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        He’s out to prove he can do

        more than swing a hammer

      

      

      Thea Blackwell never commits to anything. Not jobs. Not hairstyles. Not men. Yet here she is dreaming about buying her fixer-upper dream house and having it remodeled by the town playboy, who still sees her as the girl next door.

      

      Aiden Murdoch’s great with his hands, but the one thing he can't seem to fix is his wild reputation, which is starting to scare clients away from his family's construction company. Then his childhood friend Thea delivers the perfect opportunity: he'll renovate her house if she'll renovate his image. Playing the besotted boyfriend while laying tile and installing cabinets ought to do the trick.

      

      But when their fake kisses start feeling deliciously real, their "no sex, no feelings" agreement crumbles, leaving Aiden aching to prove he’s worth a lifelong commitment and Thea wondering if her pretend boyfriend can truly give up his swipe-right lifestyle.
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      Thea Blackwell wasn’t going to let herself cry.

      For one thing, she didn’t have any Kleenex on her.

      For another thing, it was so cold that any tears would probably freeze and scratch her eyeballs.

      And for another other thing, crying wouldn’t make her tire any less flat or the parking lot any less empty or the night any less dark.

      “Sh-sh-shit.”

      The word shuddered from her rapidly numbing lips as a tremor wracked her body. Two minutes in the frigid February air had been enough to leave her fingers stiff and her skin raw. Why the hell hadn’t she worn her coat to the bar tonight? Peter was right; her vanity really would be the death of her.

      Forcing herself into motion under the halo of the buzzing lights attached to the outside of the bar, she fumbled with her keys and popped open the hatchback on Juniper to shove the big box of radio-station swag inside. Then she hustled to the front and slid into the driver’s seat. There was no point in turning on the ignition; Juniper’s crappy heater took at least ten minutes to produce any noticeable warmth, at which point she’d be tucked into a Lyft and on her way home.

      The thought had her reaching for the phone, but when her stiff fingers finally managed to pull up the app, she whimpered. Not a single car was available. And why would they be? It was an hour past last call for the bars in Beaucoeur, which meant all the party people were off the streets for the night. She’d changed out a flat before, but never in pitch-black subzero weather, and the idea held no appeal.

      At that moment, the bar lights shut off for the night, plunging her into total darkness.

      “Shit!” She thrust aside the thread of fear curling through her chest and shoved her hands under her armpits for warmth as she considered her from-bad-to-worse options. Call Faith, who might not have her phone on silent and would probably come and rescue her. Or call her mom, who absolutely would have hers on silent thanks to Peter’s “no calls after eight p.m.” rule and might not come rescue her even if she did answer. Either way, it would set her up for a lecture on the dangers of improper car maintenance on an older vehicle like Juniper.

      Death by frostbite might be preferable. Somebody would find her body when the bar reopened for its Saturday patrons, right? That’s if she didn’t get carried off by a murderer lurking out there in the pitch-black night.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” She let her head fall forward, punctuating each word with forehead taps to the steering wheel. She was so screwed.

      “Hey there. Need help?”

      Thea whipped upright with a short, sharp scream and frantically mashed the flashlight app on her phone to illuminate the source of the voice outside her window. Brandishing her phone with trembling fingers, she inhaled in preparation to shriek her head off, but the sound died in her throat at the sight of the man wincing under the laser-beam light.

      “Aiden?” For a moment every muscle in her body froze. Not because of the subzero weather this time but because the hottest guy in Beaucoeur was lifting a hand to shield his eyes from her flashlight.

      “Yeah, just making sure everything was okay. You’re the only other car in the lot.”

      “Uh, sorry,” she said, swinging the beam away from his face. Forcing the biggest smile possible, she popped open the door and stepped back out into the night. The wind sliced right through her T-shirt and skinny jeans, and her tremors started up again. “Flat tire and no Lyfts available.”

      Aiden Murdoch’s brows lifted so far they disappeared under his knit hat. “Also no coats anywhere?”

      Another tremor, stronger this time. “D-didn’t wear one. It’s always hot inside the bar.”

      Without a word, he unzipped his Murdoch Construction coat and handed it to her. “Here.”

      “No, I couldn’t.” But even as she objected, she slid it around her shoulders, wrapping her hands around the collar and burrowing into its warmth.

      “Oh please,” Aiden said as he pulled off his hat and plopped it on her head. “Like I’m gonna let you freeze. Come on. I’m parked over there.” He jerked his head to the right, and this time Thea’s smile wasn’t forced.

