who lived immediately behind her—to call the police because Mel’s five-pound dog was barking. Any other night Holly would try to play peacemaker, but between Nicole’s attitude today and her grandmother’s dementia, she’d lost whatever incentive was left in her.

         Her visit with her grandmother at the health-care center after work today was still weighing heavily on her mind. Grandma Barb had been having more and more frequent bouts of memory loss, but completely forgetting Holly was her granddaughter was a new development.

         The dog suddenly stopped barking and ran to Holly, sitting next to her chair and waiting for a treat. Holly chuckled. Her cousin had trained Killer to obey commands with pieces of deli turkey. Now he expected rewards for his obedience. Holly only had a bag of Cheetos, so she pulled one out, broke off a small end, and tossed it to Killer while she popped the other end in her mouth. Killer scarfed his treat then barked, begging for more.

         Dinner of champions.

         On nights when Melanie worked, Holly rarely found the gumption to cook for herself. If she was feeling good about the day, she’d make a sandwich or a salad, but more and more lately she came home exhausted and frustrated, and she resorted to whatever she could grab.

         She had eaten several more Cheetos, the crumbs dropping all over her shirt, when her phone vibrated. She almost didn’t answer, not feeling up to dealing with Nicole. She was known for calling at all hours of the day or night, but tonight she was scoping out a competition’s party. What if it was Happy Dale Retirement Community calling about her grandmother? They had given her a sedative before Holly left, but what if it hadn’t calmed her down? Holly sighed in relief when she saw her cousin’s name on the caller ID.

         “Hey, Melanie.”

         “How was your day, Sunshine?”

         She smiled, even if the nickname made her a little sad. Their grandmother had nicknamed them Sunshine and Storm Cloud. Holly had been Sunshine for her bright and shiny disposition, while Melanie had been more waterworks and moodiness. “It sucked.”

         “I had a feeling your presentation to Nicole would be stressful, so I left you a surprise in the fridge. Did you find it yet?”

         Holly hopped out of the lawn chair and padded across the lawn to the house, the dog on her heels. “No.”

         “I’m crushed,” she teased. “I made your favorite.”

         She gasped when she pulled the refrigerator door open and saw the foil-covered casserole dish on the top shelf. “You didn’t!”

         “I did. Lasagna.”

         “Mel…”

         “It’s not that big of a deal. You’ve had a few bad days and junk food is your comfort food. At least eat something with some nutritional value.”

         Killer started barking in front of the living room window.

         “Killer, be quiet!”

         “What’s he barking at?” Melanie asked, sounding worried. “One of the older women on the neighborhood watch said some cars had been broken into. Is the front door locked?”

         Melanie was prone to exaggeration, but Holly had heard rumors of the break-ins, too. She walked over to the window and noticed a U-Haul parked in the street. “It looks like someone’s moving in next door. I didn’t know that junk pit had sold.”

         “Seriously?” her cousin asked, annoyed. “I told you about this last week. Hot single guy. Remember? You were busy working on that wedding proposal and you kept nodding and saying, ‘Uh-huh.’ I knew you weren’t paying attention.”

         “Wait.” Holly shook her head, trying to remember the conversation. Her cousin had been rattling on and on about the house next door, but Holly had been so focused on the McHenry wedding design she’d tuned her out. “You met him?”

         “Okay,” Melanie conceded, “so I don’t know that he’s hot, but I do know that he’s single. The Realtor made sure to tell me.”

         “So?”

         “So? You need to get back into dating world. Your vagina’s probably shriveled up by now.”

         Holly groaned. “Not this again.”

         “Maybe you should burn off some of that work frustration in the bedroom,” Melanie teased. “They say hate sex is hot.”

         “I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to hate the person you’re having sex with, not someone else. And I’m not having sex with anyone.”

         “So you’re becoming a nun?”

         “No, I’ve been reconsidering my priorities.”

         Melanie laughed. “Maybe you can piss off our new neighbor and then have sex with him. Have you seen him yet?”

         “No. Oh, wait.” Holly looked out the window again and saw movement in the trees. “A guy just walked from the van into the house.”

         “Is he hot?”

         She craned her neck to look, but the limbs from the overgrown trees in the yard obstructed her view. “I have no idea. His back is to me and the trees are blocking him.”

         “Go out and get the mail.”

         “What?”

         “Walk to the curb and get the mail!”

         “I can’t do that!”

         “Why the hell not? You walk to the street, get the mail, and walk back in. And you just happen to cast your gaze over to the house next door. You have to look somewhere. Play it cool, Holly.”

         “I’ve never played it cool in my life. When I get embarrassed, I can’t make eye contact. You’ve lived with me for nearly twenty-five years. You know this.”

         “What’s there to be embarrassed about? Getting one’s mail isn’t a criminal offense. That’s only if you steal someone else’s. Oh! You could take his mail out of his box and take it to him to introduce yourself. Say it was delivered to us by mistake.”

         “I’m not going to do that!”

         “Well, you don’t have to—yet. We’ll save that as a last resort. I can’t see you committing a felony without a few drinks first.”

