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      Sasha Redding arrived last to the beach, the group of women before her already laughing about something. Of course they had things to giggle over. Boyfriends. Dates that evening. Diamond rings.

      She dropped her beach chair to the sand with a little too much force. Fine, maybe she threw it. No matter what, sand sprayed out and hit Esther on the right and Tawny on the left. Esther glanced up at her, her ultra-blonde hair practically white in the sunshine.

      Tawny kept on talking as if she hadn’t even noticed Sasha’s arrival. And wasn’t that the epitome of Sasha’s life? She sighed as she sprayed sunscreen on her bare arms and shoulders and settled into her chair.

      Tawny had recently broken up with her boyfriend. Or her fake fiancé. The fake fiancé that she’d fallen in love with. But even though they weren’t speaking at the moment, Sasha knew they’d get back together. It was only a matter of time before the article in that poker magazine came out and Tyler—the fake fiancé/boyfriend—would come around and forgive her.

      Sasha didn’t have a fiancé, real or otherwise. Nor a boyfriend. Nor anyone interested in becoming her boyfriend or fiancé. It was a problem that, until very recently, all the women in the Beach Club had been dealing with.

      But one by one, love had claimed them all. Okay, just three of them, but it felt like all of them to Sasha, as the other ladies were a bit older and adamant they didn’t want another boyfriend or husband.

      Sasha secretly did though, and when Tawny finally finished talking, Esther turned her and asked, “Everything okay?”

      No, everything was not okay. Sasha didn’t want to talk about it, but at the same time, she didn’t have anyone else to tell. And wasn’t that why she came to these little get-togethers? It wasn’t to see the glinting diamonds, that was for sure.

      “I’m taking a second job,” she said. “Starts tomorrow.” She stared out across the water, the winter sunlight still bright enough to hurt her eyes as it reflected off the bay.

      “Things are that bad?” Esther leaned forward and peered at Sasha, obviously trying to get her to face her.

      “Yes.” Sasha didn’t want to admit that she used money for her drink stand, The Straw, that she should’ve used to pay her electric bill. But if she didn’t have The Straw, she wouldn’t have any income. So she was a bit behind right now. She’d get caught up as soon as she started getting paid from this new job.

      “What are you doing?” Tawny asked. “For the new job, I mean.”

      “I’m cleaning some rich guy’s house,” she said, the words like poison on her tongue. She’d definitely had enough of wealthy men, that was for sure. Stacey, Esther, and Tawny didn’t seem to mind them, but Sasha preferred to meet a simple fisherman, or maybe a busboy. They, at least, wouldn’t give her unsolicited advice about how she should run her business.

      “Who?” Tawny asked, and Stacey and Esther looked more than interested too. Winnie, another Hawaiian woman in their group, kept her face placidly turned toward the sun as if she wasn’t listening to the conversation.

      “I don’t know,” Sasha said. “Jasper something.”

      “Jasper Rosequist?” Tawny practically screeched the name, which finally got Sasha to look at her.

      “Yeah. Do you know him?”

      “He’s friends with Tyler.”

      “And Fisher,” Stacey said.

      “And Marshall.” Esther’s right eyebrow cocked, and a small smile joined the party.

      “So what?” Sasha asked. “I’m not going to fall in love with him.” They all knew about Newton and what he’d done to her stand, her life, her heart. No, she didn’t need another man with money to come and shred everything she’d had to rebuild. Not again.

      “So here’s an idea,” Esther said. “Why not just give him a try?”

      “How about we don’t?” Sasha glared at her friend.

      Tawny nodded, more enthusiastically than the situation warranted. “You might like him.”

      “I don’t care. Number one, he’s my boss.”

      “And number two?” Stacey asked.

      “I won’t even see him. He made it very clear he works all night and sleeps during the day. I’m supposed to show up at six AM.” She groaned just thinking about being up that early. “Work for a few hours—pretty quietly too—and slip out so I don’t disturb him.” She made air quotes around the last two words. “He’s high maintenance already.” The complete opposite of a busboy.

      “So then we’ll bet,” Esther said simply.

