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  LIVING HELL


What could be worse than running into the guy who first broke your heart? Having to be his fake fiancé. 


Iona Dell is the "It" actress of Hollywood. That is until a series of flops and a terrible accident has producers rethinking financing anything she touches.
She's hard-working, humble, and realizes anything good can be taken away in an instant. When her agent helps her turn her life around, Iona never expects to become engaged to the guy who first broke her heart.
Tyler Ferguson is the local sexy veterinarian. He's kind, always willing to lend a helping hand, but a bit of a flirt.
He's been saving his pennies for years to buy a home. Growing up moving from rental to rundown rental, he dreams of having a place to call his own.
When the vet finally has the keys to his new house, he's eager to start his move. But when he walks inside for the first time, there's already someone there. His very first crush.
He hasn’t seen her since promising his heart, eleven years ago.
In order to get her to leave, he has to promise to marry her.






  
  Get the Bonus


Make sure you get the  special BONUS SCENE from Living Hell + PEEK INSIDE Burning Love from the next book in the series when you sign up for my free author newsletter.






  
  ONE


Iona 

“No one ever told me dying was easy.” His over-the-top southern drawl was accented with a deathly gurgle.
I stared down at the man. His soft brown curls were sticky and smeared red. He was classically handsome, the perfect love interest. Hence, why he was dying in my lap.
He reminded me of my hometown bully. I hated that guy and this one, well . . . I didn’t feel much better about him.
The smell of cigarettes and coffee—a lethal aroma—puffed in my tear-stained face as I held his head in my hands.
“No, Jim, don’t leave me. You’re all I have in this forsaken, dusty town.”
My head felt heavy as if something was pulling it down. I knew what it was—the dialogue.
“Oh, Darleeee . . .” He reached for me, but it was too late.
His arm fell to the ground. A puff of dirt rose and he closed his eyes. My tear landed on his nose, smearing a trail into his thick makeup. I knew he wanted to itch his nose but couldn’t move.
Play dead, you hack, until the director yells cut.
It was my turn to give it my all. Could I do it? Only time and thoughts of my trainer waving a chocolate bar in front of me as I did burpees could produce the level of pain required for this moment.
“No! Oh, Jim . . . You were my whole being!” I raised my fist to the sky. A little improv on my part, but believable nonetheless. To produce any emotion for the man in my arms took award-winning talent.
“Cut!” a thick, booming voice said about five inches from my ear.
I gritted my teeth as the dead man opened his eyes. “Was it as good for you as it was for me, sweetheart?” He winked, causing some inner furnace to ignite deep in my belly with a strong desire to burn him alive.
“Get off me, Albert. When was the last time you brushed your teeth? Wednesday?”
Sitting up, his hand shot into the air. “Dee Dee!” Groaning when his assistant didn’t instantly appear with his iced coffee, he turned his wrath toward me. “I thought about brushing today, but then I realized we had this pivotal scene and I knew my character wouldn’t brush his teeth. To feel him . . .” His fist pounded his chest before raising and loosening his fingers to snatch the coffee from his assistant, who finally showed up. He gave Dee Dee a scathing look before turning back to me. “My teeth had to suffer.”
More like my nostrils had to be incinerated.
“Everyone take twenty. The producers wish to speak with me,” the director, the once great Chilton Hensley, said before turning and stomping away, muttered obscenities floated in his wake.
The heat was dry like opening an oven door on Thanksgiving, and I was the turkey. I felt a gentle hand on my shoulder and looked up. Cara stood over me as strands of her auburn bob drifted into her eyes. She shook her head and that perfected smile appeared, comforting me during the awful shoot.
She was overly sweet, knew all the best places to eat in LA, and understood who the right people to meet for potential roles were. In other words, Cara was the perfect assistant.
This was my first starring role in a big-budget Hollywood film. The script for Hell Fire needed work, my costar was a notorious man-child, and the location was brutal.
But the dehydration and daily irritation with the star was all worth it. To work with the director of my dreams and finally get to play a lead . . . I’d do a twenty-four-hour shoot only inhaling Albert’s breath through an oxygen tank if I had to.