         “Melanie!”

         “Are you getting the mail yet?”

         “No. I’m still inside talking to you.” If she craned her neck any more she’d have to visit the chiropractor to get her spine realigned, but it was all for nothing. She couldn’t see a thing.

         “That’s good. I’ll provide your cover. Then it won’t be awkward if he catches you staring at him. You just keep talking to me on the phone and lift your hand in a tiny wave. Now go!”

         Holly opened the front door. “I hate you right now.”

         Melanie laughed. “No, you don’t. I made you lasagna.”

         Holly had a feeling she was going to regret this, but she walked down the front steps anyway. “Aren’t you supposed to be working?”

         “I’m on break.”

         “You just started your shift an hour ago!”

         “Never mind me—have you gone outside yet?”

         “I’m halfway to the curb.”

         “Do you see him?”

         “How could I see him?” she whispered, hoping her voice didn’t carry. “I’m walking away from our house.”

         “Ever hear of looking over your shoulder?”

         “I thought the whole point of this endeavor is to spy on our new neighbor without making it look like I was spying on him.”

         “Holly.” Melanie groaned. “Why do you have to be so literal?”

         She stopped at the curb and opened the mailbox door, keeping her gaze down.

         “Well?”

         “I’m getting the mail, Melanie!” She held the phone to her ear with her shoulder and pulled the stack of envelopes from the box.

         “Will you just look at his house already?”

         “Yeah…Oh!” she squealed in excitement.

         “I knew it! He’s hot, isn’t he? Does he have his shirt off?”

         “No. I just got a fifty-percent-off coupon to Bath and Body Works.”

         “Oh, my God, Holly. You’re killing me.”

         “I’m almost out of Wild Honeysuckle shower gel. And obviously you love it, too, since you’ve been using it.”

         “Will you focus? Look at the freaking house!”

         Holly darted her eyes up and saw a pair of denim-covered legs walking out the front door and toward the truck. The view of the top part of his body was obstructed by the tree limbs. “I can see him,” she whispered, her face feeling warm. “He’s got long legs.”

         “Don’t get me wrong, legs are nice, but at the moment, I’m more interested in the top half. What’s he look like?”

         “I can’t see his face,” she hissed, standing in the street with her shoulder shoved up to her ear. She watched him hoist a box out of the truck. “The overgrown trees are hiding him. Can I go inside now?”

         Melanie groaned. “No. That’s not enough. We need more information.”

         “He drives an old truck and wears jeans that hug his butt,” Holly said as she took several steps toward her house. He was carrying the box through his front door. “He has a very nice butt.”

         “I knew it!” Melanie shouted in her ear. “And it’s an ass. Even twelve-year-olds are too mature to say ‘butt.’ What else do you see?”

         “Nothing. He’s gone inside and so am I.”

         “That’s a great idea! Follow him inside.”

         “Not his house. Ours. Are you crazy?”

         “No, I suppose you wouldn’t. That’s okay.”

         Holly pushed out a breath of relief that her cousin was going to let this go.

         “You need an excuse.”

         “Melanie!” She shouted as she walked through the front door.

         “Oh! I know! The lasagna. Take it over as a welcome to the neighborhood offering.”

         Holly gasped. “You traitor! You didn’t make that lasagna for me! You made it for me to take to him!”

         “Calm down. I had no idea he was moving in today—only an idiot would move into that house—but why not use it to your advantage?”

         “If you think he’s an idiot, why do you want me to meet him?”

         “Maybe he’s an adorable idiot…with a rippling six-pack. I mean, he is flipping the house. Hot construction guy…no shirt…”

         “Am I meeting him for me or you?”

         “You, Sunshine. I’m with Darren right now, remember? Besides, no one said you were looking for your future husband. You’re just looking for a good time. Now go.”

         Holly tossed the mail on the kitchen counter. “I’m not sharing my lasagna.”

         “It’s a huge dish, Holly. You don’t have to take him the whole thing. Just take part of it.”

         She didn’t answer.

         “Come on. You know you want to…”

         She did. Kind of. But the thought of walking over with a casserole filled her with dread. All she needed was a large L painted on her forehead. The whole move reeked of desperation.

         “I’ll clean up the dishes for a week,” Melanie said.

         She leaned her butt against the kitchen counter. “Two.”

         “Are you kidding me?” Melanie asked in disbelief. “Why am I paying the price for you to meet a guy?”

         “I’m perfectly fine sharing my lasagna with Killer.”

         “When I come home I’m taking that lasagna over to him myself. All of it.”

         She would, too. Holly let out a guttural growl. “Fine. But if I do this, you can’t bug me about not dating for an entire month. I’m marking on the calendar in the kitchen in case you forget.”

         “Okay. One month, but you have to make an effort to talk to him, otherwise you can’t hold me to the date part.”

         “And how do you know I won’t just tell you that I did?”

         “Because you’re a terrible liar. I’ll know.”

         Holly pushed out a sigh. “Melanie…”

         “Text me when you get back.” Then she hung up.

