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  1
Back to Basics
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“Are you heading home already?” Johnny asks when he looks over and notices that I’m packing up my stuff.  
We’re in the studio today and we should be working on a new album, but Connor, lead singer of Sleeping Dogs and one of my oldest friends, has been too preoccupied to get much done. Ever since reconnecting with his childhood sweetheart and love of his life, Alex, when our last tour ended a couple of weeks ago, he’s been spending every spare minute with her, so we’ve been messing around in the studio. We’re not doing anything serious enough to warrant my attendance for a full day, that’s for sure. Plus, Ryder didn’t even bother to show up, so I refuse to feel bad about leaving early today. At least I was here for a bit.
And right now, I need to get the fuck out of here. At the end of the tour, I thought being back in the studio would give me a sense of relief, but these days, being in the studio feels nearly as stifling as being on tour. 
Sometimes I think about what it would be like to walk away from it all. To tell everyone I’m done and refuse to record anything or play music at all. And as more time passes, that thought becomes more and more appealing.
I’ll never act on it, though, because the guys need me. I couldn’t let them down like that. And I do love making and playing music. It’s mostly touring that gets to me. 
“Not home,” I say to my older brother, Johnny. “Heading over to Mom and Dad’s. They’ve got some shit they need done around the house and I said I would work on it this week.”
“You’re making me look bad.” Johnny packs up too, but I know he’s not planning to join me at our parents’ house. He thinks I don’t know, but he’s been pining after Alex’s best friend Becca since the night he met her. They’ve been spending a lot of time together, even though they both insist they’re just friends. I’d bet anything that’s where Johnny goes when he leaves here today. “At least let me know if I can help buy materials or anything. I might be shit at actually doing the work, but I can swipe my credit card like a pro.”
I have to laugh. If only he knew that Mom and Dad ask me to fix things around their house because they know I enjoy working with my hands and being in the band doesn’t leave me much time to do it. Johnny has always focused on creating art, whereas I’ve been more interested in building and fixing things. When I would spend time with Dad in his workshop, building stuff out of wood, Johnny would be off somewhere drawing in his sketchbook, or in the kitchen baking with Mom. Not that my woodworking projects aren’t artistic, it’s that few people can appreciate the art in a well-made piece of furniture the same way they do when looking at the tattoos or paintings Johnny has created.
“Yeah, yeah. You know how Dad feels about that.”
“You’d think having two successful musicians with a shitload of money in the family would be a good thing, but not for our folks. I wish he’d let us at least pay for the repairs on the old house since he’s never let us buy them a new one.”
“You don’t need to convince me. But you know how they feel about that place.”
“Yeah, I know. That’s where they raised the seven of us, and that’s where they want their grandkids to visit them. “It’s not just our house, it’s our home”. Mom gives me that same tired line whenever I offer to buy them a new place.” Johnny quotes our mother in a high-pitched falsetto that would get him slapped upside the head if she heard it. “At least she let me tattoo her for free after the double mastectomy. That’s the only thing she’s ever accepted from me, and that’s because I refused to take her money after the tattoo was done.”
“It’s not like she could have returned it and given you the money back like she does with gifts she thinks are too expensive.”
“Right? Such a stubborn woman. Let me give you some jewelry, dammit. I can afford it. At least the other women I tattoo give in a little easier than Mom did. Not by much, though. Something about surviving cancer makes women extra fierce.”
Besides being a famous guitar player, expert baker, and exceptional tattoo artist, Johnny is also an incredibly kind human being. He doesn’t tattoo regular clients. He only works on mastectomy patients, and he only ever does it for free. He says the feeling of giving a woman back her sense of beauty and femininity is worth more than money to him. The only other tattoo he’s done in recent years was one for Becca, and that one helped her recover from trauma stemming from a childhood injury. 
And he didn’t charge her, either.
“I’m sure she’ll still try to pay you somehow, even though it’s already been years.”
Johnny and I walk out of the studio together, tossing a wave to Aiden and Devon on our way out. I try to hide the sigh of relief that escapes me when we walk out those doors. The older I get, it seems the less I enjoy being in the band and everything that entails. Truthfully, I’m loving that Connor is so distracted right now. It gives me a chance to finally relax. Maybe I’ll work my way around to enjoying the music again, or at least to hating it less. 
I know, I know. I’m such an asshole for feeling this way, because who doesn’t want to be famous? I’m out here living a life most people dream about and I can’t even appreciate it. 
“I’ll see you later,” I tell Johnny as I climb into my beat-up truck. Yet another way that I’m not much like a rockstar. I drive a big truck and use it for hauling stuff, not showing off. “Tell Becca I say hello.” I pull out past Johnny and give him a two-finger wave before heading down the driveway.
Johnny looks over at me, with his eyebrows raised and mouth open in shock as he watches me drive away. He no doubt thinks I read his mind with the fake twin thing we have from being born ten months apart, but really he’s so transparent when he’s in love. He’s such a romantic he’s practically floating on air with hearts circling his head. It would have been impossible for me not to guess that he was going to see Becca. I don’t even need to read his mind for that. I think it might be the real thing for him this time, though, so I hope it all works out. He’s been looking for the one for so long, he deserves to find her after all this time. Not only that, Becca is cool as shit, and we’d be lucky if she joined our family.
