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  Chapter One 


The phone rang out with an annoying beep. Once again, my estranged husband refused to answer my call. I slid my phone into my shorts pocket and stared across the deck at the beauty of the beach. 
Surfers danced across the sapphire blue waves of Hope Bay. They appeared so free and happy. I longed for their freedom. If only I was brave enough to try my new surfboard in the water. 
The warm, salty breeze blew in like a soft lover’s caress against my cheek, along with the late summer sunshine dancing up my arms. There was nothing I didn’t like about living in Hope Bay. In fact, I loved it. I should have moved here years ago when I’d known for certain my marriage wouldn’t last.
“Madeline, are you out back?” called Hannah.
“Yes, on the deck.” My quiet morning was about to be shattered. Not by my sister—she was great—but by her dog, Bosco the beagle.
A creak of the timber decking and Hannah rounded the corner on the wraparound veranda of my new abode with Bosco by her side on a long leash. Thank goodness he was on a leash. After Katie told us of her disastrous dog-sitting fiasco while we’d been on a cruise, I’d made myself a promise to keep Bosco on a leash if I dog-sat him. At all times.
“Thanks for watching Bosco this weekend.” Hannah bent down and patted his tan, black, and white head.
She straightened and handed me the leash. Bosco tilted his head to the side. His big, brown eyes took on a pleading quality. He was adorable, and he loved Hannah unconditionally. If only men loved like that. It sure would make life easier.
“Have a good time at the writers’ conference.”
“I’ll try to, but I’ll worry about this guy.”
“He’ll be fine.” I patted Bosco’s head, his soft fur smooth under my fingers.
“If I wasn’t the key speaker, I’d stay home.”
She twirled the length of her dark russet auburn hair around her finger. I wished I’d been as lucky as her in the hair color department. Mine was brick red.
“Go enjoy your success. You deserve it with how hard you work.”
“I’m lucky to have you.” She dropped her hair. “Don’t suppose you’ll go halves with me in your custard slice?”
“No.” I loved my sister, but sharing sweets? I dropped my gaze to the pastry plated on the table. My mouth watered at the sight awaiting my hungry taste buds. I could almost taste the sweet, creamy pastry now. “I’ve been waiting all week for my treat. Besides, you don’t want to drop icing sugar all over your gorgeous black pantsuit, do you?”
Madeline glanced down in longing at the pastry, then at her outfit. “I suppose not.” She sighed. “Bailey makes the best pastries in the whole of Western Australia. Scratch that, the whole of Australia.”
“And she makes low-fat ones too.”
“Lucky for both of us.” Hannah patted her stomach. “Otherwise, this would be huge by now.”
I snorted. Hannah wasn’t huge. “I’ve lost a few kilos since moving here. It must be all the fresh air and exercise, plus getting this house ready to open as a bed-and-breakfast.”
“When is the contractor coming to quote the exterior?”
“Today.” I sipped my glass of iced coffee, another of my weekly indulgences.
“I should stay. You’ll be busy, and Bosco will get underfoot.”
“Hannah, go. I’ll manage.”
She gave me a tight smile. “Keep his leash on when outside and you won’t have the same disaster as Katie.”
“I will, and I have no chocolate inside the house, so we’re safe on that front too.”
“I still can’t believe he almost died from eating chocolate cake.” She ruffled Bosco’s ears.
The beagle lapped up the attention and rolled over for a belly rub, with his paws dangling in mid-air. Hannah obliged his cute demand.
“Funny how Katie and Joel were busy this weekend when I mentioned the conference.”
“She kicked him under the table.” I snickered.
“I spotted her kick him, too.” Hannah stood. “They’re so great together. Will we hear wedding bells soon?”
“Hard to say.” I rolled my shoulders. “She loves Joel—any idiot can see they’re happy and in love—but Garry and me separating hurt her.”
“You stayed together for as long as possible.” Hannah dropped a hand to my shoulder and squeezed.
“I tried.” A small sigh left my lungs. “I really did.”