         Grumbling, Holly pulled the thirteen-by-nine casserole dish out of the fridge. The question was how to take it to him. Cut some out and put it on a plate? That would look tacky. She could give him the entire thing.

         No freaking way that was going to happen.

         She found an eight-by-eight dish in the cabinet, then cut what looked like an eight-inch square in the pasta. The transfer was a disaster. Picking up a piece that big was unmanageable, and the lasagna broke in half. She put both pieces in and tried to pat them back together, but it was obvious it wasn’t whole. It was also obvious the lasagna hadn’t started out in the original dish—one look at the one-inch gap on one side was proof enough of that. She popped it in the microwave for five minutes while she started to throw together a salad, then stopped. If she wanted to impress him, salad wasn’t the way to do that. And damn her, but she did kind of want to impress him. She grabbed two beers out of the fridge and put them in a small brown bag. The microwave dinged and she pulled out the lasagna, trying to smash the cheese over the gaps, then gave up and covered the entire mess with aluminum foil. She tossed a plastic fork and a napkin into the brown bag with the beers, then took a deep breath and headed out the door.

         Why was she doing this?

         She glanced back at the messy kitchen, pots and dishes from Melanie’s cooking filling the sink.

         She hated doing dishes.

         Killer followed her out the door, then let out his displeasure when she shut the door before he could get out.

         “I’ll be back, you big baby,” she said to the door, then started across the yard, the dog’s angry yaps following her.

         Great.

         She stood at the bottom of his porch, looking up at the partially open front door and listening to her cousin’s disgruntled dog. The casserole dish was burning her hand and she was having serious second thoughts. Her new neighbor was going to think she was a nutcase—which she was, courtesy of her cousin. All she had to do was dump this off, then head home. Sure she was supposed to try to talk to him, but she’d drop off the food, exchange a few pleasantries, then leave.

         Easy-peasy.

         She quickly climbed the two steps to the porch and sidestepped the hole in front of the door. This place was even more of a disaster than she’d thought. She rapped on the door frame and waited. Killer renewed his barking efforts and she glanced over at her house, worried that Mrs. Darcy would hear him and call animal control.

         “Hey.”

         She whipped her head around, her breath catching when she saw the man standing in the doorway. He had to be the most good-looking man she’d ever seen. He was tall—tall enough that she had to tilt her head to look up at him—but the view was worth the effort. His dark brown hair was cropped short, but the unruly short waves suggested he was growing it out or needed a trim, and while she didn’t care for men with beards, the few days’ growth of stubble on his face made her fingers itch to touch it. His chest and shoulders filled out his light gray T-shirt, and the previously noticed dark jeans clung to his hips. Never in her twenty-nine years had Holly reacted to man like she was now. She was literally tongue-tied.

         His chocolate brown eyes swept from her face, down her body, then back up again as he stood in place waiting for her to say something.

         She’d heard of women doing this, acting like an imbecile over a man, but not her. Never her.

         “Can I help you?”

         “I…uh…” she stammered.

         Lines creased his forehead as he frowned. “Are you okay?”

         Oh, my God. She was making an utter fool out of herself. She cast her gaze to the floor, trying to get herself together. Say something, Holly. Anything. The hole in the porch floor caught her attention. “I can’t believe you’re actually moving into the Miller house. It’s falling apart.”

         The blood rushed to her face. Oh, my God. Did I really just say that?

         He laughed, but it sounded pained. “So I’ve noticed.”

         Why was she so awkward? Why couldn’t she be more like Melanie?

         He shifted his weight, his shoulder leaning into the door frame. “Unless you’re a very generous Jehovah’s Witness, I’m guessing that’s for me?”

         “Uh…yeah…” She looked down at the dish in her hand, now all too aware that it was still hot. She tried to shift it from her palm to her fingertips, the dish tipping sideways. It started to fall and she tried to catch it with her forearm, but the man grabbed it from her hand.

         “Whoa. Runaway casserole.” He chuckled. He stood in front of her now, so close she could smell his musky shampoo mixed with his sweat, which wasn’t as bad a combination as she would have expected. In fact, it was quite the opposite. Her chest tightened and she forced herself to take a natural breath.

         “Yeah…” Jiminy Christmas, Holly. Get yourself together. “It’s lasagna.”

         “Even better.”

         “I didn’t make it.” Brilliant. Just freaking brilliant.

         He laughed and lifted the loose foil. “So you got a frozen lasagna from Costco and stuffed part of it in this casserole dish and brought it over to impress me?” He grinned at her, his gorgeous brown eyes dancing.

         “What? No!” Oh, God. Could she just turn around and go home now? Did this constitute talking to him?

         He watched her, waiting for further explanation.

         “I…uh…” Then she remembered the bag in her hand and shoved it out toward him, punching him in the stomach. He released a soft grunt.

         Could this get any worse? She started to take a step back, but he shifted the casserole dish and grabbed her arm, pulling her forward until his chest stopped her. She rested her free hand on him, feeling his hard muscles under her palm.

         Oh, my God. She was touching his chest. His sexy chest.