Me, on the other hand, I’ve given up on the idea of finding someone to share my life with. Like the other guys, I spent time at the start of my career messing around with the groupies and assorted models and actresses who wanted to hook up with young musicians, but that got old fast. I want something like my parents have, but I can’t see any way to do that while still being a full-time touring musician. I don’t want my wife to have to come on tour, and I really don’t want my kids to live a life in the spotlight. What would I do if I weren’t in the band?
Who am I kidding? I know what I would do if I weren’t a musician; it’s what I was planning to do before I followed Johnny into this whole music thing in the first place. I wanted to work with my hands like my dad. Building things, creating stuff out of raw materials, fixing stuff. That’s the real reason my parents call me instead of Johnny when something needs to repairing or renovating at their house. It’s because they know I enjoy doing that kind of stuff. They know it’s that kind of work that fulfills me. Playing bass guitar in a famous band is cool and all, but it doesn’t light me up like it does the other guys. So yeah, if I ever want to have a family, I won’t be doing it while I’m still in Sleeping Dogs. That wouldn’t be fair to me, my wife, and any kids we might have.
But that’s all a fantasy, anyway. I can’t see myself walking away from something that gives me the resources to take care of my parents for life. Even if they won’t accept it, it’s nice to know that I could help them if they needed it. And it’s not like I can let the rest of the guys down. Sure, they could find someone else, but I’m not going to think about that. There’s no sense in worrying about it since I’ll never leave the band. Problem solved.

    
  Mom and Dad live on the opposite side of Westborough from Connor and Alex, in one of the older neighborhoods. It’s not that far, but it takes a little longer to get there because I drive through the middle of the city.  
When I finally pull up to my parents’ house, I notice a moving truck across the street, and disappointment hits me, a palpable weight on my chest. That house has been vacant for a few years, and I’ve been playing with the idea of buying it myself so I could fix it up. It was never a solid plan though, more of a daydream I entertained when trying to distract myself from the day-to-day of being in the band. I shouldn’t feel a sense of loss now that someone else is moving in. Even so, I can’t help but wonder what I could have done with the place if I’d taken that chance.
I hope these new neighbors work out better for my parents than the last ones. The previous tenants weren’t exactly what my parents considered good neighbors. Lots of parties, lots of fights, some screaming kids, and an unkempt yard did nothing but make my parents crazy. They still refused to move away, though. There’s no scaring them away from this home.
Maybe these new neighbors will do something to fix the state of the house. As it stands now, it looks like it’s falling apart, even though I’m pretty sure that’s not the case. If Dad were still in the business of taking clients, I’d say he should offer his services as a handyman to help them get things fixed up, but he’s pretty much retired and mostly builds for fun now. Kind of how I do it as a hobby.
I park on the street in front of my parents’ place and take an appraising look at their house, trying to guess what it is they want me to work on. From what I can see while standing on the sidewalk, the fence needs painting, as does the trim around the windows. I think they need some work done on their roof, as well. Looks like I’m going to have a lot to keep me busy during this break from touring. I can’t wait to get started.
“Hey there,” Dad calls out as I’m grabbing my tools from the back of my truck. “Ready to do some proper work for a change?” he asks with a chuckle. He thinks that being in the band isn’t hard work. He’s not entirely wrong. It’s not as physical as construction, but it’s difficult in its own way. Still, it’s easier to let him think what he wants.
“You bet,” I say, patting my toolbox. “I even brought some quality tools, so I don’t have to use your old, shitty ones.”
“Pshh,” Dad scoffs and shakes his head. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you? It’s not the tool that matters, it’s how you use it.” He waggles his eyebrows and thrusts his hips, really driving home the innuendo. “How do you think your mother and I got all you kids?” he adds with a booming laugh.
I cringe. The thought of my parents having sex is not something I need right now. “Yeah, okay. I don’t want to think about that ever again. How about you tell me what needs fixing and let me get to it already?”
He’s still snickering when he leads me into the house. “I have it all written down for you here. Come in and sit.”
Dad and I go over the list and before I know it, I’m out in the backyard repairing his tool shed. The first task is underway, with at least twenty more to go. I couldn’t be more excited.






  
  2
Moving On In and Spank Bank Surveillance
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“That’s the last one, sweetie,” Mom says as she carries in a small box marked “kitchen”. “Let’s get this stuff unpacked now.” 
Unloading the truck took a little longer than expected because we had to be extra careful on the stairs up to the front door. The first step has some rot, and we didn’t want anyone falling through. That means it’s getting late, and we’re all getting hungry. And cranky.
Okay, maybe I’m the one getting cranky. But it still counts.
“I have a better idea,” I say, pulling a stack of paper plates out of a box marked ‘open first’. “Let’s order pizza, get some beds set up, and have dinner. I can always unpack the rest of the stuff tomorrow, but if we don’t get some food into these kids soon, they’re going to revolt.”