“Why hasn’t Garry signed the joint divorce application papers?”
Shrugging, I rubbed the frown from my brow. I didn’t understand Garry either.
“Strange, since he’s the one who cheated.” She let go of my shoulder. “I guess some relationships aren’t meant to last. Now, you can find one that will.”
I shook my head. “Another relationship is the last thing on my mind. What with the bed-and-breakfast makeover, I wouldn’t have the time or energy. I’ll leave the romances to you to write in your books. How long until I can read your new story?”
“Don’t ask.” She pouted.
“That bad?”
“I’ve lost my spark.” She waved her hands in the air. “Hopefully, the conference will help me find inspiration again.”
“I’m sure you will,” I said, standing and hugging her. “Now, get out of here; you’ve got a crowd of romance writers to dazzle with your brilliance.”
“Thanks.” She beamed, more confident than a moment ago.
“That’s what big sisters are for.”
Hannah turned and left the way she’d come, her curly hair swishing with her steps. The timber boards creaked under her footfalls again. The weather had worn away the paint until it flaked and peeled like the place was ancient when it wasn’t. I couldn’t wait for the contractor to give me a quote for bringing the once former grand two-story house back to life. A lick of paint would see the house right. The interior was fine, but the constant pound of saltwater and sand had damaged the exterior.
I sat back in my chair, causing the cane to squeak, and patted Bosco’s head. His ears were soft, like velvet. He rolled his eyes back in enjoyment. It took his mind off Hannah leaving, and we both gazed at the beach in longing. The surfers once again drew my gaze as they frolicked across the swell of the waves.
A flock of seagulls converged over the sand, their white and grey plumes shadowing the sky-blue horizon, dragging my gaze in their direction. The birds landed at the feet of a family of tourists eating on the beach. Big mistake. The seagulls surrounded them. The little girl squealed and flapped her arms. Bosco barked in excitement. The birds flapped their wings. Bosco barked a high-pitched yelp and tugged on his leash.
“Calm down, Bosco.”
The boy ran at the seagulls, his towel trailing behind him like a cape. The birds took flight. Bosco yanked his leash harder. My chair scooted a few centimeters on the timber decking, screeching like nails down a blackboard. The boy continued chasing the birds, heading straight toward us.
Bosco barked excited yips. The birds flew closer and up over our heads. Bosco jumped into the air, yanking me forward with the jerk on the leash, and knocked over the cane table. The custard slice flew through the air and landed on my face. I wiped it away but smeared the thick creamy filling over my cheeks and into my eyes, making it impossible to see.
The leash jerked tighter in my hand, but I held on for dear life. There was no way I’d let go of the leash when I wouldn’t see where Bosco ran. The chair scooted across the timber decking again. This time, the chair kept going. I stood, but Bosco had wrapped the leash around my legs, and I fell back into the chair.
“Are you kidding me?”
Hannah had left five minutes ago, and Bosco was already causing trouble.
Bosco dragged the chair and me further across the deck. I smacked into something semi-solid. It creaked with an ominous portent of disaster. Was it the guardrail? I flung my hands out to grab onto something, anything, but they only met air. The chair tilted backward on two legs. I pinwheeled my arms but kept falling.
“Ah,” I squawked, much like the seagulls’ moments before.
“Easy there, I’ve got you,” said a deep baritone voice as strong hands gripped my shoulders.
The man’s voice was electrifying. He’d halted my fall in mid-air. My heart beat a wild tempo in my chest from the almost catastrophe. There was also a small jump in my heart because I liked the sound of his voice and the pressure of his firm hands on my shoulders. My skin reacted in a tingle I felt all the way to my toes.
“Th…anks,” I babbled.
“You seem to be in a bit of a mess.”
I laughed. “Since I can’t see, I’ll take your word for it.”
He chuckled. His warm breath puffed over the side of my neck, making my insides clench.
I cleared my throat. “Is Bosco all right?”
“If you’re talking about the beagle licking the food from the deck, then I’d say yes.”
“Yes, that’d be him. Would you mind helping me up or letting me down slowly?”
