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      Alyssa Conner never had the white picket fence life. When she gets the opportunity to housesit a super fancy house, she takes it—what better way to spend the summer? What she didn’t count on was being next door neighbor to her best friend’s dad. The hot, intriguing man who awakened her libido.

      

      Knox Barret wants to enjoy summer on his own. He needs to find the inspiration before writing his next box office hit. But, when his daughter’s friend comes asking for help because of a lost dog, he realizes this summer, writer’s block isn’t his biggest problem. He has to thwart the advances of a sexy, enticing young woman who’s ready to hand him her V-card and show him what she’s made of. But will he be ready to let her go when the time comes?
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      “Mr. Fluffers, where are you?” Alyssa called, rushing through the back streets of a well-lit yet empty upscale community in Malibu.

      Well, upscale was an understatement. All the houses faced the beach, and she was pretty sure she’d seen a Hollywood star or two. But right now, that was beside the point.

      Apprehension rolled into her stomach, making uncomfortable, acidy waves. She’d been hired to housesit and watch Mr. Fluffers for the summer, while the labradoodle’s rich human parents traveled through Asia.

      Her own best friend had vouched for her and recommended her.

      She couldn’t let them down. Besides, how would Mr. Fluffers survive in the streets? He was allergic to freaking tap water, for crying out loud. Her heart squeezed. All her fault! She’d opened the back door to put the trash out and the little escape artist dashed before she could get him back.

      And now, after almost an hour walking up and down the neighborhood, fear settled in. She couldn’t call them and tell them she lost their dog. She had to find him.

      She’d have to knock on some doors. Why not start with the closest one to her?

      Knox Barret lived next door, and happened to be Madison’s father. Her bestie, who had recommended her because she knew she could use the money, and frankly, a roof over her head. Madison was now in a summer internship in France. Her mom and Knox had gotten divorced a couple years prior, but they maintained friendly relations.

      A much different reality than her own.

      Not that Alyssa’s mom ever married anyone, anyway.

      Her alcoholic father left them when Alyssa had been only seven, and from then on her mother had a string of boyfriends and almost fiancés, like she’d call them. All of them were only wanting one thing from her mom: sex. (And money, when she had any.)

      The reason why Alyssa had avoided doing it altogether. The reason she was still a virgin at twenty-one.

      A cat meowed, pulling her from her thoughts. She made the way back to Mr. Barret’s house.

      She sighed, and finger combed her curly hair, then smoothed her hand over the white, spaghetti-string cotton dress she had on. In the rush to find Mr. Fluffers, she’d forgotten to put on a bra. The dress she wore, a cheap piece of fabric from TJ Maxx, could pass for a flimsy beach cover-up.

      Right now, all she needed was to find Mr. Fluffers. Modesty be damned.

      She rang the bell, and after the third ping, Mr. Barret opened the door.

      Air evaporated from her brain, and she did a double take. Damn.

      The man was an accomplished screenwriter, but he could just as well be a body builder. Tall and broad, his muscles stretched the cotton black shirt he had on. Even with the casual gym shorts, she couldn’t help noticing his long muscular legs. “Alyssa,” he said, his deep baritone causing her gaze to travel up. “Everything okay?”

      His deep blue eyes greeted her, and she thought she’d pass out.

      Why was this man so fucking hot? She’d always been a bit too aware of his hotness, in the five years she’d been friends with Madison. But she played it off, after all, he was much older than her, and married. She’d never cause any hurt to anyone, and it wasn’t like he ever gave her the slightest hint that he was interested in her.

      Still… didn’t change how bothered she felt when he was around. In the last couple of years especially, his presence unsettled her, but she tried her best not to show it.

      “No… Mr. Fluffers ran out, and I’ve been looking for him for the past hour,” she blurted. “I’m worried he’ll be run over by a car or will have an anxiety attack.” Like the one I’m having, she added internally. Mr. Fluffers was on anxiety medication because he was so quickly triggered. Cars triggered him, which was why she usually walked him in the evening after most neighbors were home. Flashing lights triggered him. He was the equivalent of an insecure character from The Big Bang Theory in dog form. “Have you seen him?”

      “No,” he said. “I’ll help you look.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Barret, but you don’t have to—”

      “I insist,” he said, with that take-charge attitude that only enhanced her libido and put all her naughty bits on high alert. “Where have you looked?”

      “Up and down this street and the next one down.”

      “I’ll grab my car and we can drive around. This way it’ll go faster.”

      “S-sure.”

