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CHAPTER ONE

Hailey

 


I stood in front of my hallway mirror, making one final assessment before heading out. My hair was in place, my make-up perfect, and I looked fabulous. I wiped the lipstick from the corner of my mouth with my thumb, grabbed my favourite over-sized bag, and walked out the door. 

It was the first Sunday in January and it was damn cold. Thankfully, I didn’t have far to go. I was heading over to meet my new neighbours, Allie and Matt. When you lived in a courtyard with ten houses, it was difficult to avoid getting to know everyone. Jason and Rob, the couple who lived in the house attached to Allie and Matt’s, had told me they were a lot of fun. They’d moved in a couple of months ago, and apparently had just come back from their honeymoon the previous night. I hadn’t yet met them, but I’d seen them in the courtyard. They were an adorable couple, and it was nice to have some fresh blood around.

Not that the other neighbours weren’t great. Rob and Jason were amazing. And the Tates, well, they were the Tates. Zach Abrams, the music producer, pretty much kept to himself, and Casey, the house-sitter next door, was just a kid. And that Catholic couple was a little too weird for me. I had zero patience for the Marshalls and their kids, and I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen Louisa, the woman who lived in the corner house. 

I made a mental note to bring a doggy bag to the Levinsons, the 86- and 88-year-old brother and sister who lived next door. I knew they wouldn’t be going, and I also knew how lucky I was to have them as neighbours. So quiet I never heard a thing. Unless it was their smoke alarm, which went off constantly. The last time it happened, Mr. Levinson’s daughter confided to me that one more time and she was moving them in with her. As much as I knew it was for the best, I still dreaded it. Who knew who’d buy the house? For that reason, I made sure to check on them daily, bringing food and puzzles to keep them busy.

I walked up the steps and was about to ring the bell when the door swung open. Allie stood there with a smile, a glass in her hand. She was adorable. Brown, naturally curly hair, dark eyes, a killer body. I instantly craned my neck for a better look at Matt, but he was nowhere to be seen.

“Hailey, right? So glad you could come! This is such a nice surprise.”

Allie reached out her hand and I laughed, hugging her instead. She stiffened in surprise, then embraced me with both arms. I never did anything half-assed. 

“Congratulations! I hear you got married. Or should I say mazel tov?” I asked.

“Either is appropriate. Matt’s Jewish, I’m not. Come on in.”

Allie moved aside to let me in. I was one of the last to arrive, and the margaritas and food were flowing. I turned to smile at her. 

“Matt’s mixing drinks in the kitchen. Go on. I know you know the way.” 

Allie laughed and then turned as the doorbell rang.

I wandered into the kitchen, through all the boxes and stuff taking up most of the room. Matt was at the counter, pouring margaritas from a pitcher. He looked up when I walked in and dang, he was hot. Not Zach hot, but definitely fantasy material. He and Allie seemed to be around my age; maybe Matt was a little older. I’d have to ask Rob at some point. 

“You must be Hailey! Welcome! Want a drink?”

“I would love one, Matt. Thank you. Pleasure to meet you.”

I walked over and since he was pouring, I just leaned over and planted a kiss on his cheek. He turned red. Adorable. He passed me the drink and got busy talking to Jason, who gave me a look that said Don’t even bother. Like I’d ever try to break up a couple. Cheating was not my thing. 

I spotted Sophia Tate across the room and she nodded. I smiled back but made no move toward her. She got the message. The Tates had an open marriage and zero shame about inviting people in. I was not interested.

Just then, I heard Zach’s voice behind me and turned towards him. I walked over and slid my hand over his shoulder, purring into his ear.

“Zach. How are you?”

He politely ducked out from under my hand and flashed that dazzling smile at me. The man was a god; tall, built, tattooed with the sexiest damn ring on his thumb. But he was also damaged goods, and therefore off my naughty list. He wouldn’t even look twice at me, and I knew better than to get involved. I had a strict in-and-out policy and I made sure both parties understood the rules. Zach was not a one-night stand. So instead, I just enjoyed making him nervous.

“Hi, Hailey. You’re looking great tonight.”

I tilted my head and eyed him. Just then Casey came up to join us and started talking Zach’s ear off. I rolled my eyes, not particularly caring if she noticed. She was a kid, late twenties, and completely lost. By the time I was her age, I was well-established in my field, and now, at 32, I owned my own marketing firm. She was just a house-sitter.

I grabbed a seat on the couch and listened to the guys talk sports for a while, kind of zoning out. I hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. I was dealing with a difficult client on an impossible deadline. I knew I’d only stay a few more minutes before bringing a plate over to the Levinsons and heading home. I sat back, sipped my drink, and enjoyed the show.

 

*


Hours later, I was curled up on the couch watching reruns of Schitt’s Creek with a tub of chocolate therapy ice cream. As far as I was concerned, David and Patrick had the best TV relationship of all-time, and I could get lost in that show for hours. I wasn’t a romantic, but something about the way they came together and completed each other always moved me. And I wasn’t easily moved.

When I’d had my fill, I tossed the pint container and climbed the stairs to bed. It had been a long day, and I had a huge Monday coming up with my client. I needed a good night’s rest. As soon as I finished up in the bathroom, I crawled into bed and pulled up the covers. But sleep wouldn’t come. 

Putting total faith in my trusty battery-operated friend, I reached over to my night-table drawer. This was nothing a good orgasm wouldn’t fix. I was just stressed out and needed a release. Knowing I usually passed out right after, I grabbed my earplugs and put them in so nothing would wake me until morning.

I was so wound up it only took me a few minutes to get off, and while not completely satisfied, it was enough to do the trick. I rolled over, closed my eyes, and fell asleep.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

Sam

 


It was the last call of my last shift of the week. A small kitchen fire had set off the smoke detector at 1:00 a.m., waking an elderly couple and scaring them half to death. Christ, the last thing I needed on a Sunday night was to have two seniors die on me. We had just gotten things under control and we were heading back to the truck. I was picking up my ax when the woman, a Mrs. Levinson, stopped me. She reached out and put her hand on my arm, giving me a concerned look.

“What about Hailey?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, who’s Hailey?” I asked, trying to be patient.

There were only two people in the house. I knew this. Maybe she was having hallucinations. Or had some form of dementia. I didn’t know. I just wanted to get back to the fire station, get out of my gear, and go home. It had been a long week. I’d just been given notice to vacate the house I was renting—the owners’ daughter was moving in. I needed to find a place to live and fast. I had no time for imaginary people.

“Hailey, next door. She never came out of the house. What if something caught in the walls?”

I sighed and looked at her; she was clearly worried.

“Ma’am, everyone came out. We knocked on all the doors. She must be out.”

The old woman
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