      Sasha growled, but the other girls didn’t care. In fact, Winnie said, “I’ll put in fifty bucks if she’ll ask him out.”

      “I’ll match that,” Esther said.

      “I’ll double it,” Stacey added.

      “I’m poor,” Tawny said. “But I’ll put in twenty if he says yes.”

      Sasha started shaking her head about the time Stacey had spoken, but the thought of two hundred and twenty dollars had her reconsidering. That could pay for a lot of cups…or get her electricity back on.

      “I’m not asking him out,” she said, though the idea was still tickling the back of her mind.

      “Well, if you do.” Esther shrugged.

      “There should be a time limit,” Stacey said. “Within the first week or something.”

      “Two weeks,” Tawny said. “Maybe she won’t even see him in the first week. You know?”

      “All right.” Esther beamed as brightly as the sun. “Sasha has to ask out Jasper within two weeks, starting tomorrow, for a grand prize pot of two hundred and twenty dollars.”

      “If he says yes,” Tawny amended. “I’m only paying if he says yes.” She grinned at Sasha, who couldn’t quite return the gesture. “Which I’m sure he will, because you’re gorgeous.”

      “Fine.” Esther looked from Tawny to Sasha. “Two-twenty if he says yes. Two hundred if she asks him, no matter what he says. We’re all in agreement?”

      Everyone agreed, except Sasha, who rolled her eyes and said, “I hate you guys,” before facing the bay again and wondering if she really could make an easy two hundred dollars with a simple question.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Sasha certainly didn’t feel gorgeous. She wore her strawberry blonde hair in a high ponytail and tight-fitting athleisure wear that she could get sweaty in and not care.

      Jasper had given her the code to the lock on the front door, and she tapped it in to the chorus of beeps. Something clicked and she pushed open the double-tall entrance. This place was ridiculous, and she waffled again on whether she’d even be able to look a man like Jasper Rosequist in the eye.

      She was five minutes early, but he wasn’t paying her by the hour. He’d said over the phone that he’d leave her a list on a table in the foyer each day, and she’d get paid five hundred dollars every Friday if she completed the jobs. Simple. Easy. Way more money than simple, easy housecleaning required. But she wasn’t complaining about the salary.

      The table sat ten feet from her, a gorgeous display of flowers standing in a vase in the middle of it. She inhaled the fresh blooms before picking up the list for the day.

      It read:

      Welcome! Cleaning supplies are in the janitorial closet off the kitchen.

      *Main floor bathrooms (2)

      *Vacuum formal living, library, and great room

      *All windows/glass doors on main level

      Thanks!

      So she definitely wouldn’t be seeing Jasper today. He’d probably stay on the second level—or were there three in this house?—every morning when she came. She navigated her way into the kitchen, which held the scent of food without any evidence of anyone being there to cook it. No pan sat on the stove. No dish rested in the sink. It was like someone had sprayed the scent of buttered toast and scrambled eggs into the air and then disappeared.

      She wasn’t entirely sure what a janitorial closet was. She lived in a one-bedroom condo a block from the beach and only had two closets. One for jackets near the front door, and one in her bedroom. Though, while she opened one door and found mostly empty shelves, she supposed she had a linen closet too, if the floor-to-ceiling cabinet in the bathroom counted.

      She closed the pantry door and tried the one next to it. That led to a mudroom, and another door that probably went into the garage.

      The third door finally revealed what she was looking for: A bucket filled with cleaning supplies, brooms, mops, and vacuums in a variety of sizes, and several shelves with bottles of liquids and cans of powder.

      Sasha decided to vacuum first, as it was a chore that she actually enjoyed. She could see the work being done, and she liked making perfectly straight lines in the carpet. As she pushed and pulled the vacuum over rugs in the library, and a light beige carpet in the formal living room, and a darker brown carpet in the great room, she yawned.

      So she’d be tired. Didn’t matter. This job would provide her with what she needed to keep her drink stand going and pay all her personal bills too.

      She finished the windows and the bathrooms with only thirty minutes to spare, feeling sticky and sweaty despite the air conditioning filling the house. She wondered what on earth it would cost to heat or cool a place like this, once again glad she’d taken the job.