         Panic washed through her and she tried to jerk away, but he held her firmly in place. She hadn’t dated in a while, and she knew a lot of the new dating apps had changed the rules. Did bringing a man food mean she wanted a booty call? She was going to kill Melanie.

         She narrowed her eyes, then said in a haughty tone, “I’m not ready to sleep with you yet.”

         An amused grin spread across his face. “While I’m happy to hear that’s on the agenda for later, that’s not why I’m holding you now. You were about to step into the hole.” He tilted his head toward it.

         Her eyes sank closed and her face combusted.

         He dropped his hold on her arm and took the bag, moving slowly like she was a skittish animal. “What’s in the bag?”

         “Beer.” She couldn’t bear to look at him, instead taking a couple of steps backward while making sure to avoid the hole. “Yeah…I…You’re busy.…”

         “I can’t accept your store-bought lasagna,” he said, sounding serious.

         Who didn’t eat lasagna? “What? Oh…you don’t eat meat? Oh! It’s not store-bought. My cousin made—”

         “It looks like there’s enough for both of us. I figure maybe we should have dinner together before we hop into bed.”

         “What? Oh.” This had moved well past disaster and was quickly moving into relocating to another state to avoid ever seeing him again territory. Her breath caught again at both his suggestion and the way he was watching her now—a mixture of curiosity and interest. Well, hello. She’d just let him know she was thinking about sleeping with him. Still, she’d never had a man look at her with such intensity, and a shiver ran down her spine.

         His eyes held hers and she felt herself melting.

         “There’s only one fork in the bag.” That was brilliant. Why was she still standing here? Run! But her feet had somehow become disconnected from her brain.

         His grin turned wicked. “We can share.”

         Her face burned at the thought of their mouths touching the same utensil. Her eyes shifted to his mouth and she suddenly wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Would he hold her tightly to his chest like he had moments ago?

         Oh, my God. She had just turned into every clichéd woman she’d made fun of since high school. What the hell was happening to her? Without another word, she spun around and ran back to her house, her foot catching on a tree root and making her stumble. She looked back at him, horrified to see him watching her, his amusement mixed with confusion.

         When she got inside the house, she shut the door and locked it, wondering if she could convince Melanie into building a six-foot privacy fence to run the length of their property.

         Because there was no way she could ever face that man again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Kevin watched the cute blonde run back to her house next door, tripping on a tree root on the way. He couldn’t help noticing the way her jean shorts clung to the curve of her ass. He was still standing in the same spot—grinning like a damn fool—when he heard her door slam.

         Stand your ground, marine.

         He let out a loud sigh and went back inside, casserole dish in hand. He was used to women falling at his feet, but there was a vulnerability to his neighbor he didn’t usually see in the women who came on to him, and he was intrigued. Intrigued enough to consider dropping his self-imposed six-month break from women.

         And that was a bad thing.

         If he’d learned nothing else from his last breakup, he had learned that he had absolutely terrible taste in women. He’d had a string of disastrous relationships, but the horrifying end of his last relationship had brought him to the conclusion that it was time to reevaluate his love life along with his career choice. So as he made the shift into civilian life, it seemed like a good time to shake up everything and self-impose a ban on women. He had plenty of other things to focus on: working on his house, re-acclimating to life in his hometown, and helping Matt reorganize his company.

         “Did I hear someone at the door?” Megan asked, coming out of the bathroom, the kitten in her hand.

         He lifted the casserole dish. “My neighbor.”

         Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh, yeah? The little old ladies in the neighborhood already looking out for you?”

         He considered telling her the truth, but she’d give him more grief about his no-women rule. “Something like that.”

         He looked around his house and groaned, suddenly scared—and, after everything he’d seen, it took a lot to scare him. But he had a feeling this place was going to suck up more money than anyone realized. “Okay, let’s get this tour started.”

         Cuddling the kitten with one hand, Megan waved around the room with the other. “This is the living room.”

         The hardwood floor needed to be refinished, and the window moldings were small and skimpy, not to mention lumpy and chipped after multiple layers of paint. “Okay…”

         Megan shot him a glare. “This room is easy. Refinish the floor, repaint, add new trim, and you’re good to go.”

         He shook his head, then headed toward the kitchen.

         The dining room walls were covered with blue-and-pink floral wallpaper. The four-foot-tall built-in cabinets surrounding the window were impressive, but the ugliest glass and brass light fixture he’d ever seen, which was currently hanging off center in the room, had to go.

         “The dining room.”

         “It’s hideous.”

         “Of course it is. But it only needs cosmetic changes, although I think we should get an engineer out to see if that wall is load bearing.” She pointed to the wall separating this room from the living room. “You could tear it down for an open floor plan.”

         “Someone’s been watching too much HGTV.”

         Ignoring him, she led him past a staircase, stopping at a door underneath the stairs. “This leads to the basement, but we’ll check it out later.”

         The way she announced it made him worried about what was down there.

         “And here is the kitchen.”

         He followed her through a small door and stopped in his tracks. “Oh, my God.”

         She gave him a tentative smile. “I know it looks bad, but it can all be fixed.”