Braden, Sarah, and Austin have been little troopers all day, but there’s only so much patience you can expect kids to have when doing something as boring as moving. If I didn’t need Mom and Dad’s help to move, I could have had them babysit so the kids wouldn’t be in the way. Or if their idiot father had picked them up for the weekend like he was supposed to, I could have had help and no kids. 
The divorce has been hard on them in lots of ways, but having to move in with my parents, and share bedrooms and space with each other, has probably been the hardest thing. When my grandmother suggested I move into her old rental property in Westborough, I jumped at the chance. And that was before she told me she was giving me the house, not only letting us move into it. 
The house is a bit of a fixer-upper, but luckily for me, I’ve spent most of my working years doing construction with my dad, specifically doing house remodels. Grandma probably had that in mind when she thought of giving me this place. I am uniquely qualified to fix it up, after all. And I needed a place to stay. A place to escape to. At least here the kids will have their own bedrooms.
“So, does Emilio already have the address?” my dad asks. “When is his next weekend with the kids?”
My soon-to-be ex-husband and I have an unofficial arrangement that gives him every second weekend with the kids. However, in the last year, since we split up and made this arrangement, he’s never spent an entire weekend with them, and he’s only had a handful of overnights. It takes its toll on the kids, as you can imagine. 
“Yeah, I texted it to him. And I reminded him several times that we were moving in this weekend. He agreed to take them this weekend, but his scheduled weekend is next weekend. If he even bothers to show up,” I add in a whisper.
Living with my parents for the past year has given them a front-row seat to the drama that is my divorce. Emilio had been distant for a while, but when I found women’s underwear in his car, underwear that didn’t belong to me, I decided I’d finally had enough. Mom and Dad were happy to let me move in with my three kids, but I’m sure they’re more than ready to have their space back. And to not have to witness the kids’ disappointment every time Emilio lets them down. 
My dad pulls me into a hug, squeezing me before he lets go.
“One day, kiddo, those kids will have the dad they deserve. Emilio had us all fooled for a while, but I think it’s probably a good thing that he’s out of your life now. And I don’t think it would be so bad if he bit the bullet and disappeared from the kids’ lives altogether. If he doesn’t grow up and take some responsibility soon, these kids are going to suffer for a long time.”
I swallow, dad’s words coming too close to the way I really feel for my comfort. If he knew how many times I wished Emilio would sign over full custody and disappear forever, he’d be shocked. And it’s something I refuse to say out loud. If Emilio ever disappears, I want to make sure no suspicion could ever be cast my way. Call me superstitious if you must, but I’ve watched enough true crime to know better. As the ex-wife, I would be the first suspect. I don’t need to add any questionable comments as fuel for that fire. 
“Okay,” I say, clapping my hands together. “Kids. I’m going to order pizza. Go get the air mattresses and sleeping bags and pick a room that we can all share for the night.” 
The kids scramble to the pile of boxes in the living room, digging through them until they find the air mattresses and the pump.
“Gramps,” Braden, my oldest, calls out. “Can you come help me blow these up?”
My dad goes upstairs with Braden while I pull out my phone. I turned it off in my pocket, somehow. That’s been happening a lot lately. I should probably try to replace it one of these days. Yet another thing to add to the list of things that need fixing that I can’t afford. I get it powered back on, pull up the app, and get our pizzas ordered. My mom has already enlisted the help of Sarah and Austin, and together they are now getting the kitchen unpacked. Mom’s never been one for putting things off, so I’m not surprised that she didn’t want to leave things for me to work on tomorrow. 
I, however, am more than happy to wait until tomorrow. I grab myself a bottle of water and go out to the front porch. Well, I suppose since it runs along the entire front of the house, it’s more of a veranda than a porch, but porch is much easier to say. 
It needs a little work, but it’s still a nice place to sit. 
I have no patio furniture right now, but I can already picture a hanging porch swing and maybe a couple of overstuffed all-weather armchairs.
Sitting on the floor with my back against the wall of the house, I open up my water and take a drink. I’m desperately in need of some time to myself, and this brief foray onto the porch is merely the start. It feels like I haven’t been alone with my thoughts since I moved my kids out of the house I shared with Emilio.
It’s been both the longest year of my life and the shortest one, too. 
I inhale deeply and settle against the side of the house, looking around at the houses neighboring mine. I definitely have my work cut out for me if I want to bring this house up to the standard set by the neighbors. They clearly care about their houses, and this one, mine, is the eyesore of the neighborhood. It needs a lot of work, maybe more than I have time to take on myself. I might need to look at hiring a handyman. 
A noise cuts through my thoughts, and through the half-broken spindles on the porch’s dilapidated railing, I glimpse a man going into the house across the street. A definitely shirtless, clearly muscular, possibly good-looking man, and a flash of desire blasts through me. Ugh. You know it’s been too long when the barest glimpse of a man’s attractive body gets me a little hot and bothered. Not that I’m going to bring a new man into my bed, even one as sexy as Mr. Across-the-street. I am looking forward to some private time with my battery-operated boyfriend, though, now that I’m not living in my parents’ house.
Even before Emilio started staying out all hours of the night, working on his ‘band’, we weren’t very affectionate. I spent so much time mothering him I had no interest in sleeping with him. Maybe that contributed to his cheating, and maybe it didn’t, but either way, he never made it easy for me to be interested. He’s one of those men who couldn’t understand how needing me to take care of him like he was a child made him less attractive to me. 