      With her electricity out, she couldn’t cool or heat her place, and she was at the mercy of Mother Nature. Not only that, but she hadn’t had a hot shower in a week. With just enough time to spare before she had to leave to get to The Straw and get open for the day, she ran back out to her car and grabbed her bag.

      She hadn’t intended on showering at Jasper’s place, but down at the recreation center like she’d toyed about doing for a solid week. But he was sure to have hot water, and she wouldn’t be competing with all the morning lap swimmers.

      And he won’t even know, she told herself as she tiptoed back inside and cast a long look up the magnificent staircase to the second floor. She hadn’t heard a peep from anyone or anything inside the house. Not a squeaky floorboard, not a phone ringing. Nothing. So he’d never know she’d used his shower. She’d be in and out in twenty minutes tops, ready for a long day making tropical drinks and smiling at tourists.

      Sasha made sure to lock the door behind her, and she stood in the hot spray as relaxation coursed through her whole body. Though it had only been a week, she’d forgotten how wonderful and soothing hot water could be. She just had to get the electricity back on—and soon.

      She towel-dried her hair and cracked the door two inches so the steam would filter out. She hated getting dressed in the same room where she’d showered, as if Hawaii needed more humidity than it already had.

      Even with the cooler air from the hall coming in, her clothes still stuck to her as she pulled them on. She’d just loaded her toothbrush with minty paste when someone said, “Hello?” and the door drifted open to reveal a tall, broad, sandy-haired man standing there.

      Jasper Rosequist.

      Sasha sucked in a breath. Well, it was really a breath full of toothpaste and water, which caused her to choke. And cough. And spit white foam everywhere, as if she were a freaking rabid dog.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, moving into the already too-tight space and pounding on her back. “I startled you. You okay?”

      Of course she wasn’t okay. The heat from his palm against her back sent shockwaves through her system, and he smelled like he’d just gotten out of the shower too. One where he’d lathered up with pine trees and warm apple cider.

      Her eyes met his for a brief moment, and Sasha thought sure lightning would strike her. She managed to spit in the sink—so attractive, she thought—and take a drink of water to clear the evidence of rabies.

      “I’m fine,” she said, her voice much higher than it normally was. “Sorry, I was….” She glanced at her bag, where certain unmentionables were still visible.

      She practically dove onto the bag to conceal them, and when she looked at Jasper again, he’d backed to the doorway. He had to be perfect, of course, wearing a pair of pressed black slacks and a polo the color of the sky on a perfect summer day. If he put on a suit coat jacket, he’d be a twin to Newton, the last man who’d made her heart try to fling itself free of her body.

      “You showered here?” he asked.

      “I, uh….” Sasha didn’t know what to say, and her pulse pounded now for an entirely different reason. This man had no idea what her life was like, and he’d never understand unless he had to live without hot water. Or air conditioning. Or the ability to keep food cold.

      “Yes,” she finally said, deciding to own it. Maybe she could still get paid for the cleaning she’d done that morning. “I showered here. I had a few minutes before my next job, and I was kind of gross from all the cleaning. It won’t happen again.” She gazed evenly at him, telling herself that he wasn’t more important than her just because he had money and she didn’t.

      He said nothing for so long that Sasha’s nerves started to fray. “Are you going to fire me?” she asked, lifting her chin and hoping with everything she had that he’d say no.

      He just stood there, mute and growing more attractive by the moment as she took in the ripple of his muscles under his shirtsleeves and across his chest, the way his hair spiked in the front like he was trying to be the lead singer of a boy band, and the way he stood as if he knew he’d be able to charm her into doing whatever he wanted.

      What was wrong with him? Sasha still needed to put on makeup and get over to The Straw, and with every second he stood there staring with those dark green eyes was another second she’d be late. So whether she found him attractive or not, she needed to break this guy out of whatever trance he’d fallen into. Stat.
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      Jasper Rosequist hadn’t had a woman in his house in a long time. Okay, that wasn’t true. His personal chef was female, but she wasn’t interested in men. Somehow, Jasper knew Sasha was, even with the defiant glint riding in her dark honey-colored eyes.