“No problem.”
A second later, he lifted me onto the deck. Solid thumps thudded behind me, sounding like he’d jumped onto the deck. Then the chair skidded along the deck as he thrust the chair away from the edge.
“There you go. Got anything to wipe your face?” he asked.
His voice did exciting things to my body. What did he look like? I shouldn’t even care, but when a voice sounded as intoxicating as his, then I could only imagine he was as stunning as the voice that kept whispering over my skin in a caress that sent my heart skipping. 
“Ah.” I hesitated. I could ask him to go in the back door and fetch a tea towel or paper towel, but I didn’t want a stranger in my house. Call me old-fashioned, or just old. Forty-two wasn’t old in some people’s eyes.
He pressed a soft cloth to my face. I inhaled the tangy masculine aroma of his deodorant and the scent of the man. It’d been too long since I’d been this close to the heady aroma. Too long since I’d… I licked my lips. The custard filling slid into my mouth. The sweetness added to my heightened overwrought senses. Would he taste as sweet? Since when did I think about tasting men?
I fumbled for the cloth and hastily wiped the rest of my face. The sooner I handed him back his rag, the better. Then he would leave, and I wouldn’t experience any of these ridiculous butterflies fluttering in my stomach. I tried opening my eyes, but it was like glue had stuck my eyelashes together.
“Now I can see your pretty face and gorgeous brown eyes,” the man cooed.
Now, wait a minute. Who did he think he was, coming on to a stranger? I might have had thoughts, but I hadn’t voiced them, and sure, he’d rescued me, but…
I forced my eyes open, ready to tell him pickup lines like those didn’t work on grown women.
The words stuck in my throat.
The man, or Adonis, held Bosco’s face between his bronzed hands. He wasn’t even looking at me. Of course, he wasn’t talking about me. What was I thinking? No one as good-looking as him would call me pretty or gorgeous.
I’d call him those, though, even with his rough ruggedness. His thick, dark brown hair sat just below his shoulders and matched his short, trimmed beard. The reflective sunglasses hid his eyes, but nothing hid his body. His gorgeous body of bronzed skin, smooth, tight muscles, and a spattering of dark chest hair. On his right bicep swirled an equally gorgeous tattoo in black and grey patterns. He patted Bosco’s head. Each movement made the muscles and veins in his forearms shift in a hypnotizing way.
He must be a surfer with his looks and that body. The body of a man, not like most of the younger surfers I’d observed at the beach. No, he was a gorgeous man, someone out of one of Hannah’s romance novels. Yes, that had to be it. I’d hallucinated him or dreamed about him.
The man unclicked Bosco’s leash.
“Wait!” I jerked out of my stupor.
Both heads turned my way.
“Don’t let him go! He’ll run away.”
He turned back to Bosco. “Bit of a naughty boy, are you?”
“You have no idea.” I sighed and waved my hand at the mess on my deck. “This happened five minutes after his owner left. I think he suffers from separation anxiety.”
“He’s not yours?”
“No, he’s my sister’s dog.”
“Ah.” He held on to Bosco’s collar. “I’ll untangle you, then clip the leash back on, okay?”
I glanced down at the tangled mess of the leash around my legs, tying me to the chair. “Oh, okay.”
He stepped closer. His masculine scent wafted. The same aroma I’d sniffed on the cloth. I squinted at the cloth in my hands. Not a cloth, his T-shirt. Which I’d ruined with my custard slice and makeup smeared across the white fabric. Could this get any more embarrassing?
He unwound the leash from my legs and chair. His fingers accidentally skimmed my left ankle and sent a jolt of awareness up my leg. Yep, I’d read way too many romance books. Grown women didn’t experience these sorts of things with strangers.
I licked my lips and stood. “Thanks.”
He clicked Bosco’s leash onto his collar and handed me the loop. Another accidental touch of his fingers and another jolt of awareness zoomed through my body. Was instant attraction like this real?
“You’re welcome, Madeline.”
I frowned. How does he know my name?
“I’m sorry, do I know you?”