         “Bad?” He moved into the room and spun in a circle. “You think this is bad? This is a freaking train wreck.” He took a breath, then wiped sweat from his forehead. “Why is it so hot in here? Is the air-conditioning not on?”

         “About that…”

         “What?” His voice was hard, but she seemed undeterred.

         “There is no air-conditioning, and the furnace probably needs to be replaced.”

         “Megan!” His voice boomed in the small room. “What the hell have you done?”

         She moved in front of him, the kitten still cradled in her arm. “I know it’s daunting, but you have no idea how much money you can make off this house. I did my homework. You can hire someone to do most of it and still make thirty grand profit.”

         That caught his attention. “How do you know that?”

         “I had three contractors come in and make bids.”

         He took a step back and ran a hand over his head. “Why the hell didn’t you lead off with that?”

         She laughed. “Because it was more fun watching you freak out.”

         He looked at the place with a new appreciation, although there wasn’t a single redeeming quality about the kitchen. Half the drawers were crooked, obviously broken, and several of the cabinet doors were missing. The pink laminate counter was stained and chipped. The sink was a shallow, scratched-up stainless-steel bowl. The range looked like it was original to the house—about fifty years old—and there was no dishwasher. “This room is a disaster.”

         “You can put in a new one for ten thousand.”

         “That’s a third of the budget you mentioned.”

         She shrugged. “Kitchens sell.”

         “Where am I going to come up with thirty thousand dollars? I used up most of my savings to get this place. I’ve only got ten left.”

         “We’ll figure it out.” For the first time she looked uncertain. “I’ll help you, Kevin.”

         “How are you going to help me? You’re pregnant.”

         “Yeah, I’m pregnant, not an invalid. I can do things and I can give you money. As a business partner.”

         “Megan.”

         “Look, the fund-raising position I took at the food pantry phased out when they merged with the community center, and most places don’t want to hire a pregnant woman.” She held up a hand when he started to protest. “Yeah, I know it’s illegal, but the fact is that I haven’t applied anywhere. I’m still trying to decide if I’m going to stay home for a few years after the baby comes, so it didn’t seem fair to apply for a job I might only stay at for a few months.”

         He gave her a pointed look. “So you’re telling me that you’re bored? And you saw my house as a project.”

         “No. I saw it as a chance for you do something that will make you some money and keep you occupied since you’ve sworn off women.” She bumped her shoulder into his arm. “Besides, no woman would ever want to come home with you to this dump.”

         He was beginning to regret sharing his no-women policy with her. “Very funny.”

         “What’s done is done. Let’s just figure out how to fix this place up and make it livable.”

         Still carrying the kitten, Megan took him upstairs to see the two small bedrooms and bath. The bedrooms had holes in the walls, and the bathroom shower was covered in so much mildew Kevin was sure the EPA should have been called in. But the bedrooms and hallway had hardwood floors that only needed refinishing and the bathroom looked like a simple gut job.

         “How the hell can I live here?” he asked, staring out the front bedroom window at the U-Haul in the street. “Especially if I’m renovating it.”

         “You told me you didn’t bring much furniture. A mattress, a few chairs, and a bunch of boxes. You won’t have much in the way.”

         “I meant here with all the construction. This place is hardly livable as it is.”

         She shrugged. “I guess it’s up to you. You can always live with Mom and Dad.”

         His irritation rose. “The purpose of having you look for my house was for the express purpose of not living with Mom. Not even for one night.”

         “You can live here and work on it. People do it all the time. Trust me on this.”

         He tried to open the window but met resistance. He gave it a good jerk and the window shot up, making him stumble backward.

         This house was one giant piece of shit. But now it was his piece of shit. Maybe he could make this work. Megan was right—he needed something to do to keep him preoccupied. “Okay. I’m game to try this.”

         “That’s the spirit!” Her phone rang and she pulled it out of her purse, cringing as she headed down the stairs. “It’s Mom. I forgot to mention that she wants to come see your new house.”

         He shook his head. “No way.”

         “You think I want her knowing I picked out this dump for you?” She laughed. “I’ll stall her, but you owe me,” she said as she walked to the door.

         “Not by a long shot, sis. You owe me. And I plan to collect. Big-time.”

         She turned around and reached up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “I love you. You have no idea how happy I am you’re home.”

         He grinned. “So Mom will have someone else to obsess over.”

         She tilted her head, mischievousness in her eyes. “Well, there’s that, too.”

         “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but you’ll trump me every time with that little niece or nephew of mine.”

         “For now.” She walked out onto the porch.

         “What’s that mean?”

         She turned back to him, grinning. She was up to something, of that he was sure, but damned if he knew what it was. “Oh!” She handed him the sleeping kitten in her arms. “Your first pet.”

         “I am not keeping this kitten. I don’t do pets.”

         She headed to her car, not bothering to look back. “Whatever you say.”

         She gave him a wave as she drove away, then he looked down at the kitten, who had snuggled into his arm.

         He was in deep shit.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Holly shut the door behind her and pressed her back against it as she covered her face with her hand and groaned. She’d acted like a complete and utter idiot. But she’d never see him again, right? Sure, her neighbors were friendly and were in everyone else’s business, but he was going to fix it up and move on.