      “Hello?” She lifted her hand as if to wave at him, and he startled.

      “I’m not going to fire you,” he blurted. “The vacuuming looked nice. I thought you were gone.” He wasn’t a creeper. She’d left the bathroom door open. He hadn’t touched the doorknob, simply pushed against the door with two fingers. He wanted to blurt all of that out to her, but sucked it back in. Wouldn’t a creeper be sure to tell someone he wasn’t a creeper?

      Jasper didn’t know for sure, and he didn’t want to drive this beautiful woman away. His heart did a strange tango in his chest, and he couldn’t figure out why. “You found the place okay? The supplies?”

      Sasha, who’d showered in his guest bathroom, grinned at him, which only sent sparks spinning through his bloodstream. Oh, this wasn’t good. His attraction to her was not good at all.

      “Obviously,” she said, pulling a makeup case from her bag, which rested on the toilet. “Did I wake you with the vacuuming? I did it first, thinking maybe you hadn’t gone to bed yet.” She whipped mascara onto her eyelashes, seemingly while watching him.

      “I just got home, actually.”

      “Oh?” She turned toward him. “I thought you worked from home. In the middle of the night.”

      “I do.” He didn’t need to explain himself to her. What would he say anyway? I had a really stressful night—lost over two million dollars in a bad diamond deal—and decided to go surfing at 3 AM. The pre-dawn waves relax me.

      Nope. He wasn’t telling her that. Not only was it none of her business, it was simply too personal for him to share. He wouldn’t even tell his father, who asked about the business he’d spent his life building before he’d turned it over to Jasper.

      “I see,” she said, though she obviously couldn’t. “Well, I have to get to my next job.” She packed everything up in her bag, and he licked his lips at the slip of black lace he’d seen on top. She hadn’t wanted him to see that, and he’d put some distance between them pretty dang fast when he felt his blood heating.

      “Same time tomorrow?” he asked, though he had no idea what time she’d arrived today. The security cameras would tell him, but again, he wasn’t a creeper, nor so anal that he had to know. He didn’t need to watch her vacuum his floors or wash his windows.

      He’d probably only keep her around for a couple of months anyway. His sister, Brighton, had come to visit from Paris, where she lived with her husband and two kids, and she’d said the whole place needed sprucing up.

      “A deep clean,” she’d said when he’d looked confused and asked what she meant. “You can tell no one really lives here.”

      Her words still rang in his mind, and it had been three weeks since she’d left. He lived there. He slept there. Worked there. Ate there. Heck, he even sometimes ran on the treadmill, right there in the house.

      You can tell no one really lives here.

      Her words had eaten at him, and he’d been contemplating his life for the past twenty days. He lived. Didn’t he?

      He wasn’t so sure anymore.

      Sasha paused in front of him, concern flowing through those eyes that ate him right up. “Are you okay?”

      He fell back a step, his mind clearing without the orange-and-floral notes of her hair products in his nose. The air in the hallway was crisper too, cool and calm. “Yeah.”

      “I asked, same time tomorrow?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Yes, that’s fine.” He moved back further so she could come out of the bathroom with her bag.

      Sasha gave him a nod and started toward the front door.

      “And you can shower here any time you want,” he called after her. He pressed his eyes closed in a long blink. Why had he shouted that? Did he have to be so obvious about everything?

      She turned toward him and said, “Thanks,” a pretty smile on her full lips. Something crossed her face and she gave her head a little shake. One eyebrow pulled down, and she said, “Would you…? Never mind.” She resumed her walk toward the door.

      Jasper practically lunged after her. “Would I what?”

      She met his eye as he came up alongside her. “I’m really late. I’ll ask you tomorrow.”

      He thought he saw a hint of redness enter her cheeks as she reached for the doorknob and scampered outside. He stood in the doorway and watched her fly down the steps and get in an older model sedan he hadn’t seen when he’d returned from lying in Tyler’s hammock.