Cara’s usual eager smile was replaced with a frown. “Let’s head to your trailer.” This was curious. Getting out of the heat to the cool air-conditioned room of my trailer should light up her wilted features. Maybe the heat was exhausting her? I made a mental note to get her water as soon as possible.
“Yes. And away from you-know-who before he gets bored and decides to play one of his hilarious pranks on me.” I rolled my eyes.
I motioned toward Albert Harston and stood with Cara’s help. My costar believed he was clever, relatable, and fun by playing jokes on people. Only, the pranks weren’t smart or funny. One landed his stunt double in the hospital with third-degree burns on the set of Shadow of Light. Honestly, he’s a liability and lucky to be working on this film.
When I met him at the cold reading my eyes couldn’t help but soak up the tall, trim body dressed in a perfectly molded vintage T-shirt he probably overpaid for and skin-tight jeans. He was hotter in real life than what I saw on screen and I was giddy at a possible on-set fling. I mean, we have to pass the downtime somehow, right?
 But when he wrapped the toilet seat in my trailer in plastic wrap and a few other tricks he pulled on the other actors, I wrote him off as a dud. A pretty dud, but a dud nonetheless.
Not brushing his teeth today when he knew we had a scene to shoot where I would be close to his face was just another one of his jokes.
“And out of the heat,” she said in a pitch higher than usual.
“Is something wrong?” I pulled at her arm, causing her to stop.
She winced, and I was surprised I hurt her. My grip wasn’t tight. I wondered if I’d have to call for the on-set nurse if she was too dehydrated.
Right at that moment, a flash went off. I turned and found someone with a camera standing between the trailers.
Just what I needed, the paparazzi. Despite whatever was bothering Cara, she flew into action.
“Hey,” she said and ran after the cameraman. Within seconds, they were gone in between the maze of trailers. Maybe she wasn’t as sick as I thought.
Just about everyone had a trailer while filming during the middle of August in the California desert. The director wanted the oppression of the heat to show on our faces. He felt it made every reaction more realistic, but it also made it more dangerous.
I was sure I already drank my body weight in water today, and it wasn’t even noon yet.
I knew this role was a big step in the direction of my dream—being a real player in Hollywood. Where I could pick and choose my projects and never have to worry about a paycheck like my mom did when I was young. As much as I wanted to star in a big Hollywood movie, it was only a stepping stone to running the show.
I headed off without Cara. As I reached for the door handle of my trailer, I heard someone inside. A cold shiver ran down my spine and what little moisture was left in my mouth evaporated at the sound of the female voice on the other side of the door.
I admired and feared her at the same time. One day I hoped to be strong, powerful, and maybe even a little feared like the woman yelling at someone inside my trailer.
I’d recognize that loud, southern drawl anywhere.
My agent, Babette Gotti. Why was she here? The only time she went to see clients on set was to inform them she would no longer be representing them.
I tried to tell myself I’d been through worse, which, of course, was true. There were other agents in Hollywood. Good agents. Talented agents. But the more I willed my brain into looking on the bright side, the truth weaseled its way inside and took root. Babette was the best.
Her younger sister loved my videos back when I was a Vidtube star eight years ago. I was different, talented, and like nothing she had ever seen before—Babette’s words, not mine.
We met when I was a naïve twenty-one-year-old with hopes of stardom. I had been in Hollywood for two years at that point with only a few commercials and the Vidtube channel to show for it.
It wasn’t the fame I was after, but the money. My mom and I never had any. I remember the day she had to sell what few possessions she had from her family back at the reservation she grew up on, just so we could eat and pay rent.
That was the day I started my channel back in my hometown. It took a few years to make it a success and move out West to Hollywood, but I was determined to make money and ease my mother’s burden.
Both my mother and I moved to Hollywood right after I graduated from high school and I hadn’t been back since.
Here I was with everything I wished for—fame, money, finally a leading role in a big-budget movie. I knew what stood behind the door would cause it all to slip away. I understood nothing was forever. I just figured that I’d have a little more time before it all vanished.
A cool puff of air hit my face as I opened the door and climbed the three steps into my trailer.
“And I said he makes at least five mil or so help me, Jonathan, I will haunt you. You know what I mean,” Babette said into the silver bracelet on her wrist.
She always had the latest gadgets from Silicon Valley. Babette was the kind of cool that was effortless but striking. The woman walked through a desert set and there wasn’t an ounce of sand on her. Even the dirt knew to keep its distance from her.