So yeah, it’s probably been almost two years since I’ve been with a man since I would never cheat on my husband. Not that I ever had enough energy to even consider it, but still. Plus, it’s also been at least a year since I’ve even given myself a proper orgasm, since not only have I been living in my parents’ house, I’ve also been sharing a room with my seven-year-old. 
Needless to say, B.O.B. is coming out of retirement and getting a good workout when I finally get a bedroom for myself again. 
And, as if the thought of my battery-operated boyfriend summoned him, the sexy guy across the street appears again.
Hello neighbor. 
I sit up and adjust the glasses on my nose to get a better look at the glistening hunk of man-meat coming out of my across-the-street neighbor’s house. Yup, he’s good-looking, as I suspected. So good-looking it should be illegal. That’s too much sexual power for one man to have. 
He’s carrying a toolbox and wearing a tool belt over his low-slung jeans, his muscles rippling with every step. Seriously unfair. I crawl to the railing, attempting to remain hidden while I continue to stare. What? I just finished talking about my year-long dry spell. A woman needs to have spank bank material before she gets her B.O.B. buzzing. And this man has the goods to become a regular feature, I think. 
He stops at the truck parked at the curb in front of the house. I can’t see him as well now, since he’s on the other side of the vehicle, but after a moment, he turns and walks back to the house. He’s still shirtless, but he’s lost the tool belt and toolbox. And I have to say, he looks as good from the back as he did from the front. His back muscles ripple with each step, and his ass flexes as he walks. The late afternoon sun lights up his red hair, showing it to be more copper than auburn. 
Oh, yeah. He’ll definitely be a repeat performer for the old spank bank.
“What are you doing out here, sweetheart?” Mom whispers in my ear, making me jump. “Checking out the local wildlife?”
“Shit!” I say a little too loudly, jumping up and away from the railing. “You scared me.”
She stands up and crosses her arms over her chest, a knowing smirk on her lips. “We’re all done putting away stuff in the kitchen. Would you like me to work on the bathroom next?”
“Sure, Mom. Thanks,” I say, resisting the urge to put my hand over my pounding heart. I can’t believe she caught me ogling that sexy man across the street.
She gives me a nod but doesn’t turn to leave. “You know,” she says, before walking back into the house, “there’s nothing wrong with moving on. It’s been over a year since you left Emilio, and even longer than that since he left you emotionally. No one would blame you for wanting to find love again.”
My cheeks heat at the thought of trusting myself like that again. Looking is one thing. Actually trying to find someone new is another thing altogether. Emilio had me fooled for so long, I don’t think my trust meter works properly anymore. 
“Thanks, Mom. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
I wait for her to go back inside before risking a peek back across the street. The sexy redhead is gone, leaving me with nothing to stare at but an immaculate lawn and a fence that needs a paint job.
This reminds me, I need to add a new fence and new sod to the list of repairs for my new house. At the very least, I need to mow down the weed patch that currently lives in my front yard. I pull out my phone and add those to the ongoing list of repairs, as an unfamiliar car pulls into the driveway and a young guy hops out with our pizzas. 
Perfect. I’m starving. 
But thanks to that sexy redheaded beast from across the street, I’m not so sure pizza is what I’m hungry for.






  
  3
In Hiding and New Jobs
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Travis


When did every season in Westborough become summer? I pull off my shirt and use it to wipe the sweat from my forehead. I’ve been painting my parents’ fence for the last hour and it’s so hot I’m thinking about coming back after dark to finish. It should start cooling off by this point in the season, but it’s as hot now as it was at the height of summer. 
Time for a quick break.
I walk up and let myself in the front door of my parents’ place. The house is weirdly quiet. Growing up here with five sisters and one brother, it was always crowded and loud. Now that most of those sisters have husbands and kids of their own? Let’s just say that Nana and Poppa’s house is as full as ever most of the time, even though all of us kids have moved out.
Right now, though, it’s silent.
I grab two bottles of water from the fridge, cracking one open and drinking it all back while standing with my back to the sink. It’s so cold I can almost feel slivers of ice sliding over my tongue, and I’ve never been more thankful for my parents’ insistence on keeping their ancient fridge.
“Oh, there you are Travis,” Dad says, coming in the front door. “I was just out looking for you. How’s the fence coming?”
Considering you have the biggest lot on the block, and the longest fence to go with it? “Oh, you know, Dad. Couldn’t be better.” I say, wiping water from my lips with the back of my hand.
He laughs. “Well, don’t stay out in the sun too long, my boy. We gingers aren’t made for prolonged sun exposure.” He reaches out and lifts a strand of my sweaty, copper-colored hair.
“You’re not kidding. I have my sunscreen out front. I’ll reapply when I get back out there.”
“Good thinking. Okay, I’m heading out to the hardware store. Do I need to grab anything for you?”
I’ve been doing woodworking projects with my dad for as long as I can remember. I think I was using a handsaw before I could properly hold a pencil. You should have seen it when my dad tried to teach me to use a chainsaw. I was ten years old, and it weighed as much as I did. My mom was not impressed. My dad thought it was hilarious. 