      In the next breath, she was gone, and Jasper retreated behind the thick, wooden door, his heart a jumbled mess.

      “It’s only because of the stress you’re under,” he told himself as he went into the kitchen to find the eggs and toast Jacqueline had made for him. He couldn’t eat them, of course—what kind of savage ate cold toast that was five hours old?—and he sent another apology to her for not letting her know she didn’t need to have his breakfast ready at five-thirty the way she usually did.

      It’s fine, she answered for the second time.

      Take tomorrow off, he told her, and she accepted. He could pour a bowl of cereal as well as the next man.

      He wandered upstairs and stripped off the clothes he’d put on after his own shower. After all, he didn’t think he should go downstairs and check on the strange noises he’d heard in the nude.

      “That would’ve been a disaster,” he mumbled to himself as he fell into bed wearing only his boxers. With the bad business overnight and the way his heart was lecturing him about Sasha, it was a miracle he was able to fall asleep at all.
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        * * *

      

      Jasper loathed cooking for himself. Probably because he couldn’t find a frying pan to save his life. In his own kitchen. There was precious little food in the pantry and fridge, but he managed to find a package of hot dogs. No buns though.

      And while he was an hour from climbing back into bed after working all night, his favorite sushi place wasn’t open. His backward schedule had some definite drawbacks, including limited take-out choices and the inability to meet normal women.

      Although…his mind wandered to Sasha, and the anticipation of seeing her again kept his exhaustion at bay. He hadn’t slept great yesterday after she’d left, those eyes following him into his dreams.

      Which was ridiculous really. He knew nothing about her. “Yet you hired her sight unseen to clean your house. Gave her access to the whole thing.”

      Maybe he was too trusting. Lara had certainly taken advantage of him. He pushed her from his thoughts at the same time he gave up on trying to find something to eat in his own house. He opened the drawer beside the fridge—which housed all his favorite energy drinks, bottled water, and more soda than a human should ever consume—and pulled out a stack of take-out menus.

      After leafing through them, he tossed them back in the drawer. “Why do I even have these?” None of them were for places that were open. He toyed with the idea of texting Sasha. She did work for him….

      He put the idea out of his mind. Jasper didn’t need to come off as a self-absorbed, stuck-up guy who didn’t get out of his mansion much, even if it was true. Maybe just the not-getting-out-of-his-house part. He could benefit from leaving the premises more often.

      Opening the fridge again, he muttered, “You go to the Nine-0 meetings.” He glanced at the door and saw a carton of eggs. He could probably put together a plate of eggs and toast himself.

      He cracked and whisked and found a frying pan in the fifth cupboard he opened. “And the beach,” he continued talking to himself. “And out to dinner everyday. Okay, sometimes.”

      His breakfast came at dinnertime, and his routine of waking, showering, checking email and his schedule for the day was almost as easy as breathing. He left the house then, usually, and went to grab something to eat. Sometimes he ordered in, as evidenced by the take-out menus that were for places closed in the morning.

      Something didn’t smell right, and he spun back to the stove. Smoke lifted from the pan, and he hadn’t even poured the eggs in yet. He frowned, trying to figure out what to do. Oil? Butter?

      He yanked open the fridge and couldn’t see anything of the sort. So he grabbed the bowl where he’d cracked a few eggs and dumped them into the hot pan.

      A searing, scorching sound lifted into the air, and the eggs started to boil. Boil. That certainly wasn’t right, and the smell went from a little bit of metal smokiness to downright disgusting burnt egg stench.

      He actually gagged and pulled the pan off the flame, hoping that would help. It didn’t, but the eggs settled into an even surface. No way he could eat them though. He’d never eat in this house again, actually, not with that horrible aroma hanging around.

      Laughter sounded behind him and he turned toward the arched entryway to find Sasha standing there in a dark gray pair of leggings that emphasized the length of her legs, and an equally form-fitting top in the same color, with a slash of bright blue across the stomach and chest.

      He pulled in a breath, regretting it when that overcooked egg smell got trapped in his nostrils.

      “It’s nice to know you can’t cook,” she said, putting her bag on the kitchen counter
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