      “My hero!”

      Normally she hated trucks that were so far off the ground she had to make a running jump to get inside, but tonight she gratefully heaved herself onto the plush bench seat with all the grace of a whale beaching itself. Aiden managed to climb in far more smoothly, but his legs were almost as long as her whole body, so it’s not like it was a fair comparison.

      “So warm,” she moaned, holding the icicles that were her fingers up to the heat blasting from the vent.

      “That’s nothing.” Aiden flicked a grin at her and tapped a button on the console.

      Almost immediately, her backside started to heat up. She gave a delighted wiggle despite the late hour and the overall crappy circumstances. Heated seats were one of her bucket list items.

      Aiden put the car into drive. “Where to?”

      “The Mayflower Apartments.” She slid her arms into his coat, which was eleventy sizes too big and swaddled her like a warm cocoon that smelled vaguely of sawdust and coffee. “Thanks. You may literally have saved my life.”

      Her childhood neighbor shrugged as he pulled out of the parking lot, his headlights revealing the empty stretch of road in front of them. As they drove, the streetlights pierced the darkness of the truck cab before retreating, each time illuminating another portion of his handsome, all-American face: the stubble on his sharp jaw, the upward tilt of his generous lips, the slightly-too-long brown hair curling around his ear.

      “I’m glad I noticed you. What had you there so late?” he asked, jarring her out of her Aiden trance. She’d been staring at him like a weirdo.

      And God, it was late. A jaw-cracking yawn attacked her. She indulged and then shook her head to stay alert, reaching up to adjust his hat. Not like it’d mess up her hair, which had gone limp and straggly hours ago thanks to the heat in the overcrowded bar. “Cleaning up after the Brick Babes. You?”

      “Cleaning up after the Moo Daddies.”

      Several times a month, the dozen-member Brick Babe team shimmied into their one-size-too-small T-shirts to rep 105.5 the Brick at events around the Beaucoeur area. Tonight’s gig was a concert by the Moo Daddies, the popular local cover band that featured Aiden on drums.

      He slid a glance her way as they drove. “If we’re on cleanup, does that make us the responsible ones?”

      “Scary thought.” She gave an exaggerated grimace, yet it wasn’t too far from the truth.

      The Moo Daddies always drew huge music-loving crowds, so she’d spent her night laughing and flirting and ordering drinks while the band rocked out. And those were all things she was good at. Enjoyed, even. Except tonight, when the responsibility for the girls and the shirts and the bumper stickers had left her feeling annoyed and put-upon.

      She sighed and lifted her hands to the heating vent again. “Somehow I’ve become their den mother. ‘Sure, Thea’ll take care of the boxes of swag at the end of the night. It’s not like she was busy keeping Kimmie’s hair from falling into the toilet while she puked up those last four shots of tequila.’” She shuddered at the memory of wrestling the overly apologetic drunk girl away from the water as she flopped around like a fish. “By the time I sent her home with Bex, everybody else had cleared out, so I had to pack it all up on my own.”

      Oh Lordy, she was babbling. She crammed her still-chilly fingers under her thighs and ordered her motormouth to slow its roll. Nervous chatter was her default setting even around gorgeous guys she’d known her whole life. Maybe especially around gorgeous guys she’d known her whole life.

      This particular gorgeous guy’s lips twitched into a smile. “They could have a worse den mother.”

      “Why do I have to be anybody’s mother?” she grumbled. “It’s not like I’m that much older than them. No more than five years.” Actually, Bex was all of twenty-one, which made Thea eight years older. But she didn’t offer that factoid up to Aiden. “So how’d you get to be the den father for the band?”

      “Drums take the longest to pack up.” He tapped his fingers on the top of the steering wheel in time to the Liz Phair song on the radio. “And I’ve got the most space.”

      “Makes sense.” She cast a teasing glance at the truck bed. “Got the lucky lady of the night stashed back there too?”

      As she turned back around, she caught sight of the smile slipping off his face. “Nothing there but my kit.”

      Huh. The tightness of his voice surprised her, as did his answer. “No girl?”

      Aiden always ended the night with a woman—not that she’d ever experienced that for herself, although several of her girlfriends had.

      “No girl,” he said shortly.

      She watched his fingers tense and then release around the steering wheel, but before she could pursue it further—and oh, she would definitely love to pursue it further—her phone buzzed in her jeans pocket. She did a little dance to slide it out from under the coat and seat belt.

      “Ooooh.” Her pulse kicked up at the notification box, and she tapped to open the new screen. “Oooooohhhh.”