“No, Dad. I don’t really have anything on the go right now. I’ve got a few things in mind, but I can pick up materials when I settle on a project.” I twist open my second bottle of water and take a huge drink.
“Suit yourself.” He waves and heads out the door.
I finish my water and grab another bottle from the fridge before heading back out to continue work on the fence. Stopping at my stuff, I grab my sunscreen and slather some more on. Dad’s right. Gingers are not made for the sun. I wipe my hands off on my shirt and stuff it back in my pocket, ready to get started again.
I bet the paparazzi would love to see me now. Covered in sweat, my shirt tucked in my back pocket, and jeans hanging low. They’d get decent money for those pics, I’m sure. I’m not covered in tattoos like Johnny, but I keep myself in good shape. The paparazzi stopped coming around a long time ago, though. The guys of Sleeping Dogs stopped being interesting the minute we stopped doing outrageous rockstar stuff. And since we’re sort of fading into obscurity instead of going out in a blaze of glory, they don’t care as much about us anymore. Ryder still gets some attention, because he still parties all the time, but the rest of us are pretty tame.
And you know what? That suits me fine. I was never really into music for fame, anyway. I only learned how to play bass because Johnny joined a band, and I always did what he did. Partly it was my way of watching out for him. Even though he’s the older brother, I’ve always felt responsible for him. That and if I didn’t join the band with him, I’d have been stuck home with my sisters. Not that I don’t love being in the band, but I would have been just as happy working with my hands like my dad. I’ve always pictured myself with my own woodworking shop. The smell of sawdust, the feel of the wood grain under my fingers. I love making custom furniture and I’m sure I could do it long-term. There’s something amazing about creating something tangible and real.
Not that music isn’t real, but it’s not like you can grab it in your hands and hold on.
I blow out a breath and grab my paint roller. No sense in dreaming about that again. It’s not like I would ever leave the band and start any sort of building or furniture business, anyway. It’s best if I push that aside and get back to work on the fence. 
I’ve actually gotten a lot done already, and I should finish by this evening. Dad pressure-washed everything a few days ago, so all that’s left is for me to slap on the paint. I almost feel like Daniel-san in The Karate Kid with Mr. Miyagi standing behind me, telling me to ‘paint the fence’. I chuckle to myself as I take a half squat and mimic the movement he used in the movie. “Paint the fence. Up, down. Up, down. Don’t forget to breathe.” Something like that, anyway. It’s not exactly the same using a roller instead of a brush.
“Excuse me. Hi. Hello?” A tap on my shoulder snaps me out of my daydream, and I turn to see a woman trying to get my attention.
When she smiles at me, all the breath leaves my lungs, leaving me suddenly lightheaded. I try to swallow but my mouth is suddenly dry despite all the water I just finished drinking. None of our fans have ever had this kind of effect on me before.
Her dark-rimmed glasses give off a sexy librarian vibe, and her graphic t-shirt, ripped denim shorts, and Converse sneakers look comfortable and effortlessly sexy. The thing that stands out the most, though, is her hair. It’s colored a dark forest green, and it’s piled up on her head in a messy knot. 
Fuck, she looks good.
“Hey. Uh, hi,” I say, finally getting it together enough to respond. Fuck. That sounded stupid. Fix it, asshole. You’ve never had a problem talking to fans before. “Can I do something for you?”
“Actually, yes. Maybe? I’m Finley,” she says, holding out her hand for me to shake.
I extend my hand in return.
With the paint roller still firmly in my grasp.
White paint smears over her hand, part of her arm, and a little of her shirt. What the hell, Travis? I’ve accosted a fan with a paint roller. Shit.
“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry.” I drop my roller back in the paint tray, splashing paint on the sidewalk, and pull my shirt out of my back pocket. I wipe the paint off her hand before lifting the bottom of her shirt and attempting to clean it as well. My fingers brush the skin of her stomach and an electric shock shoots through my hand. What the hell was that? “Fuck. I can’t believe I did that. I’m so sorry. I can replace it.” What the fuck is wrong with me? Why am I being such an idiot?
She laughs and gently pushes my hands away. “It’s no big deal. It’s not the first time someone attacked me with paint, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.”
She shoves her hands in her back pockets and licks her lips, and my dick stirs. Now is not the time. 
“I’m Travis,” I say dumbly. God, she’s beautiful. 
“Still Finley,” she says with a laugh, pointing at herself.
I can’t help but chuckle at her subtle teasing. Right. She already told me her name.
I can’t help that I’m so distracted. She’s cute. And sexy. 
“Um, so anyway. I was wondering if you have a card or something?” She pushes her glasses up her nose with a finger, a move so adorable I want to kiss her. What? That’s ridiculous. Come on, Travis, get your shit together.
I must look as confused as I feel because she elaborates.
“I’ve seen you doing a lot of work around here. I moved into that house over there.” She turns and points to the old place across the street. “My grandmother was using it as a rental property, but she’s signed it over to me now. How could I say no to a fresh start in the city I grew up in?” A look crosses her face and I can’t tell if it’s sad or angry. “But as you can see, it needs a lot of work.”