      Moments later, she sat in his tricked-out Range Rover, while he drove around. She scanned the area, searching for Mr. Fluffers, but every so often her gaze strayed to the incredible man behind the wheel, and she found herself cataloging his features, his strong nose, clefted chin. The thick cords on his neck.

      Her internal temperature rose, her nipples making a stand under the insubstantial fabric of her dress. She’d never been this responsive to the guys she dated… most of them not half as attractive, or half as… she swallowed. Mr. Barret was Madison’s dad. Her sweet friend who she met in high school when her then foster family pulled some strings and found a scholarship for her at an exclusive private school.

      Madison had been the only classmate who had treated her like an equal.

      “Is that him?” Knox asked, pointing at a tall, beige colored fur ball with four legs.

      She squinted her eyes, turning her head to look.

      Mr. Fluffers wandered the street with his tail between his rear legs, probably second guessing his decision to go on a solo walk.

      Her pulse skittered a bit, relief pouring over her. “Yes,” she said, happy. “That’s Mr. Fluffers.”

      He stopped the car by the curb, and she slipped out of the seat and left, knowing she should be the one to coax him to return home. Though the moment she stepped on the sidewalk and called his name, making that kissing sound she did to get his attention, he quickly wagged his tail and ran to her, nearly knocking her over with excitement.

      Yes, turned out Mr. Fluffers knew a good thing when he had it, and was done for the night.

      Knox drove them back and they small talked about the dog, and he told her why he enjoyed the Smiths. They had been the ones who told him about the house next door to theirs to buy even before it hit the market, soon after his divorce.

      “There you go,” he said, when he parked the car in front of the house she was staying. He could have simply parked it in his garage, but ever the gentleman, he made sure she was dropped off first.

      She grabbed Mr. Fluffers by the collar on the back seat. “Thank you so much. I was nervous, and it was nice having company.”

      “My pleasure,” he said, his gaze traveling down from her face to her neck.

      She followed it, then she looked down her dress, realizing she was leaning over the middle console, and he was having a good view of her braless tits. A thread of sexual awareness worked its way beneath her skin, desire shooting down between her legs. When she eyed him again, he shuffled in his seat, uncomfortable, and cleared his throat.

      “I guess we’re done for the night. Be safe,” he said, looking away.

      “Thank you for the ride,” she said, and slid out of his car with the dog whose nighttime adventure just made her realize one thing—Knox was attracted to her. That had to be it, right? He was looking at her breasts, then felt guilty and avoided further eye contact.

      A thrill swept over her, the discovery empowering her. No, there was no way in hell that she was done for the night…and their ride was just starting.
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      Knox slipped out of the shower.

      A cold, cold shower.

      Yet not cold enough.

      What the hell was he thinking, half-an hour ago, when he stared at Alyssa’s hot tits like he was a damn teenager, seeing breasts for the first time? It’d been an accident, he reminded himself, as he scooped a towel from the rack.

      He was forty-three years old, and she was… how old, again? Probably same age as Madison. His daughter.

      Knox shook his head to himself. Lusting over his daughter’s best friend had to be a new low. He’d never looked at Alyssa that way. Sure, she was an attractive young woman, with her reddish-brown curly hair, freckles around her nose and big hazel eyes that could turn someone’s day around.

      A thread of lust worked its way through his body, and he willed it away. He needed to focus on finishing the screenplay for the third movie in the Hunter Ford trilogy. When he’d sold the first one, ten years prior, he’d never imagined it could be so successful worldwide.

      Sadly for him, his latest project wasn’t moving as fast as the others. He slid on some sweatpants and a white t-shirt.

      He needed to find his focus again, and thinking about the quick moment he shared with Alyssa was a waste of time.

      She was way too young for him, and he’d never consider dating his daughter’s friend. His gut clenched. A shame, because a dark voice inside him kept whispering about all the dirty things he’d like to do to Alyssa and her delicious curvy body.

      He grabbed his phone from the nightstand, and updated his favorite dating app. He hadn’t gone on a date in months, and that was probably the reason why his brain was playing tricks on him. All he needed was to scratch the itch.

      With that in mind, he swiped right on by a few women, barely glancing at their profiles. Alyssa’s sweet face unfurled in his mind, her image replacing the pictures from those random women. When the doorbell rang, he tossed the phone on the bed. Who could it be now? He went down the stairs, and the second he opened the door, he did a double take.