      “What’s got you so excited?” Aiden inclined his chin toward her phone as they idled at a stoplight regulating an empty intersection.

      “Porn,” she said absently. But he looked so startled that she immediately let him off the hook. “Real estate porn.”

      His shoulders relaxed and he grinned. “Whew, kid. You scared me for a second.”

      Kid? Her eyes narrowed. “For actual porn, I prefer man-on-man. Twice the beautiful bodies to ogle.”

      “Jesus,” he muttered, eyes snapping forward. The light turned green, and he hit the accelerator with enough force that she rocked back against the seat.

      “Serves you right. I’m not the little girl next door anymore.” But her attention was already back on her phone as she swiped through photos. Despite the Midwest cold pressing against the window, heat ignited in her chest. It was perfect.

      “So tell me about this real estate porn.”

      She hadn’t expected Aiden to be interested. Then again, construction was his family business.

      “It’s my house.” She clasped the phone to her heart where it was going pitter-pat under the thick layer of his coat. “The house I’ve wanted to buy my whole life.”

      “Oh yeah? Which number?”

      His question confused her until she realized he’d pulled into her apartment complex. “Oh, building two.”

      He pulled his truck around and slid it into the available guest slot in front of the glass entrance door before notching the gear into park. “And the house?”

      She looked down at her phone and bit her lip, already feeling a little silly for bringing it up. Still, how often was she sitting next to a certified expert? “Okay, I know it’s late, but can you tell me if I’m an idiot for thinking about buying this?” She handed her phone over.

      After a moment, recognition spread across his face. “This is one of the houses off Prospect Point.”

      She nodded. “One of the smaller ones, yeah.” She kept talking as he swiped through the listing photos. “The only reason I could come close to affording anything on that street is because it needs so much work. What I don’t know is if it maybe needs too much work for me to afford.”

      His large hand dwarfed her phone as he pinched and zoomed, the glow from the screen illuminating his furrowed brow. “It’s tough to tell just from the pictures. Considering the age of the house and some of these photos, I’m guessing it’s full of lead paint and outdated heating and cooling. Oh, and the basement probably floods.”

      Her heart dropped. “You’re right. It was stupid to even think about buying it.” She inhaled hard against the sharp swell of disappointment and reached for her phone.

      He refused to relinquish it, instead flashing that irresistible grin. “Are you kidding me? This is one of my favorite houses on the Point. All that Tudor architecture and brickwork. And look at the ceiling in the master bedroom here. It’s just begging for a skylight, don’t you think?” He tapped the photo in question with one long finger. “You should at least get someone with some expertise to walk through it with you.”

      “Good idea. Do you know anybody?” she chirped, and as she hoped, it made him laugh.

      “Sixteen years of construction experience at your service.” He waved a hand down his body with a flourish.

      “Are you serious?” She held her breath, expecting him to brush her off. After all, he was Aiden freaking Murdoch, every woman’s fantasy fling and one of the busiest contractors in town. Why would he take the time to help her? They were friendly, but they weren’t exactly friends.

      Then he almost killed her by flashing that smile and crinkling the corners of those hazel eyes. “If I wasn’t serious, I wouldn’t have offered.”

      Her heart hammered at this unexpected turn. “Okay then. Would… would you be willing to walk through it with me sometime this coming week? Because I really love this house and I’ve been waiting for it to go on the market forever, and my Realtor friend told me to keep my eye out, and the listing just popped up, and I don’t want to wait.” More word babble, but Aiden just rolled with it.

      “Sure. Make an appointment and I’ll be there. Here.” He tapped in a number on her phone, and a moment later an electric ringing sounded from his pocket. He hit End on the call and held her phone out for her.

      His fingers brushed against hers as she reached for it, and she barely suppressed a nervous giggle at the zing of pleasure she got from the contact. Was she really ending her shit night by collecting Aiden’s digits? Most of the single ladies in Beaucoeur would slap their grandmas to get their hands on that. Although they’d known each other for two and a half decades, they’d never had a single reason to exchange phone numbers before, and for some reason this felt more intimate than knowing she could reach him through whatever social media accounts they were connected on. Then again, this was for work purposes, and he wasn’t exactly angling to come upstairs with her tonight, was he? Not that she’d say yes if he was.

      Probably.

      Her eyes cut over to the strong lines of his face, and she shifted at the thought of what bringing Aiden up to her apartment would actually be like. Then something sharp jabbed her in the butt. “Ow!”

      She arced off the seat and groped around until she found the culprit: an earring.