“Okay?” I’m still confused, which could have something to do with still being in awe of how beautiful she is. Actually, I’m sure it’s exactly that. She’s too beautiful and I can’t concentrate.
Has that ever happened to me before? 
“So, I was wondering if you had a card, so I could call you to set up some time to get a quote on some repairs? You’re a handyman, aren’t you? Or a general contractor? I’ve seen you here at the Donovan’s house fixing the fence, and doing a lot of other work around the place, so I figured…”
Wait. She thinks I’m a handyman?
She thinks I’m a handyman, and she wants me to do some work at her house. She doesn’t know who I am. She’s not a fan? 
“Yes!” I shout, making her jump. “Sorry,” I apologize, forcing my voice to a lower volume. “Yes, I’m a handyman, but I don’t have any cards on me. Can I give you my number?”
“Sure, yeah, that would be great.” She pulls her phone out of her pocket and gives it a funny look, before muttering, “Again? You stupid thing.” She presses a button on the side and hands it over. “I could do most of the work myself, but I don’t have any time.”
“Oh?” Usually when a homeowner says that, they don’t really know what they’re doing, but I believe her when she says she could do it. I look down at her phone to input my information, and it’s just finished turning on. That must be the button she pushed. I navigate to her messaging app and send myself a message, so now I have her information, too. The idea that she might not contact me after all made me feel a little panicked, so I sent the message before I considered she might think it’s a little weird of me to do so. Oh, well. It’s not like I haven’t been weird with her already.
“Yeah, I remodel homes with my dad, and I’m getting my real estate license before he retires. So I’ve been studying for the licensing test, and then between moving, and… everything else, well, it’s been a lot. I thought if I could hire someone to do some of it, I’d save myself some time.” 
I pass her phone back. “What about your husband? Are you married?” Of course, she’s married, stupid. She’s too gorgeous for someone to not have snapped her up yet. And she remodels houses? Yeah, she’s got to be married.
I learned my lesson a long time ago not to mess with married women. Her husband’s fists weren’t especially forgiving, not to mention how shitty I felt about it afterwards. Not that I actually knew about the husband when I first hooked up with her. She had told me they were divorcing, and I believed her.
“He won’t be my husband for much longer, thank god.” She laughs and tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “At least, he won’t be once he signs the divorce papers and agrees to terms. I don’t know why he’s dragging his feet. We’ve both made it very clear that we don’t want to be married anymore. He’d rather be off with his ‘band’”—she uses air quotes with the word band—“playing shitty music and chasing girls, and I’d rather be anywhere else but with him.”
Shit, so now she’s going through this completely alone? And it sounds like she’s not a fan of musicians. Why does that thought scare me?
“Are you new to town, or…?”
“Sort of? I lived here when I was younger, then I moved away before high school. I stayed there with my husband after we met in college, but then one day he decided he didn’t want to be tied down anymore. When my grandmother heard about the divorce, she insisted I come back to Westborough. How could I say no, especially when she threw this sweet, and definitely not run-down, or haunted, house in with the deal?” She laughs. “And with the original shag carpeting still installed, and in terrible shape? Of course I said yes right away.”
I look back across the street. The house is an older style two-story, with a porch running the full length of the front. It’s a nice-looking house, but it definitely could use some work. It’s got a bit of a ‘crazy cat-lady-who-is-also-a-witch’ vibe. It needs fresh paint, some new siding, the shutters are hanging on for dear life, a couple of boarded-up windows, and I can see some broken spindles on the railing around the porch, but it’s not too bad. At least from the outside. But this is all stuff I already knew since I was thinking about buying it myself.
“It looks decent. And you’re right, I’m sure it’s not very haunted at all,” I say with a chuckle. “What all needs doing on the inside?” I don’t need to know right now, but I really want to keep talking to her. I want to know more about her.
Am I really going to take on a project like this? Something this big could take longer than I have. We’re supposed to be starting a new tour after we finish this album we’re working on. A thought that I’ve been dreading, not that I’ve said anything to anyone.
“Do you want to come take a quick look? It’s a bit of a mess, but I’m sure you’ve seen worse than empty boxes and dirty dishes in your line of work, am I right?” She laughs and touches my arm. “I can’t tell you the horror houses I’ve seen in my time working with my dad.”
“Um, sure. I’ve got a few minutes.” I’m not a handyman. What are you doing, Travis? Leave this poor woman alone. Let her find a real contractor to help with her house. 
“Great, come on.” She turns and crosses the street, leaving me scrambling to catch up. I’m torn between lagging behind to see her ass in those shorts and walking beside her because I’m not really an asshole. “Watch this step.” She taps her foot on the first step up to the porch. “I need to get this replaced right away.”
I take my phone out and make a note. If I’m taking this on, I’m going to do it right. Besides, this could be fun. I get to fix up the house. Maybe not exactly like I wanted to, but I still get to work on it. And anything that gets me closer to Finley can’t be all bad. A giddy sense of excitement builds in my chest. 
I’ve got my head down, putting my phone back in my pocket, when Finley spins around in front of me, and we collide.