         At least she sure as hell hoped so.

         Her phone dinged in the kitchen, alerting her to a text. She stomped toward it, her irritation with her cousin mounting with each step. Melanie had sent three texts, all saying the same thing: Well???

         Holly texted back. I’m going to kill you.

         Melanie texted back within seconds. Did you talk to him?

         Yes. That one word said so much, yet nothing at all.

         It had been a long time since she’d been this humiliated, and it didn’t sit well. Holly had spent a long time outgrowing the gangly, awkward girl from high school, and this situation reeked of her past. She opened the refrigerator and pulled out what was left of her lasagna, pissed all over again.

         She cut out a piece with more force than necessary, trying to figure out whom she was more mad at—her neighbor, her cousin, or herself. Which was utterly ridiculous. Why would she be angry with her neighbor? What had he done other than manhandle her to keep her from breaking her leg on his porch and be better looking than a person had a right to? She decided she could be angry with him on principle alone.

         Her phone rang seconds later with her cousin’s ringtone. She put her plate in the microwave and turned it on, trying to decide whether to answer or not. Her anger won out. “I mean it. I’m seriously going to kill you,” she spit out after putting her phone on speaker and resting it on the counter.

         Melanie laughed. “What happened? Start at the beginning.”

         Holly opened the fridge and grabbed a beer. “I made an utter fool of myself, that’s what happened.”

         “Let me be the judge of that. Tell me what happened.”

         “Aren’t you supposed to be working?”

         “We’re not busy at the moment, and Scott’s covering the bar so I could call you. Quit stalling. Is he sexy?”

         “He’s…” Hot, sexy, stunning, mind-alteringly gorgeous. “…okay.”

         “How old is he?”

         “I don’t know, maybe early thirties.” She popped the top off her bottle.

         “Married?”

         “No ring.”

         “He must be hot. You looked!”

         “Only because I knew you’d ask.”

         “You liar. What’s he look like?”

         “He’s short, fat, and bald.”

         “Try again.”

         Holly took a long drag of her beer, sorting through her options.

         “Holly!”

         “He’s tall, dark, and handsome, okay? He’s everything you could ever hope for.”

         “Me? Why not you?”

         “I made a fool of myself, Mel.” Her defeat seeped into her voice. “I can never, ever face that man again. I’m just about to Google-search how to build a six-foot privacy fence.”

         “Oh, Hol.” Melanie sighed. “It couldn’t have been that bad.”

         Holly wandered over to the table, picking up a photo of a wedding bouquet. “It was worse than bad.”

         Holly had been planning weddings since she was a kid, but she’d never met a man worth taking a risk on with “I do.” Sure, it had been a couple of years since she’d had a serious relationship, but she’d been okay with that. Until now. Why did she feel so unsettled?

         “It’s okay to love somebody, Hol.” Melanie’s voice was warm and soft. “You don’t have to chase everyone away.”

         “Says the woman who won’t go see the woman who raised her.” Holly’s voice was sharper than she’d meant it to be, but Melanie’s comment stung more than she cared to admit. “I saw Grandma today.”

         Melanie was quiet for several seconds. “So? You see her almost every day after work.”

         “She was worse today.”

         Melanie remained silent.

         “Mel, she’s deteriorating fast. Don’t you want to see her at least one more time before she forgets us both?”

         Of the two girls, Melanie had had a rougher time putting their grandmother into the health-care facility eleven months ago. As far as Holly knew, Melanie had seen her only a handful of times, and Holly had guilted her into two of them.

         “She misses you, Melanie. She asks for you.”

         “I can’t see her like that, Holly. I just can’t. She’s not the woman who raised us.”

         No, the woman who’d raised them had been strong. She took in two frightened, traumatized girls—ages five and six—when she thought she was done raising children. Instead, a year after she’d lost her husband to a heart attack she’d lost her only two sons and their wives in a fiery car accident, and taken in her two orphaned granddaughters.

         Holly didn’t remember their grandmother falling to pieces after the tragedy. Her only memories were of Grandma Barb’s strength and compassion—the nights she rocked Holly for hours when she woke up crying for her parents. Dealing with the responsibilities of two young, rambunctious girls couldn’t have been easy for a woman in her fifties, especially after losing her own children, but she’d welcomed the girls with open arms and a heart full of love. Grandma Barb’s house was small, and they’d financially scraped by most of their lives, but Holly had always felt loved.

         Melanie had felt equally secure in their little family, but when Grandma Barb was diagnosed with dementia, Melanie couldn’t handle it. Always the more practical of the two, Melanie had started shirking responsibilities over the last year, quitting her job at an insurance agency and becoming a bartender at a local bar. Holly knew she was acting out, but it left most of the responsibilities of Grandma Barb’s care on Holly’s shoulders, as well as most of the household bills. And while Holly understood this was Melanie’s way of dealing with another tragic loss, it didn’t make things any easier.