      “Um. Yours?” She held it out to him, all dangle and sparkles in the watery light of the parking lot, and he had the good grace to look chagrined.

      “Yeah, no.” He plucked it from her palm and dropped it into the cup holder. “Sorry about that.”

      The physical reminder of Aiden’s playboy ways was what she needed to get her sorry self out of the truck. This night would definitely not end with him following her up to the fifth floor. She sighed and started to shrug out of his jacket.

      “Give it back on the house tour.” He reached for his seat belt. “I’ll walk you up.”

      “No!” He’d called her kid not ten minutes ago. No need for another reminder that their night would end with nothing more heart-racing than a platonic handshake. “It’s eight feet to the entrance, and you can see the elevator from here. Thanks though.”

      He shrugged and tapped the steering wheel, and she slid out of the truck, praying that she’d stick the landing.

      “Okay, thanks again!”

      “Night,” he said. Then, “Hey!”

      She turned quickly, heart in her throat and hoping for… What? That he’d invite himself up?

      “You got a tire guy?” he asked. “For your car?”

      She blinked. Right. Her car. “Uh, no.”

      He nodded. “I’ll text you my guy’s number. Tell him I sent you.”

      “Oh. Thanks. Again. Um, good night.” With an awkward final smile, she slammed the door shut and hustled inside, grateful for the warmth of his coat and the brightness of his headlights until she was safely on the elevator. As soon as the doors dinged shut, she dropped her perky-girl act and sagged against the wall.

      For better or for worse, she was the one woman in Beaucoeur that Aiden Murdoch never even considered going home with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Aiden Murdoch woke up on Saturday morning, alone in his bed and with a clear head.

      Still a little weird, but it was all part of the plan.

      He rolled over and blinked up at the ceiling, frowning when he noticed a crack that had appeared in the far corner near the wall. The heir to Beaucoeur’s premiere construction and renovation business couldn’t possibly let that stand.

      He added it to the day’s mental to-do list, then rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom. The mirror over the sink confirmed that the tan he’d picked up on his beach vacation last month had mostly vanished under his usual February-in-Illinois pallor. Unlike most Saturday mornings over the past several years, his eyes weren’t bloodshot and he hadn’t kicked aside a used condom wrapper on his way across the room, but his expression was grim, and his hair was shaggy and in need of a cut.

      “You’re killing it,” he muttered at his reflection before turning away from the mirror.

      He snapped on the shower and contemplated stepping under the icy water before it’d warmed up, just to shock the self-pity out of his system, but steam obscured the gray-and-black-tiles almost immediately thanks to his beast of a water heater. Masochistic shower foiled by good home maintenance. He stepped under the spray and let the hot water drum away every other thought for a few minutes before he soaped up, rinsed off, and toweled dry, glad he’d dropped the money to install heaters in the new bathroom flooring. No one living in Beaucoeur would regret warm tiles under their cold, wet feet in February.

      Twenty minutes later, he was dressed and behind the wheel of his truck, on his way to his buddy Dave’s with a travel mug of coffee riding shotgun. His phone dinged with an incoming email alert, and he immediately turned it to silent. Not even weekends were safe from some new work crisis. A promise his dad had made to a client but forgotten to tell him about or some new backhanded dig from his perpetually pissed-off brother. It would all be there waiting for him on Monday.

      When he arrived at the Chiltons’ two-story brick house, Dave opened the door before Aiden had a chance to knock. His friend resettled his glasses on his long nose. “Rough night?”

      “Late night.” Aiden stepped inside and shrugged off his jacket. It was the one with the varnish stain on the sleeve since Thea had his good one. He’d basically had a whole conversation with her eyebrows last night because the rest of her face had been swaddled in his far-too-big coat.

      “Late night, huh?”

      Dave’s speculative tone made him bristle. “Nothing like that. Thea Blackwell had a flat, so I helped her out.”

      “A flat in that cold last night? Poor kid.”

      Unexpected heat twisted in Aiden’s stomach. “I wouldn’t call her ‘kid’ to her face.”

      Knowing Thea’s porn preferences shouldn’t be that weird. Knowing that she watched porn at all shouldn’t be that weird. She wasn’t the eight-year-old living across the street anymore. Still, the thought of Thea, all wholesome pink cheeks and perky smiles, typing in search terms and hitting Play on a video while her hand crept down to her⁠—

      “You with me, dude?”

      Dave’s words jolted him back to reality, and he self-consciously cleared his throat. “Yeah. Yep. Let’s hit that last wall.”