I stood there like a guilty child in the principal’s office. My heart pounded in my ears as I studied her, still dumbfounded that the woman was only ten years older than me. She barely looked a day over thirty. Her skin pale, freckled, and radiant.
Her icy gray eyes flickered over to me. A stabbing pain hit my heart, and I knew this was the moment when my career skidded to a halt, dying a bloody death in the harsh California desert. The past eight years rolled through my head like an old movie.
Eight years! So many people told me to give up and go back home. They told me it shouldn’t take this long to make it. Even a year ago, my mother explained that it wasn’t meant to be, but I refused. I knew patience and hard work would lead to success.
Apparently, I was wrong.
“My client’s here. I’ve got to go.” She tapped her bracelet and turned to face me.
Her fiery red hair was pulled back in a tight bun. I believed she was wearing the same navy pantsuit as when I first met her, and it still appeared flawless.
“I.D., it’s so lovely to see you again. Please, have a seat,” Babette said as her blood-red lips curved into a warm smile. She waved at our surroundings as if this was her trailer, not mine, with such a flourish that I almost believed that I was a guest inside this trailer.
 I swallowed but did as she said. There was a small built-in couch with a tan zigzag pattern along the wall nearest to me. I settled on the farthest cushion from her.
She sat at the other end, and her eyes scanned the room. “I specifically requested a double-wide for you. You were the star of Hell Fire, therefore, you deserved the best. I’ll have a word with Hal.”
I blinked a few times letting her words sink in. “Were?”
Her body shifted as she did her best to face me. “Hell Fire is being shut down. The producers are telling Mr. Hensley right now.”
“But . . . but how do you know if he’s finding out at this moment?”
“I know everything in Hollywood, my dear. I know what people want before they realize they want it themselves. It wasn’t due to chance that I have been a top agent for over a decade. I was twenty-two when I became an agent. Twenty-four when I became a partner. Do you think that was luck?” she asked with a tilt of her head.
I shook my head.
There goes my only starring role. Perhaps Babette’s here because she had even better news for me. Maybe she had a starring role in the latest comic book franchise just waiting for me to pounce on it.
The door swung open and a blast of heat came with it. Cara bounced up the stairs, panting as she closed the door behind her.
“I didn’t catch him,” Cara said between breaths.
“There should be a few water bottles in the fridge.” I pointed to the three-foot-tall black fridge in the tiny kitchenette. “I’m worried you’ll pass out.”
Cara’s eyes widened when she noticed Babette on the couch. “Would you like a bottle, Ms. Gotti?” Cara asked with a bowed head as if she was addressing the Queen.
“I bring my own.” Babette reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out a leather flask.
So that’s how she survived in Hollywood. Something smooth to coat the rough life.
After the respite where both women drank a healthy dose of their beverages, I knew it was time to get back to the harsh reality of my career. Or lack thereof.
“I told I.D. about the movie being no more.”
“You can call me Iona.”
I mean, that’s my name after all. Iona Dell but everyone, outside of the people who I grew up with, Cara, and Babette knew me as I.D. When I was fifteen, I thought it was so cool to use an acronym as my name. It worked for Vidtube, but once I wanted to be taken seriously as an actress, the name began to irritate me. Babette swore it would bring the younger crowd to the theaters, and the producers agreed.
“It doesn’t matter what I call you because no one will work with you anymore. You are the reason this production got shut down.”
I remained still as Cara’s gasp echoed around the room. Part of my acting was learning to appear calm when all I wanted to do was scream and cry. I remembered the first time I had to use that talent. A boy broke my heart when I opened mine to him. I was nothing to him after I fell for all his promises. I learned to never trust people, no matter how beautiful they painted the world around you.
I didn’t cry then, and I certainly won’t now.
“Technically, you aren’t the only reason. The budget is getting out of control. I love Mr. Harston’s work, but he’s not immune to the bottom line. Also, Albert doesn’t have much credit left in this town.”
With every bit of resolve in me that hadn’t been melted away, I said, “So, what now? I assume you didn’t come here to inform me of something the director will announce to everyone soon. If you plan to drop me as a client, please let me know.”