“Oh,” she says, her hands coming up to rest on my chest. She licks her lips and looks up at me, sending a flash of heat through me. Kiss her, I think.
I’ve almost got her backed against the door, and I want to push a little further. I want to push myself into her and feel her body against mine. I want to kiss her. My eyes flick down to take in her lips and I hear a sharp intake of breath. She wants me, too? No. That’s not possible. Is it? Her hands flex on my bare chest and I lean forward and put my hands on her hips. I press her gently against the door, tilt my head and bring my face to hers. I shouldn’t kiss her. I can’t be in the kind of relationship she deserves. She is getting divorced, though. Maybe she’d be interested in something temporary with me? Something fun? That’s it. I’m kissing her. I’m close enough to feel her breath on my lips when the door suddenly flies open behind her and she frantically pushes me away.
“So, anyway,” she says, her voice a touch too high. “The door sticks sometimes. Oh, hi Braden. This is Travis. He might fix some stuff around the house for us. Travis, this is my son Braden.”
She has a kid?
Braden is looking at me with disgust. He’s not a fan either, it looks like. But he does look to be about my nephew’s age. I know how to interact with kids. “How’s it going, Braden? Good to meet you.” I stick my hand out for him to shake, thinking that a little respect will go a long way with a kid this age.
“Yeah. Sure. Whatever. Where’s your shirt? What were you doing with my mom?” He ignored my hand completely, so I let it fall. Guess I was wrong about the respect thing. 
“Braden,” Finley warns. “Manners.”
“Whatever,” Braden says, before stomping away.
Finley blows out a breath and pinches the bridge of her nose. “So, that’s my oldest, Braden,” she says with a fake smile. “He’s twelve going on seventeen, with the attitude to match. The other two are around here somewhere, too.”
Oh, shit. She’s got three kids, and she’s fresh out of a divorce? That settles it. Leave it in your pants, Travis. She’s hot, but she’s off-limits. She’s got enough to worry about. And I really can’t be the kind of guy a single mom with three kids needs. 
“I have a ton of nieces and nephews, so I know what it’s like. Don’t worry about it. I’d probably have a lot of questions too if I found my mom in a compromising position with a strange shirtless man.”
“Yeah, sorry about that.” Her face reddens, and she forces a laugh before taking another deep breath. “Okay, then. Should we look at the rest of the house?”
“Let’s do it.” I may not be able to get as close to her as I would have liked, but I can help her out with her renovations. I can keep my distance and do that, too.
I think.
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Finley


“Braden, you get your little butt down here, right now!” I yell up the stairs after Travis leaves to go back to painting the fence. And after I have a minute to calm myself after being in his presence. 
I’m surprised I kept it together as well as I did in front of him. What would he think if he found out I’ve been watching him every chance I get, ever since that first day when we moved in here? That’s not why I approached him, though. Not really. He’s been doing a lot of work at the Donovan’s, and Mrs. Donovan has had nothing but great things to say about him. With her recommendation, I know I can trust him to do the work around my house. His insane hotness is a bonus.
And holy shit, is he masculine or what? Nothing like my ex, who takes that skinny rockstar look to the extreme. Not that Emilio’s a rockstar or anything, except for maybe in his dreams. Travis looks like a regular, hardworking guy. A super sexy, incredibly fit, regular guy. Exactly the kind of guy I should look for. If I ever decide to look again, that is. For now, I’m happy to keep him in the spank bank file. 
He’s been performing his duties there very well, too. I haven’t had to change B.O.B.s batteries in ages. My Travis fantasies make my orgasms almost instantaneous. 
Not that anyone wants to take on a woman with three kids, anyway. Especially when one of them has been acting like a little asshole ever since his father and I split up. Not that I blame Travis. Or Braden, for that matter. 
Braden finally stomps down the stairs. “What?” he huffs, arms crossed over his chest, with all the snark he can muster.
“You know darn well what.” I reach out and tip his chin up so he’s looking at me. “You know that was rude. I’ve been waiting for the chance to talk to that man for a while now and your attitude wasn’t helpful. It’s hard to find a handyman who comes recommended. You know I don’t want just anyone coming in here and fixing this place up. Mrs. Donovan spoke highly of Travis and I would really like for him to take on the job.”
“I don’t understand why you don’t do it,” Braden pouts. “You’re probably a million times better than that guy, anyway.”
I have to smile. It’s nice to know my kid has faith in me. “I very well might be, but I don’t have time to do everything myself while I’m studying for my real estate licensing exam. And even if I had the time, I don’t even have all my tools here.” Because, for some reason, my ex decided he wanted to keep them. That man couldn’t operate a hammer if his life depended on it, let alone something with moving parts, like a drill, or a table saw. Lord knows what he thinks he’s going to do with my tools. I pull Braden in for a hug. “Now I want you to go across the street and apologize for being rude.”
“Aww, Mom. Really? Do I have to?”
“Yes, you do. March over there and say you’re sorry.” I walk over and open the door, pointing out to where Travis is painting.
“Ugh, fine.” Braden stomps out the door, grumbling what is sure to be some not-very-nice things about me. As long as he doesn’t say it to my face. He’s having a hard time with the divorce and I’d rather he direct his anger at me than at his little brother and sister. It would be even better if he would direct it at his father, but I refuse to say anything to make that happen. 