      This was his third weekend in a row helping Dave finish his basement to turn it into a playroom for his kids, and Aiden took a great deal of professional pride in the fact that the work was right on schedule. The last of the drywall would go up today, they’d spend next weekend painting, and then Dave could move in whatever furniture the kids might want to destroy just in time for his wife to give birth to Chilton Child Number Three.

      “Actually,” Dave said as he weaved around the toys scattered across the living room on the way to the basement stairs, “I was wondering if we could focus on the bathroom today. Ana’s been complaining about how dingy the floor in there is, so I’d love to put down something fresh.”

      Aiden almost tripped over an abandoned toy fire truck that Dave had neatly sidestepped, and the wail of the little electronic siren followed them as they descended the basement stairs. He could lay tile with his eyes closed, but the timetable he’d built for the project didn’t account for bathroom work. Time to treat Dave the way he would a client who made a suggestion that didn’t quite fit inside the project parameter: with a winning smile and a polite misdirect.

      “How about we finish up the walls today, then I’ll take measurements and shoot you some flooring options on Monday for you to consider?”

      “Sure thing. You’re the expert,” Dave said easily.

      He started shuffling his schedule around in his head as he and Dave laid out the drywall supplies. If he swung by some night during the week, he could get started on the paint job, which would open up some time next Saturday for the tile while still keeping the end date on track. He was supposed to meet his buddy Daniel at the gym after work on Tuesday, so maybe Wednesday would work to start painting. Yeah, that could be good.

      “So you really didn’t pick up a girl after the show?”

      Aiden’s mental schedule rejiggering slammed to a halt. Christ, this again?

      “Really.” His fists clenched around the drywall screws in his palm.

      “No offense.” Dave gave a typical laid-back shrug. “I just figured if you were going to backslide, it’d happen on a Moo Daddies night.”

      “That makes two of us,” he muttered, snatching the electric drill as he braced for yet another conversation on this godforsaken topic.

      Aiden had spun through his twenties on a merry-go-round of women who hopped on and off with ease. But a few months ago he’d shut the carnival down entirely. Not like he was looking to settle down, but he’d faced the fact that he needed to stop sleeping around for a bit to focus on the family’s construction business. As a bonus, it might make him the subject of a little less gossip around town. But fast, easy, no-strings sex was a hard habit to break, and he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t been tempted to go back to his old ways once or twice or ten times.

      “No backsliding, no hookups. That’s the plan.” He said it out loud, more as a reminder to himself than anything else.

      Dave smirked as he grabbed the next sheet of drywall. “Your legions of fans will be devastated.”

      Aiden just grunted and was saved from further conversation on the topic by the arrival of Dave’s extremely pregnant wife hauling an overstuffed laundry hamper behind her.

      “No, no, I got it,” Ana announced as the hamper bumped down each step in her wake. “Really, Aiden, what man leaves his pregnant wife to deal with mounds of their children’s laundry all by herself?”

      She hit the bottom of the steps and slumped dramatically against the wall, resting a hand possessively on her belly. But her eyes danced as she looked at her husband, and Aiden bounded forward to play his part.

      “A monster, that’s who.” He grabbed the handle of the hamper and dragged it the rest of the way to the washing machine. “Dump him and get with me. I’ll carry anything you want. I’m very strong.”

      “Hear that, husband?” Ana twined a strand of hair around her finger and batted her lashes. “I’ve got other offers.”

      Dave pulled her in for a kiss. “Go back upstairs and put your feet up, woman. We’ve got this.” He sent her on her way with a butt pat, and Aiden pointedly focused on placing the next sheet of drywall while Dave started on the laundry.

      A hard knot of jealousy lodged in his throat. Not because he was in love with his friend’s wife or anything, but they were so… happy. Settled. Comfortable. They were a team, and for all that Aiden had great parents and good friends and an important role in the family business, he’d never had that kind of partnership with someone else, that ease and familiarity.

      Staying single was a choice he’d actively made years ago. He’d dutifully majored in construction management at ISU and even dropped his music minor in favor of business, like his dad wanted. He’d started his career at Murdoch Construction the Monday after he’d graduated from college, and he’d never complained that he’d been groomed from day one to take over the business someday. But he’d drawn the line at marrying some nice girl way too young, the way his brother had. Sleeping around and staying unattached was his single act of rebellion, and he didn’t regret it. His life was great.

      Sometimes though. Sometimes a tiny part of him did wonder if he was missing out. Wondered if he even had it in him to be a boyfriend, husband, father.