She reached across the couch and patted my hand. “And that’s why I love you, I.D. You are strong and determined. You remind me a bit of myself when I was your age.” My heart did a little flip at her assessment but soon returned to steel as she continued, “Even this setback won’t keep you down for long. While the last two movies weren’t that successful, you didn’t star in them, which won’t hurt your career as much as if you did have the lead. But the accident . . .”
I closed my eyes for a moment to will back the tears. Don’t show weakness, Iona. You are better than that.
“Yes, the accident,” I said in the monotone voice I perfected over the past few months.
Babette squeezed my hand, and I felt Cara’s warm touch on my shoulder causing me to open my eyes. Her grip a bit tighter than I expected. That girl must be working out.
They stared at me with pity, and I wanted none of it.
“It made you a liability. But if you think I came here today to drop you as a client, then you don’t know me as well as I thought. I’m the best agent in Hollywood, not because I leave people having a rough patch but because I know the greats in the world. The superstars before they barely begin to shine. That’s you, Iona.”
A tear slipped from my eye, and I nodded with relief. For a brief moment, I believed I’d have to go back to my hometown with my tail tucked between my legs. Maybe even start up my Vidtube channel again.
I couldn’t go back to my old life. I never wanted to step foot in my hometown of Fire Lake, again. Good memories in that town were like shooting stars. You hear about other people seeing them but when you glance up at the night’s sky, there were none to be found.
The memories of that place consisted of hearing my mom cry herself to sleep at night because she struggled to provide for me, someone who I thought was my best friend was nowhere to be found when I needed him the most, and the kids I grew up with who taunted me because I didn’t look like them.
I busted my ass to get away from that world. If I stuck with Babette and had Cara’s help, maybe I’d never be the girl with holes in her shoes or an ache in her belly from hunger ever again.
“You need a comeback.” Babette flared her hands in the air.
“Wouldn’t I have to go away for a comeback?”
She nodded and glanced over at Cara as if encouraging her to join in on the head bobbing party. Like the dutiful soldier, I watched as Cara, without a word from Babette, agreed with everything my agent had said. Cara must have known Babette was in my trailer as we walked back from set. That’s why she was acting strangely.
“Oh.” Was all I could say. This must be my agent’s way of getting rid of clients—not firing them but telling them to disappear for a while.
“Only for a few months. Look at what it did for Mckale Jackson, who was caught in a brothel in Nevada. He spent a few months at a rehab facility and the next movie he did won him an Oscar.”
Despite having a few starring roles under his belt, I remember when the press labeled him the comeback king. Perhaps there was something to this plan.
“What would I have to do? Go to some fancy rehab slash resort for a month or two? I could do that.”
It might be nice to relax for a while.
“I have the perfect plan. It does involve travel, but not to a rehab facility. You will recover in your hometown, in a home I just bought.”
No! Oh, God . . . no.
I gritted my teeth and forced my lips to curve into a smile. “Okay.”






  
  TWO


Tyler 

“Is that Hello Kitty?” Austen asked as I held up the key ring.
Puckering my lips, I cradled the metal in my fingers and leaned forward. I held the key of my dreams in my hand and I was about to kiss the hell out of it. I didn’t care if my friend stared at me as I made out with a metal cartoon cat.
“I’m a vet,” I said, lifting my head from the sloppy kiss.
Austen Goode covered his mouth as a chuckle escaped his lips.
“Laugh all you want, but it makes sense. This shiny Japanese cartoon cat is my spirit animal. All vets have spirit animals, and today, it’s my lucky charm.”
I waved my hand toward the large picture window in the front of Fire and Ice Diner.
“The sun is out. It’s a perfect seventy-six degrees outside without a lick of humidity. This day was meant to be.”
My smile was wide as I gripped the key in my hand. I’ve waited almost my whole life for this moment and nothing would cause the grin to fall from my face.
He shrugged and lifted the last few wedges of his cut pancake, dripping in maple syrup, to his lips. Despite his mouth filled with half-chewed food, he mumbled, “So, if the weather was bad then you couldn’t move into your house?”
I shook my head, refusing to let his snark and foul table manners dampen my day. “A sudden violent storm could rage outside, and I wouldn’t care.” I pointed to my mouth. “This eager as a freakin’ beaver smile on my face can’t be broken, my friend.”
