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      I stand in the doorway of what might be the biggest mistake I've ever made, and that's saying something considering I was married to Marcus for three years.

      The cottage is a disaster. Peeling wallpaper hangs in sad strips from the living room walls, the hardwood floors creak ominously under my feet, and I'm pretty sure that brown stain on the kitchen ceiling isn't from coffee. But it's mine. Every creaky board, every outdated fixture, every questionable design choice from the 1970s—all mine, bought with my divorce settlement and a hefty dose of spite.

      "Freedom has a smell," I mutter, wrinkling my nose at the musty air. "Apparently it's mildew and regret."

      My phone buzzes with another text from my sister. Are you sure about this, Sloane? It's not too late to come stay with me in Portland.

      I don't bother responding. Jenny means well, but she doesn't understand. I need this. After catching Marcus with his secretary bent over his desk—seriously, could he have been more of a cliché?—I need something that's completely mine. Something he can't touch, can't criticize, can't take away.

      The cottage might be a wreck, but it's my wreck.

      I pull up the contractor reviews on my phone, scrolling through the options. Half of them have terrible ratings, and the other half want to charge me enough to buy a new house. I'm starting to think I should've listened to Jenny when the rumble of a pickup truck echoes up my gravel driveway.

      The truck is massive, black, and looks like it could haul a house. Or demolish one. I didn't call anyone yet, so either I have very proactive neighbors or someone's lost.

      The driver's door opens, and I forget how to breathe.

      The man who unfolds from the cab is built like he was designed specifically to star in my fantasies. Tall—at least six-foot-something—with broad shoulders that strain against a fitted gray t-shirt. His jeans are worn in all the right places, and his work boots have the kind of scuffs that come from actual work, not fashion statements. Dark hair, stubble that suggests he's too busy to shave every day, and when he turns toward the house, I catch a glimpse of intricate tattoos covering his left arm.

      My mouth goes dry.

      He walks toward my front door with the confident stride of a man who knows exactly what he's doing, and I realize I'm still standing in the doorway like a deer in headlights. I smooth my hair and check my outfit—thank God I chose the cute sundress instead of the ratty t-shirt I'd been considering.

      "You Sloane Finley?" His voice is rough, gravelly, with just a hint of an accent I can't place.

      "That's me." I step aside to let him in, trying not to stare at the way his shirt clings to his chest. "Though I should warn you, if you're here to rob me, the most valuable thing in this place is probably my coffee maker."

      He almost smiles at that, the corner of his mouth twitching upward. "Nash Brecker. I got a call about a renovation job?"

      I blink at him stupidly. "I didn't call anyone yet."

      "Mrs. Patterson next door mentioned you might need help. Said she gave you my number?" He pulls a business card from his pocket, and when he hands it to me, our fingers brush.

      The contact is brief, barely a second, but it sends a jolt of electricity straight through me. His hands are calloused, warm, completely capable-looking. I wonder what they'd feel like⁠—

      Stop it, Sloane. He's here to work, not to fulfill your post-divorce sexual awakening.

      "Right," I say, forcing myself to focus on his words instead of the way his eyes are the darkest brown I've ever seen. "Mrs. Patterson. She's been very... helpful since I moved in."

      By helpful, I mean nosy, but Nash doesn't need to know that.

      "Mind if I take a look around?" he asks. "Get an idea of what we're dealing with?"

      "Sure. Fair warning though—it's worse than it looks from the outside."

      He follows me into the living room, and I'm acutely aware of his presence behind me. He's quiet as he examines the walls, testing a loose piece of wallpaper, running his hands along the window frames. When he crouches to check the baseboards, the fabric of his jeans pulls tight across his thighs, and I have to look away before I do something embarrassing like drool.

      "This crown molding is original," he says, standing and reaching up to trace the intricate woodwork near the ceiling. His shirt rides up slightly, giving me a glimpse of tanned skin and the edge of another tattoo. "Nineteen-twenties, probably. It's in good shape under all this paint."

      I watch his hands move along the wood, gentle and reverent, and my brain immediately goes places it shouldn't. Those hands could probably do incredible things. To woodwork. Obviously.

      "Is that good or bad?" I ask, my voice slightly hoarse.

      "Good. Very good. This kind of craftsmanship is rare these days." He turns to look at me, and there's something in his expression that makes my stomach flip. "Someone cared about this place once."

      We move through the rest of the house, and I try to focus on his professional observations instead of the way his muscles move under his shirt when he tests the structural integrity of a wall. He points out original hardwood under the awful carpet, explains that the kitchen layout is actually quite functional despite the outdated appliances, and assures me that the ominous ceiling stain is just a minor roof leak.

      "Previous owner cut corners," he says as we finish the tour in the kitchen. "Cheap materials, sloppy workmanship. But the bones are solid. This place has good bones."

      "So it's not a complete disaster?"

      "Not even close." He leans against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest, and I try not to stare at his biceps. "It just needs someone who gives a damn about doing things right."

      There's something in the way he says it that makes me think he's not just talking about the house.

      "What's your timeline looking like?" I ask, pulling out my phone to check my budget spreadsheet. "And please don't tell me this is going to cost more than the house is worth."

      He quotes me a price that's actually reasonable, especially compared to the other estimates I've been dreading. When I raise my eyebrows in surprise, he shrugs.

      "I don't believe in gouging people. Besides, this place deserves to be done right." He pauses, studying my face. "You planning to flip it?"

      "No." The word comes out firmer than I intended. "This is home. Or it will be, once it stops looking like a cautionary tale."

      Something shifts in his expression, a subtle warmth that wasn't there before. "Good. Houses like this, they're meant to be lived in, loved. Not turned into some cookie-cutter showplace."

      We discuss timelines and materials, and I'm surprised by how easy he is to talk to. He listens when I explain my vision for the space, doesn't condescend or assume I don't know what I'm talking about. When I mention wanting to keep as many original features as possible, his whole face lights up.

      "Most people want to rip everything out, start fresh," he says. "But the character is in the details. The imperfections."

      "Imperfections can be beautiful," I agree, and something passes between us that has nothing to do with renovation plans.

      He pulls out a battered tablet and starts making notes, his large fingers surprisingly deft on the touchscreen. "I can start Monday if that works for you. Should take about six weeks, depending on what we find when we start opening things up."

      Six weeks of having this man in my house every day. Six weeks of trying not to stare at him while he works. Six weeks of⁠—

      "That sounds perfect," I say, cutting off my own dangerous train of thought.

      He stands, tucking the tablet back into his tool bag, and extends his hand. "Looking forward to working with you, Ms. Finley."

      "Sloane," I correct, placing my hand in his. His grip is firm, warm, and sends that same electric jolt through me. "And thank you. For not treating me like I'm crazy for buying this place."

      "Not crazy at all." His thumb brushes across my knuckles before he releases my hand, and I have to resist the urge to rub the spot where he touched me. "Sometimes the best things come from starting over."

      We walk to the front door together, and I watch from the porch as he climbs back into his truck. The engine rumbles to life, and he gives me a small wave before backing out of the driveway.

      I stand there long after his taillights disappear, my hand still tingling from his touch.

      "Get it together, Sloane," I mutter, finally going
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