      “Hey. Lazy ass.” Dave’s voice snapped him out of his impending spiral. “I’m not paying you zero dollars to stand around daydreaming.”

      “I’m gonna start charging you by the insult,” he warned as he picked up his drill and got back to work. By midafternoon they hit a stopping point, so Aiden packed up his shit, bid farewell to the Chilton family, and headed to the hardware store to grab the joint compound he’d need to fix the crack in his bedroom ceiling. Anything to keep his hands and his mind occupied so he wouldn’t be tempted to backslide into “fuck first, ask questions later” territory. Sticking to the plan was easier when he filled his time, which usually wasn’t hard. He had Moo Daddies gigs. He met up with his buddies at the Tenth Inning for pizza and beer while they watched whatever sports were in season at the time: Cubs, Bears, Bulls, Blackhawks. Hell, he even kept up his volunteer maintenance work for a handful of nonprofits around the area.

      But tonight was wide open, and as he left the hardware store with his purchase, the siren song of the familiar started up in his head. It’d be so easy to head to a bar or call up one of the handful of women in his phone who had no expectations of him. It’s how he’d spent his weekends for so long that it felt weird not to. He could text Paige, or maybe Jen. One of them might⁠—

      His phone buzzed as he slid into his truck.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thea

      

      
        Does the offer still stand?

      

      

      

      

      

      For a split second, the question confused him. God, what had he promised her? And then he remembered the run-down house and Thea’s nervous face as she asked him about it. Why nervous though? It had bothered him at the time, how tense she was in his car and how reluctant she was to ask for his help. He tapped out an immediate response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aiden

      

      
        Of course.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thea

      

      
        Is this afternoon too soon? Like in half an hour?

      

      

      

      

      

      Perfect. A house-walk-through distraction would keep him from making bad choices.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aiden

      

      
        Sure. Meet you there.

      

      

      

      

      

      He tossed the phone on the seat next to him and started to put his truck in gear, then notched it back into park and reached for his phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aiden

      

      
        Did my guy get your tire fixed?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jumping dots. No jumping dots. Jumping dots again, and finally a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thea

      

      
        Not yet. He had to order a new one.

      

      

      

      

      

      His thumbs started to work across the phone, but he abandoned that in favor of just hitting Call.

      “Um, hi!” She sounded surprised to hear from him—fair, since he himself was a little surprised to have called her—yet her voice remained as chipper as ever.

      “And how are you planning to get to the house if your car’s still at Troy’s shop?”

      “Beaucoeur has Lyfts,” she said in the friendliest duh, idiot voice he’d ever heard.

      “Oh, for…” His eyes rolled skyward, and he put the truck back into gear. “Sit tight. I’ll be at your place in ten minutes.”

      “You don’t have to—” she was saying as he disconnected and pulled out of the parking lot.

      He found her waiting in the glass entryway of her apartment building, his coat folded over one arm. As soon as he pulled up, she practically skipped out to join him, hauling herself into his truck cab with a tiny bit of thrashing.

      “You didn’t have to pick me up!” she said by way of greeting, settling the jacket between them and adjusting a fuzzy scarf around her neck.

      “Such an imposition. I was all of three miles away. Just a nightmare commute.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him. “I didn’t mean to hijack your whole afternoon.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Really?”

      Again the surprise. It rankled. “Really. Why would I mind?”

      “I mean, we’re not friends.” She studied her thumbnail as she said it, not meeting his eyes, which was just as well. It meant she didn’t see his chin jerk backward.

      “We’re not?” He ignored the tiny sting her words caused.

      “Come on, not really.” She sounded exasperated, which was only slightly preferable to nervous. “We say hi when we bump into each other. We chat when our mutual friends all get together. But we don’t do this.” She gestured around his truck, he guessed to encompass “go places together” or “intentionally hang out.”

      “I suppose you’ve got a point.”

      The smile she gave him was a lot less perky than usual. “We rode bikes together when we were kids. Then…” Her half smile vanished, and she swallowed hard before continuing. “Then Mom and I moved, and I didn’t see you again until high school.”

      He was aware that a chasm of pain lurked beneath the details she’d skipped over, but if she wasn’t going to address it, he sure as hell wasn’t going there. “You were a freshman when I was a senior. It would’ve been a little weird if we’d hung out after all that time.”

      “Well that. And by then you’d turned into—” Rather than finish the thought, she waved a hand in his direction.

      “Turned into…?” The smart part of him didn’t want her to keep going, but the masochistic part of him was dying to hear her description.