      The object of his lust stood in front of him, holding a six-pack of light beer and a box of pizza. He shook his head. Had he ordered takeout and was now seeing her face instead of some old delivery man? But now… as his gaze zoomed in on her, the nervous smile on her lips, he had the assurance he needed. Desire stirred in his groin. Yep. This Alyssa was all too real. “Alyssa? Are you locked out of the Smith’s house?” he asked, because why else would she be on his doorstep for the second time in the same evening?

      She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, the bottles of beer clinking together. “No… I’m sorry. Are you busy? I wanted to thank you for helping me with Mr. Fluffers, so I brought dinner.”

      Dinner? Didn’t she know he wanted to have her for dinner and dessert? He cleared his throat, widening the door and gesturing for her to come in. “That’s kind of you. Come on in,” he said, figuring that sending her back home would be weirder than accepting her gesture.

      He was about to send her to the kitchen, looking for the least sexy area and also with the most lighting to make sure no funny business would happen no matter how much he wanted it. But she outsmarted him, and walked up to his living room, the one with wall-to-ceiling glass walls facing the balcony and not very far from them, the ocean view.

      “Are you old enough to drink alcohol?” he asked, half-teasing, half-not. Madison was twenty-two years old, and she had studied with Alyssa. His son Trevor was twenty-one.

      “I have been since a few months ago,” she said with a smile.

      Twenty-one! She was twenty-one. A lump of apprehension lodged in his throat. If he sent her home now, she wouldn’t understand. The girl was trying to be nice, and here he was, in typical dirty old man fashion, thinking she had a hidden agenda.

      “I’ve only been in here a couple of times,” she said, twisting the cap open and taking a swig of the beer. “It’s really nice.”

      “Thanks.” He hadn’t been alone with her on the quick times she’d come in. One had been for Madison’s birthday party, and another for a low-key fourth of July party he threw and his daughter invited her friends.

      “I’ll get some napkins and stuff,” he said, and dashed to the kitchen. His well-lit, safe kitchen. He entered his large pantry, grabbed a couple plates, napkins and then bottles of water from the fridge. When he returned to the living area, she had a slice of pepperoni pizza on her hand, and sat on his leather couch.

      “I couldn’t wait,” she said, then grabbed a plate that he offered her. “That whole ordeal with Mr. Fluffers worked up an appetite.”

      “I can relate,” he said, then grabbed a piece from the opened box on the coffee table, and sat on the couch opposite her. There, a very safe distance between them. Like the way it should be. “How is it, house sitting for the Smiths?”

      “Piece of cake, for the most part. Mr. Fluffers kind of broke my heart, ghosting me earlier, but he knows how good he has it, and he’s resting now.”

      “Right,” he said, then lifted the piece of pizza to his mouth. “What do you do in your free time?” he asked before taking a bite. The innocent question should keep excitement at bay.

      “You didn’t know? I’m training to be a masseuse.”

      He almost choked on his pizza. The picture of her wearing an all-white uniform and touching him over a blanket… then under the blanket… The small piece that got stuck in his throat threatened to leap out of his mouth, but he reached for the beer and gulped it down.

      “Are you okay, Mr. Barret?”

      “Yes. So you were saying, you’re finishing some course?”

      “Yes. I’m getting my certification. I love working with my hands. I like helping people relax and feel better.”

      He emptied the contents of his beer, then sat it on the side table. An incendiary heat spread through him, and he found himself in dire need of a cold bath, in a tub filled with ice cubes. “That’s nice,” he said, proud of how casual and calm he sounded.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing exciting, especially with your line of work. You get to go to premieres, visit studios, shake hands of the most beautiful and talented women in the world,” she said.

      He shrugged. He wasn’t a director or Hollywood star, so he tried to do the minimum promotional events, just to keep his agent and the production company happy. “I’ve only had a few movies out. It’s not like I go to premieres every other weekend. To be honest, the whole thing isn’t as fun as it looks. You stand in a long line, take pictures, talk to a few people, then more lines. More people.”

      She chuckled. “You make it seem like such a burden.”

      “Feels like that sometimes.”

      “What are you working on now? I think Madison mentioned something about writing the third movie for the Hunter Ford franchise.”

      The one he couldn’t finish. He shuffled in his seat, uncomfortable. He didn’t want to show her his vulnerability, to tell her how he hadn’t been able to write one fucking page for the past few weeks. In a strange way, he reveled in the way she looked at him, like he fascinated her. Selfishly, he didn’t want to lose that, even if it only lasted a bit. “Yes,” he said, then turned the focus around to her again. “What kind of movies do you like to watch?”

      “A little bit of everything really. Say, will Hunter Ford ever have like a female partner?”
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