“No.” He tugged on the loops of his shorts.
My gaze dropped to his hands, to the expanse of bronzed, firm abdominal muscles, and then snapped back to his face when I realized I was still checking him out.
“I’m Nate. Nate Hudson from Hudson Construction. I’m here to give you a quote.”
Oh, shit. I’d checked out my soon-to-be employee.






  
  Chapter Two


The day kept getting worse. I crinkled his T-shirt into one hand and held out my other hand. 
“Sorry about your top.”
His muscular, bronzed arm stretched forward, and his palm clasped mine as he shook my hand. A jolt of awareness zapped between our palms so powerful I imagined swooning into his arms.
“The spoils of rescuing a damsel in distress.” His lips spread into a sexy smirk.
Heat worked its way into my cheeks.
Don’t blush. You look like a beetroot when you blush.
Pushing every ounce of professionalism to the surface, I said, “Thanks again for the rescue. I’ll wash your T-shirt and get it back to you.”
“Are you giving me the job without a quote?”
“No,” I scoffed.
He slid his sunglasses off his face and hooked them into the back pocket of his shorts. Now the full effect of his gorgeousness assaulted my senses. His eyes were a deep and mysterious green, but there were crinkles of smile lines at the edges of his eyes showing he smiled and laughed a great deal.
“Good.” He walked over to the broken guardrail and inspected the structure. “I’d say the entire guardrail needs replacing going by this broken section.”
I straightened and brushed aside my embarrassment. Time to prove I’m a capable businesswoman. Not an idiot for letting a dog cause havoc.
“Yes. I’d like you to inspect the whole exterior and quote all repairs. I’d also like the exterior of the house painted.”
“What about inside the house? Anything you’d like quoted in there?”
“Surprisingly, the former owners kept up the inside, not the outside. I may hang new curtains and match them to the new bedspreads before I open.”
“Open?” He folded his arms over his naked chest.
My gaze dipped to the bulge of his folded biceps and the swirling pattern of his tattoo. My finger itched to trace the line to figure out the image.
“I’m converting the house into a bed-and-breakfast. I’d hoped to have it finished before summer, but the settlement took longer than I expected.”
More like it took my husband longer to settle our agreement and buy me out of my share of our silk farm. At least it was one thing finished between us, even though I was still waiting for Garry to sign the joint divorce application papers. I didn’t understand what was taking him so long. He had another woman in his life. I could submit a form by myself, but we went into this marriage together and I believed we should end it together.
“How many bedrooms are there?”
“Six in total. There’s one bedroom downstairs, which is mine, and the other bedrooms upstairs will be for the guests apart from one which is my daughter’s until she’s ready to leave. Which wouldn’t surprise me if it was soon,” I babbled. Why am I babbling? Does he have to be topless? I wrung the top in my hands, wishing he’d put it back on so all his naked skin wasn’t drawing my attention.
“What about your husband?”
“We’re no longer together.” I pursed my lips. Why was I telling this stranger and potential employee about my personal life? “Anyway, would you mind doing a quote while I head inside and wash off this mess?”
The sooner I got away from my obsessive ogling, the better.
“Go right ahead. I’ll be out here when you’re finished.”
“Come on, Bosco.” I tugged his leash, but he wouldn’t budge. I glared at Bosco lying on the deck. “What have you got all over your coat?”
I touched his fur. He was sticky and damp, and a light coffee color where he’d normally be white.
“Is that my iced coffee you’re wearing?”
“Smells like coffee to me, along with your cake,” Nate said, taking a step toward us and nudging Bosco with his foot. “Up you get, mate. Looks like you need a bath, too.”
“Custard slice.” I sighed. I’d have to take him to the dog grooming salon, The Pooch Parlor. Unless…
At Nate’s gentle nudging, Bosco clambered to his feet.
“Thanks.” I dipped my head to cut off the sight of all his tempting skin and tugged Bosco to the back door of the deck.
I opened the white French door and disappeared into the sunroom. This was my favorite room in
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