         “I know, Mel. But she’s fading fast. I think you’ll regret it if you don’t see her.” Holly felt a twinge of hope when her cousin remained silent. “Tomorrow’s your day off. We could go together after I get off work.”

         Melanie pushed out a long breath. “I’ll go, I promise. Just not tomorrow. But I noticed how you changed this from being about you to me. If I have to go see Grandma, when are you going to agree to consider having a real relationship?”

         “I have enough to keep me busy,” Holly said. “I don’t need a man.”

         “No woman needs a man,” Melanie teased, “but they have some very nice fringe benefits. Speaking of fringe benefits, I’m going out with Darren tomorrow night.”

         Melanie was probably using her date as her excuse not to go see their grandmother, but Holly knew better. Still, she was too tired to call her on it. “What is this? The fifth date?”

         “Sixth.” Holly heard the grin in her voice. “But who’s counting?”

         But Holly heard the hopeful tone in her cousin’s voice. Melanie was falling for the guy, and hard. She didn’t understand how Melanie could fall for someone so quickly, although she’d seen it happen to several friends after high school.

         Maybe it was because Holly had never fallen for a guy at all. Not for lack of trying. She’d dated back in college, but no one had ever clicked. She’d spent a year with a guy in her degree program at the local community college, but she’d finally broken up with him after he’d confessed he loved her and she couldn’t reciprocate.

         She’d psychoanalyzed the crap out of herself, so she knew there was some merit to her cousin’s statement. Holly had attachment issues that had been caused by her parents’ death, but the truth was, she remembered little of her parents—which made her feel guilty as hell. Living with Mel and Grandma Barb in this house was pretty much all she’d ever known. And while she’d love to find a man to have a family with, she wouldn’t settle, either. What few memories she had of her parents were of them happy and in love.

         She wouldn’t settle for anything less.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Kevin wasn’t sure what to expect when he showed up at the job site of Osborn Construction at eight o’clock the next morning. The unfinished outdoor shopping area was a multiblock strip mall with concrete exterior walls and metal studs inside. Several of the workers were milling around, while a guy was arguing with the driver of a flat-bed trailer loaded with supplies. Kevin felt completely out of his element.

         Granted, he was a bit off center anyway. Between the shock of his new house and the woman who’d shown up on his doorstep, he hadn’t found the peace he’d hoped being back home would bring. But last night he’d told himself he just needed to start his new job, then he’d find his center and it would all work out.

         “Kevin!”

         He turned to see his lifelong friend striding across the lot toward him. “Matt.”

         When Matt reached him, he pulled Kevin into an embrace, thumping his back. “Good to see you, man.”

         “Good to see you, too.”

         Kevin looked around at the activity, then turned back to his friend. “I think I should remind you that I don’t know the first thing about running a construction company.”

         “Like I told you, you don’t need to know construction. You just need to keep us organized and sort out the financials. Since Dad died the day-to-day running of the business has all gone to shit.”

         Matt smiled when he said this, but Kevin could see the pain in his friend’s eyes. “Where do you need me first?”

         “You sure you don’t mind starting today?” Matt asked. “You can wait until Monday, so you can, you know…get settled.”

         Kevin laughed. “Believe it or not, I’ll be more settled here.”

         “Then let’s go to the office.” Matt waved to a small trailer. They walked the short distance, passing the truck driver, who was now unloading his cargo. Matt opened the door and motioned for Kevin to climb the two steps up. He stopped short when he saw the mess. While Matt had warned him that the office was unorganized, he hadn’t expected this.

         Kevin didn’t do unorganized.

         But he reminded himself that was why he was there.

         After his initial shock, he noticed a young woman sitting at a desk with a phone pressed to her ear. Her free hand tugged on her long auburn ponytail, the color a sharp contrast to her black tank top.

         “That’s Carly,” Matt said, walking in behind him and closing the door. “She’s the receptionist, bookkeeper, and the token woman in the crew.”

         She covered the mouthpiece and grinned up at Matt as she mouthed, “Watch it.”

         “Carly, this is Captain Kevin Vandemeer. Our new CFO.”

         Then she turned to Kevin and her smile widened. “Well, hello, Captain Vandemeer. Are you a pirate? You can pillage me any day of the week.”

         Kevin laughed and gave her a nonflirtatious smile—he hoped. Two months ago, he would have reacted much differently. But he was surprised how quickly he’d gotten used to ignoring women’s attention—with the exception of the sexy blonde on his doorstep last night. He’d chalked that up to a momentary lapse brought on from the shock over the state of his house. He chose to ignore the fact that he’d thought about her all evening after Megan left. Or that he’d thought about putting the rest of the lasagna onto a paper plate and returning the empty casserole dish so he could see her again.

         But now Carly was watching him like he was the cherry on a hot fudge sundae, and he needed to make it clear he was unavailable. Especially since they would be working together. “Just Kevin,” he said, trying to maintain a bit of distance in his voice. “I ditched the captain when I left the marines.”

         “No dating the employees, Carly,” Matt said, narrowing his eyes. “You know the rules. We don’t want our new employee filing a sexual harassment complaint on the first day.”