      “You know.” Her smile was back, tart as ever. “Adonis Aiden.”

      He groaned as he turned his truck in to Prospect Point. “Don’t tell me she got to you too?”

      “Who, Mabel? The bestower of great nicknames?” She bounced in her seat. “She sure did, Adonis!”

      “Dammit,” he muttered but without any heat. Busting-his-chops Thea was preferable to nervous Thea and far preferable to sad Thea. He brought the truck to a halt in front of their destination. “Friends or not, we’re here.”
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      She was parked in front of her dream house, but Thea couldn’t tear her eyes off the man behind the wheel. Aiden’s too-long brown hair curled against his neck, and his cheeks and nose were pink from the cold. With the playful tilt of his lips and the crinkles at the corner of his eyes, he could star in a commercial promoting the healthful benefits of brisk midwestern winters. Women would move here in droves.

      She’d been flustered ever since she’d heard his voice on the other end of the phone, so much so that she blurted out all that nonsense about their nonfriendship. Like he cared about any of that. Get your shit together, Blackwell. He was just a man, after all. A nice, handsome man with big, capable hands that dwarfed the steering wheel.

      Okay, thinking about his hands wasn’t helping. And now she’d been sitting there silently for far longer than was normal, and her stupid brain wouldn’t cough up a single thing to say that wouldn’t make her sound like an idiot.

      “Realtor’s not here yet.” See? Idiot.

      Thankfully, the charisma machine next to her just grinned and slouched back in his seat, his eyes traveling past her to 201 Prospect Point with its steep pitched roof and light-colored stone-and-timber exterior. “So talk to me while we wait. Why is this the house for you?”

      Here was a topic she could warm up to. “I just… I love it so much.” She sighed. “It’s like the scrappy kid sister to all the other houses in the neighborhood.”

      Prospect Point ran along the bluff overlooking the Illinois River, with the city’s grandest homes on one side and a glorious view of the river valley on the other. The majority of the houses were either intimidating palaces built a century and a half earlier by the city’s founders or they were recently constructed monuments of glass and sharp angles built after the new owners bought the less-desirable homes on the street to knock down.

      Not Thea’s house though. It was located at the very end of the road and was far more modest than its showy neighbors. In fact, Thea’s house could be stowed inside the living rooms of most of the Point houses.

      “If you have a house on Prospect, you go all out for the holidays. Everybody spends the weekend after Thanksgiving getting ready for all the traffic that drives by to see the decorations.” She pressed her forehead against the cold window glass, imagining twinkle lights lining the picture window and a cascade of pine and mistletoe gracing the front door. “Isn’t that nice?”

      “It’s a Norman Rockwell nightmare.”

      His reply was unapologetically horrified, and on instinct, she reached out and flicked a finger against his bicep. Even though it would barely have registered through all his winter layers, she froze, a nervous smile fixed on her face. They definitely didn’t have a touchy-feely relationship, and she’d probably made it weird.

      But he just laughed and wrapped one of those workman’s hands around his upper arm. “Geez, killer. That’s some left hook.”

      The pressure in her chest dissolved at the curl of lazy amusement in his voice. “Ha, sorry,” she said weakly. God, she hated when her natural exuberance went to war with her fear of rejection. But his grin assured her she’d worried for nothing yet again. Story of her life. She shrugged and returned to the topic. “After years of apartment living, the thought of being part of a community like that is intriguing.” Intriguing and a little scary actually. But there was no sense dwelling on whether she was brave enough to commit to a house before knowing if she could even afford the damn thing.

      “So if the neighborhood is all about community, what caused this?” Aiden gestured toward the property in front of them.

      She sighed. Age hadn’t been kind to her house. The timber beams badly needed a coat or three of paint, and the gutters sagged drunkenly off the roofline in all directions, soggy leaves and tufts of birds’ nests sticking out haphazardly.

      “Okay, you know Faith Fox?” Thea asked. “She graduated in my year.”

      “Faith Fox…” He frowned in thought. “Tall, blond hair, blue streaks?”

      She nodded, and he shrugged. “Yeah, I’ve seen her around.”

      Of course. Good ol’ Thea never got a second glance from Aiden in high school or beyond, but he knew exactly what the brash, gorgeous Faith looked like.

      “Well.” She cleared her throat and pressed forward. “Faith’s parents know half the people on the block, and apparently the owner moved into assisted care about fifteen years ago. Mrs. Rebhetz’s family tried it as a rental property for a little bit but got tired of the maintenance, so it sat empty until she died last winter.”