I was unhinged with happiness. My eyes were wild, and I probably appeared one step away from having a straitjacket thrown on me, but when you’ve worked for a decade to scrape and save and buy your dream, looking crazy was the last thing on your mind.
“You two men ready for dessert?” The always pleasant Debbie Kramer, part-owner of the diner and waitress, sidled up next to our table with pen and paper in hand.
My free hand, the one not gripping my happiness, reached across the table and came to rest over my friend’s sticky mouth.
“That will be all, beautiful lady. Just the check.” I gave her my signature wink.
“Someone’s in a good mood.” She slipped the pad into her apron and nestled the pencil into her gray curls behind her ear.
Austen pushed my hand away, and I made a mental note to wash the syrup off before we left.
“I always get dessert,” he said with a frown.
“Dessert? You were eating pancakes with maple syrup and whipped cream slathered on top. That’s dessert.”
Austen gazed between my finger pointing at his plate and me.
“I don’t understand. This is breakfast . . . not dessert. I need energy to move boxes.”
I wanted to explain to him that his breakfast would cause a sugar crash in an hour and he’d be useless by then.
My breakfast—an egg white omelet filled with veggies, topped with cheese, and a side of fruit and toast—was the perfect amount of protein, fat, and carbs for a day of moving into the first home I’ve ever owned.
I cared too much about my friend to avoid the truth. It’s lies that do the most damage in life. Whether it’s to spare a person’s feelings or worse, to take what doesn’t belong to you, avoiding the truth only caused harm.
Austen tolerated when I explained the truth to him. Perhaps that’s why he was my friend. But when it came to pancakes, even I couldn’t get him to see the light. But then again, nobody’s perfect.
“Sugar kills. And that, my friend, is a plate of death.”
He mumbled something under his breath that sounded like, “At least it’s not a plate of tasteless sawdust.”
But again, I let it slide. Most people wouldn’t pick my meal if given a choice, and I couldn’t say I blamed them. Food covered in sugar and fat tasted good. But I learned long ago all our choices in life had consequences—not just for ourselves but for the people around us.
I held up my pretty little key chain to Debbie. Maybe it was the glint from the metal or my shining teeth as I grinned, but she pulled me out of the booth and wrapped her arms around me.
“You did it! I always told you that patience was the key. Congratulations.”
She knew. Debbie was like the comforting aunt I never had. Since my mother and father were as good at parenting as sugar was to the human body, I was lucky to get help from time to time from her. She fed my brother and me when my parents were busy pulling a job. She knew they were up to no good, but she never spoke ill of them in front of us.
She also helped when they passed away when I was only twenty. I had to take care of my brother who was still in high school and get myself through college. If it wasn’t for Debbie’s help, I don’t know where I’d be.
There were only three people in my life who knew my dream growing up was to buy my own home—my brother, Debbie, and the girl who broke my heart when I was eighteen.
“Signed the paperwork yesterday and ready to move in today.”
“That’s wonderful. It feels good to know you have a solid foundation under your feet.”
She knew my dream but never told a soul.
Fire Lake, Maine was a hotbed of gossip. A tiny mountain town on the side of Fire Mountain, where everyone knew everyone else’s business. There weren’t many people to trust with your secrets, but Debbie was like a steel trap.  
I knew what she meant. I’d known Debbie all my life. She understood how important it was for me to own a home.
My parents never owned anything in their life. Moving from neighborhood to neighborhood when my parents felt the heat from the landlord to pay rent didn’t make for a comforting childhood. If I had learned anything from my family, it’s that instability didn’t bring happiness.
I vowed when I was young that I would find a stable career, unlike the schemes my father came up with to swindle others out of their hard-earned money. Being the town veterinarian may not make me rich, but it’s a steady paycheck. If I’m not helping dogs and cats with bite marks or skin issues, I head out to farms to check on the farmer’s livestock.
“It sure does. Speaking of feet, let’s get to moving,” I said as I nodded in Austen’s direction.
The sound of classical music filled the space and Austen grabbed his phone from where it lay on the table by his elbow. He held up his finger as he lifted the phone to his ear. I gave him some privacy by meeting Debbie at the register to pay the bill.
I glanced past her and through the long narrow cut away into the kitchen. Her husband, Jack, was busy frying up some orders. I liked Debbie and her husband. They were hardworking, reliable, and friendly—exactly how people should be.