         She leaned forward, her hand still over the mouthpiece. “If he’s telling me what to do, that technically makes him my boss. You never said I couldn’t date the boss.”

         “Yeah, because I knew you had your eyes set on that new electrician and you were never interested in me. But hands off Kevin. He’s here to get this place organized. The mess is enough to scare him away. We don’t want you adding the final straw.”

         She rolled her eyes, then turned her attention to the phone. “Yes, I’m still here.” Then she started talking about a shipment of sheet metal.

         Matt leaned into Kevin’s ear. “She’s a bit headstrong, but she’s better than the last bookkeeper. She just up and left us, for no reason at all.”

         Kevin was wondering if he should give that option serious consideration himself. The small trailer was piled with stack upon stack of papers. There were even stacks on the floor. “What did you have in mind?” Kevin asked. “You have someplace you want me to start?”

         Matt grabbed a laptop off a second desk, which was piled with even more papers, and handed him the computer. “I’ve had Carly set you up with an employee e-mail and grant you access to all the programs. Look everything over and see if you can get it under control.”

         “Have you considered a bonfire?” Kevin asked, lifting an eyebrow.

         His friend laughed, but he looked pained. “Dad ran it all, and you know how territorial he was. While he officially made me a partner five years ago, he never shared his organizational system, which meant I didn’t know shit when he died. Right now, I’m splitting my time between running the site and the administrative part, and it’s just not working. Both sides are falling apart.” He turned his back to Carly and lowered his voice. “I can run the crew as long as I’m out there.” He pointed his thumb toward the door. “I need someone to run the business.”

         “No offense, Matt, but don’t you just need an office manager?”

         “No. I need a CFO—someone to fill Dad’s shoes. I know you haven’t been around to see it, but we’ve had incredible growth over the last ten years. Dad built this company into a multi-million-dollar corporation. And while he may not have taught me how to run it, the truth was I wasn’t much interested in the money part. I’m more of a hands-on guy.”

         “And you’re running your multi-million-dollar corporation out of a trailer?”

         Matt shrugged. “We have an actual office, but right now it’s easier for me to run everything on the job site.”

         “I have to warn you, I may have double-majored in accounting and finance, but I didn’t use it all that much in the Afghan mountains. I’m not sure I’m the salvation you’re hoping for.”

         Matt clamped his hand on Kevin’s shoulder. “I know you, Kev. You don’t do anything half-assed. You’re exactly who I need.”

         He shook his head, taking in the fire hazard Matt called his on-site office. “I’ll give it a try.”

         “There you go! That’s the spirit.” Matt squeezed his shoulder, then dropped his hand. “I need to get out there. I’ll check on you later. Do you have plans after work?”

         “No,” Kevin said hesitantly. “Why?”

         Matt laughed. “I don’t plan on taking you to the circus. Don’t look so scared.”

         Matt knew how much Kevin hated the circus—especially clowns—but the circus comment was a little too close to home after what had happened with his last girlfriend. He couldn’t stop his cringe.

         Pointing his finger in Kevin’s face, Matt laughed. “There’s a story behind that look that I’m dying to hear. But it can keep until tonight with burgers and beers. Tyler’s coming. You in?”

         “Tyler?” He hadn’t seen their other best friend in several years. “Yeah. Hanging out with you guys is half the reason I moved back.”

         Matt opened the door and had started down the steps before he turned back. “You have no idea how happy I am that you’re back. And not just for this.”

         Kevin felt the same way, even with the daunting task. He knew it was going to take days or weeks to make sense of the books, and he knew it should have scared him, but he felt energized. He loved staring into the face of a daunting task and conquering it. Which he was ready to do with Matt’s business.

         He was still warming up to his house.

         He’d barely gotten started when his cell phone rang. While he was expecting an apology call from his sister, he was surprised to receive it minutes before nine a.m. He’d have bet money she would wait until after lunch. Then he looked at the caller ID and groaned.

         “Hello.” There was no avoiding this call.

         “Is this how you greet the woman who gave you life?”

         “Hello, Mom.”

         “You were supposed to call me last night, Kevin. I want to see this secret house of yours.”

         He sat back, the old metal office chair creaking. “Well…things came up.” He’d expected this call, too, but there was no amount of preparation that could get him ready to deal with his mother.

         “I haven’t seen you since Christmas, Kevin. What could be more important than seeing your mother?”

         “It was a long drive from San Diego, Mom. I wanted to be fresh when I saw you.”

         “Fresh? I saw you covered in slime when you came from my body. How could anything be less fresh than that?”

         “Mom. That definitely falls under TMI.” He was going to be traumatized by that mental image for weeks to come.

         “Surely you’re fresh now, so why haven’t you called me yet?”

         Fresh while living in his house? Not likely. At least he had hot running water. “I’m at work. I started my job today.”

         “Oh…” Her voice faltered. “I thought you started next week.”

         “Matt said everything was a mess, and I was eager to start getting things under control.”

         He knew she would suggest coming over tonight. He had to nip that in the bud before it came up or he’d be even deeper in the bad son hole. “How about we meet for coffee this afternoon?”
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