      She fought back a wave of sadness. Doris Rebhetz had loved this house and lavished it with care until she wasn’t able to anymore. Now more than anything, Thea wanted to be the person to set the house to rights and make it a beloved home once more, even if it required the biggest commitment she’d ever made.

      “That’s a shame.” Aiden’s eyes moved across the bedraggled, overgrown landscape, dressed in the dead brown of winter.

      “It is,” Thea said fiercely, her anger surging at the thoughtless family who let this beautiful place fall into disrepair. “I guess it took a little while for her estate to settle. I’ve had my Realtor friend stalking the listings for me, and… here we are.”

      “What’s your renovation budget?” Aiden asked.

      “Yeah. Umm, about that.”

      The only good thing about 201’s sad state was that it made the listing price almost—almost—within the realm of affordability for her. If it were in even slightly better shape or anywhere approaching the size of its fancy neighbors, it would be comically far out of her price range. She gnawed on her lip for a second, then blurted out the renovation amount she’d calculated based on the house’s listed price, the estimated monthly payments, and the lack of zeroes in her bank account.

      Aiden grabbed a zippered portfolio from the center console and opened it to jot the figure down. And then because she was still a little nervous and being nervous made her talkative, she filled the truck with more chatter.

      “So it’s got three bedrooms, which is perfectly cozy, and a master bath with a claw-foot tub. Oh! And there’s a breakfast nook and built-in bookshelves, and I know the landscaping’s a mess, but I think there’s something salvageable in there once summer rolls around. And look! The front door’s round on top, like something out of the Shire.”

      “Bilbo-approved,” Aiden said. “What else?”

      She cut her eyes to him, searching for sarcasm, but his mouth was curved into a relaxed smile as his gaze traced the steep roofline, so she plowed ahead.

      “I know its interior was last updated in like 1973, and since it was built near the turn of the century, I’m sure it has wiring issues and God knows what else, but I don’t want somebody to buy this house and tear it down so they can build something bigger and fancier,” she said. “Too many people overlook the small and the cute in favor of the extravagant and the obvious, and that’s too bad.” She blinked and stopped talking.

      Aiden had turned in the passenger seat to face her, his eyes alight. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll give you a fair estimate of how much work it’s going to take to make your small little charmer into a habitable home.”

      Before she started burbling a monologue of gratitude, the Realtor’s SUV pulled into the driveway behind them.

      “Showtime.” Aiden tossed open the door and let a blast of cold air invade the cozy interior.

      “Thea!” Melinda May, with her steel-wool hair and her red blazer peeking out from her faux-leopard coat, greeted her with a hug when they reached the round-topped hobbit door. “I didn’t know you were bringing your boyfriend.”

      “Oh, he’s not my boyfriend!” Thea exclaimed, and Melinda looked more closely at him once they were inside and out of the cold.

      “No, he’s definitely not.” She inclined her head. “You’re Aiden Murdoch.”

      He returned her nod with a curious lift of his brows, and she explained, “Your company did a remodel on my office building about five years ago. Most of the girls took long lunch breaks when you were there working.”

      “I had no idea I had fans in the real estate biz.” Aiden grinned as he said it, but it didn’t look as natural to Thea’s eyes as those white flashes of teeth he’d treated her to in the car.

      Melinda nudged Thea. “You probably remember. You were answering my phones back then, right?”

      “Sure was!” she chirped, glancing nervously at Aiden.

      Now his smile was the real thing. “Did you take in the show over lunch, Ms. Blackwell?”

      Busted for ogling half a decade later. That had to be some kind of record. She cleared her throat and spun toward the living room. “Smells musty,” she said loudly. Anything to get off the topic of the three weeks she’d spent eating turkey wraps and watching Aiden’s lean, strong arms flex as he climbed up and down a ladder.

      “Not surprising. The grout around the stone at the entrance looks a little patchy. Water might’ve gotten in.” He’d jumped into all-work mode too, thank God. “You’ll want the home inspector to make sure it’s not a major leak or hiding a bunch of mold. It’s fixable but could be pricey.”

      He brushed against her in the narrow entryway on his way to the living room, and she briefly imagined that she could feel the heat of his body through their thick winter coats.

      “So are you still at the dentist’s office? That’s who you left me for, as I recall.”

      Melinda’s words pulled Thea back. “Hmm? Oh no. That was”—she studied the ceiling as she counted back—“maybe four jobs ago?”

      “Weren’t you working customer relations at the Beaucoeur zoo
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