After paying, I went to the bathroom to wash the sticky syrup off my hands and then back to the table to grab Austen.
“There’s an emergency. I’m afraid I can’t help you move. I might be able to stop by later . . .” Austen said, shoving his cell phone into the back pocket of his jeans.
“An emergency? Has the stock market crashed and there’s a run on the bank?” I said with a chuckle.
He pulled some cash out of his wallet and threw it on the table. As we made our way out of the diner, he explained, “No, nothing like that. The mayor wants to see me. Apparently, some famous person is coming to town.”
I held open the door, and we stepped out into the sunshine. The light breeze and warm air felt like a gift from Mother Nature herself. A perfect day for a move.
Even the world wanted me to own this home.
“And the bank manager needs to be there for that?”
We walked with a leisurely pace down Main Street and I smiled at a beautiful mother pushing her baby in a stroller. She rolled her eyes and shook her head, but I caught the smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. Most people in the town knew me, which made me happy. Despite the uncertainty growing up, I loved this town.
Of course, I had my flaws like anyone else. I was a flirt and had very little filter. But even imperfections weren’t always bad. The way I saw it, I was the breath of fresh air that kept people on their toes. Every town needed a person like me. I was like that dessert you tried at a new restaurant that wasn’t quite sweet enough and had an unusual aftertaste, but you wouldn’t necessarily mind trying it again in the future.
He shrugged. “You know the mayor. Remember when Channel Five did their ‘Whether Where It’s At’ segment here? The mayor acted as if the president himself was visiting.”
He was right. Keaghan Bailey was not only the mayor but also the hardware store owner. He’s the same age as we are, and he firmly believed that Fire Lake should be famous. Any hint that big money could head into town, and he was on it like Austen on a stack of sugary-coated pancakes.
We came to the corner, and I slapped Austen on the back. He was making a left to head to town hall, while I was making a right toward my dream.
“Good luck,” I said as I waved him off.
“You, too. I’ll stop by after. Hopefully, this won’t take long.”
I watched him go. He was the most clean-cut guy I knew, with never a hair out of place, but now that he was wearing jeans for moving day, it felt like those were more his style than his suits.
Clapping and rubbing my hands together, I was eager to cross the threshold of my new home. I picked up my pace to a jog. A few minutes later, after I turned the corner onto Dante Drive, I was there. Home.
Standing in front of the perfect little home—which the real estate agent called a Cape Cod style—I forced myself to take it all in. I always thought it stood out among the bigger homes in the neighborhood, especially, with its gray shingle siding and black shutters. I remember hoping my parents would rent this home, but they couldn’t afford it even if it had been available.
I pushed the key into the lock and took a solidifying breath.
“This is it, Tyler. No more moving. No more changing addresses with the postal office. No more packing.”
I turned the key and the red wooden door opened rather easily. That was concerning . . . It was like the door wasn’t even locked. I now have the first task on my homeowner’s list—have a locksmith come out.
My mouth fell open at what I saw inside.
There was furniture everywhere. For a second, I thought the movers had come but no mover I encountered put furniture in place perfectly, unless they were ordered to. They usually dumped it inside and walked away.
The realization hit me with each step I took inside my home, this wasn’t my couch or chairs or glass coffee table. There was a cell phone on the table. Not my cell phone, not my table. 
Somebody was living in my house.
“What the fu—” I said, but the sound of running water caused every curse word to die in my mouth.
Were there squatters? If they were, they owned some nice furniture, except for the coffee table . . . I hated glass tables.
Weaving through the living room, I came to the bathroom door. For a moment, I considered knocking but this was my house, so fuck it. Grabbing the knob, I turned that sucker with a grip that would strangle a chicken.
Whoever the person was behind the door needed to leave or I’d happily throw them out, whether they had a stitch of clothing on or not.
As the door swung open and the steam evaporated, instead of charging into the small room and demanding an explanation, I stood frozen in place. My eyes did what any red-blooded, heterosexual male’s eyes would do in that situation—they slid down the wet, naked, delectable female form that stood before me. A damp orange beach towel was draped loosely and covered the nonessential bits of a female body. I saw two perfectly shaped tits, enhanced by her caramel-colored skin, which looked so soft that I itched to reach out and touch it.
Not just touch but lick it. Would she taste as sweet as she appeared? My cock was begging me to do anything to find out.
“Oh my God! Get the fuck out,” the woman said in an octave that I was sure alerted the police two blocks over.
I was glad she screamed as it snapped me back from the sexual fantasy that was being played out in my bathroom.
“I need to get out? You’re the one trespassing.” My voice cracked as I pointed my finger at her.
There was something about her brown, almond-shaped eyes, and the small scar right under her lower lip that reminded me of someone.
My brain, slowed from the display of so much tempting skin, finally put it together.
“Wait a minute . . . Iona? Iona Dell?” Each syllable moved further and further up in surprise.
During my stupor, she had adjusted the towel to cover most of her body, except her legs. I never was much of a leg man, but she had some terrific legs.
“Tyler Ferguson? What the hell are you doing in my house?”
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Iona 
“Your house?” His striking blue eyes went wide. “This is my house. I bought it yesterday. Signed the papers and everything. It’s move-in day.”
Something was wrong. Babette never made mistakes, especially on a business transaction as expensive as a house. I blew out a frustrated breath and eyed Tyler. He’d filled out; he was no longer that lanky kid that I remember. He was thicker now, but in a good way . . . a real good way.
What was I doing? Eyeing up my old flame while I stood in nothing but a towel. I cleared my throat, and he got the message.
“How about I let you get dressed, and then we can discuss what’s happening in the living room.”
I nodded and watched his ass as he shut the door. He had a great bubble butt. The kind that a horny woman, such as myself, wouldn’t mind sinking her teeth into.
But now wasn’t the time to consider ending my dry spell with hot man-ass.
Stepping to the mirror, I took in my appearance. I saw the same girl staring back at me when I last stood in this bathroom eleven years ago. Different, strange, with chaos surrounding her and only hope to keep her going.
There was a reason I never came back here, and that reason stood in the living room.
I tried to consider how he believed he lived in this house. Did the previous owner rent it to Tyler and not tell him he was selling it?
That must have been the reason. Poor Tyler. He may be the jerk who ghosted me after I gave him my virginity, but that was no reason to kick him out onto the streets.
Okay, maybe I was a little happy to be kicking him out.
Grabbing the clothes, I had piled loosely on the counter. I threw on my red T-shirt and jeans. When I came out, Tyler wasn’t in the living room. I could only hope he had left. Maybe he was far too ashamed in how he treated me in the past to stick around.
Good. Hopefully, I’d never hear that deep, rumbling voice again.
“Iona! I’m in the kitchen.” His voice floated in from behind me.
Damn.
“I thought you wanted to sit in the living room?” I called before I strolled into the recently renovated kitchen. It was cute and drastically different from when I left it over a decade ago—the new white marble counters offset the sleek gray cabinets.
Tyler was across the room by an open drawer. He held up some papers and gazed at me as if the papers held magic.
Moving with intent, he stepped forward and something about the situation sent a shiver down my spine.
I noticed the citrus and spice scent before he came to a stop a few inches from me. For a moment, I stared at his chest remembering how I used to smile every time I made lemonade with thoughts of him.
I didn’t drink the stuff anymore. 
“What’s this?” I plucked the papers from his hand, refusing to let one man’s choice of cologne ruin my day.
“The deed to the house. The papers I signed. Yesterday. This is my home.”
There was a notary mark and everything appeared legal. I stared at the address on the front page. It was this house. This was his house. 
Well, shit.
“You bought this house? Tyler, your dream . . .” As if by muscle memory, I wrapped my arms around his torso. He was soft where it was needed, hard where it counted, and my nipples perked up because of it all.
His arms hesitantly slid around me and for that moment, we were young again. All the loss and heartache faded so we could enjoy his wish coming true.
He cleared his throat, and everything disappeared with that noise. His arms, his warmth, the moment.
“You remembered.” His voice was hoarse.
I stepped back and smiled up at him. It was good to see him, even if it was under unusual circumstances. When I allow myself to remember him, all I see is that tall, skinny, hyper teenager. But before me was a healthy man, excited to start living his dream. 
I was the same way, but my dreams were on the other side of the country.
“Why my old home?”
I couldn’t help but notice his dream home was my
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