No matter how shitty Emilio is, I will not be trash-talking him to the kids. Even if he is a no-good, lying, asshole, cheater.
“And watch out for that bottom step,” I remind Braden as he reaches the step in question, causing him to awkwardly jump it at the last second. “I really need to get that fixed,” I mutter to myself when he’s out of earshot.
I make a mental note to stop at the hardware store later on today, to grab some lumber to fix the step. After I’ve gone to visit my grandmother at her retirement community, that is. I try to visit her every couple of days, at least. After she was nice enough to give me this house, visiting her is the least I can do.
Even if the house needs a major overhaul, I was so glad to have somewhere to land when my idiot ex-husband decided he’d rather be off chasing fame and girls in short skirts than supporting the family he signed on for when we got married. If it weren’t for my grandmother’s generosity, we would have been stuck in a tiny apartment or still living with my parents. No, I’d much rather have an old, drafty house in need of some cosmetics than a cookie-cutter shoebox of an apartment any day, thanks.
“Mommy, Sarah said I have to sleep in the attic. Is that true?” I pinch the bridge of my nose under my glasses, partly at the question and partly at the one asking it. You’d think a kid would be scared at the thought of sleeping in the attic, but you’d be wrong. He’s practically vibrating with excitement.
Austin is standing in front of me in his usual outfit of all black, with a skull on his t-shirt, and his grin almost as wide as his face. He’s the cutest little goth kid ever, if goth kids had white-blond hair and bright blue eyes. Sarah loves to tease her little brother about his fascination with all things creepy or spooky. And, since Austin is only seven years old, he usually believes whatever nonsense she tells him. 
“Do you think it’s haunted? Can I have a ghost best friend? Is that okay, Mom? Do you think there’s already a dead body up there, or will we need to put in our own? Can I have a coffin?”
Austin can also be a little on the creepy side. Mostly he’s cute, but sometimes...
“What if I promise that we’ll be quiet? Can I have a sleepover in the attic with my new ghost friend?”
I release a sigh. “If you make a new best friend who also is a ghost, then yes, you can have a sleepover. But not in the attic. It’s not safe to walk around up there. It doesn’t have a proper floor.”
“Maybe you can get that naked guy you were playing with to build one? Then I can walk on it. My ghost friend will float, so that won’t matter. And we’ll need the floor before we can bring the dead body and the coffin in.”
I choke on a laugh. Braden obviously told his siblings he met Travis.
“Travis wasn’t naked, buddy. And we weren’t playing. He’s going to fix some stuff around the house for us because I don’t have time. After we fix everything, maybe we’ll see if we can put in a playroom up there. How’s that? But no dead bodies. They’re unsanitary and they stink up the house.” Add that to the list of things I thought I’d never have to say to my kids. Parenting is wild.
His little shoulders slump, letting me know this wasn’t really the answer he was hoping for. “I guess that’s okay. As long as we can paint it all black.”
“We’ll see.” I rely on the classic, time-tested, mom non-answer, which we all know means “no way”. It’s bad enough that he wants an attic space to hang out with ghosts in. Painting it black, too, would be too much creepiness for me to handle. Luckily for me, Austin hasn’t caught on to the true meaning of “we’ll see” yet.
“Why don’t you go up and tell your sister to get ready? Your dad is going to be here soon to pick you guys up for the weekend.” My ten-year-old daughter is taking forever to get ready. She’s been experimenting with makeup, a hobby that I am fine with, as long as she doesn’t wear it to school yet. I’m not quite that ready for her to grow up. Evenings and weekends are good enough for now.
Austin turns and runs back up the stairs, already yelling for his sister.
I walk over to the living room window to check on Braden. I didn’t get any weird vibes from Travis, and Mrs. Donovan seems to think the world of him, but I’m still not about to leave my son alone with a strange man for long.
I expected Braden would run over, mumble sorry, then run right back, so what I see outside shocks me. Somehow, Travis has enlisted Braden’s help. Now they’re both over there, shirtless, painting the Donovans’ fence. I think I can feel my ovaries twitching as I watch. 
He’s hot as fire and good with kids? How am I supposed to resist that? How could anyone?
Emilio has never been very involved in the kids’ lives. Beyond the standard greeting whenever he saw them, he almost never interacted with them at all. In the last couple of years, he’s been spending every evening rehearsing or playing shows at bars, so he didn’t get home until late. And then he’d be passed out until after the kids and I were out of the house. Really, the only reason I didn’t ask for the divorce sooner was that I didn’t see him enough to realize there was a problem. I was too busy doing everything by myself to even notice that I was doing it alone.
Emilio has even been terrible about visiting the kids. He’s spent very few of his many weekends with the kids, thanks to all his shows with his band, even though he’s been arguing with me for them. Not as hard as he’s fought to keep my tools, mind you, but he still insisted on two weekends a month. And in the last year, he hasn’t used even one of them. Well, he’s used parts of them, but that’s all. I’m not expecting anything different today either, but I have to keep a positive attitude for the kids’ sake. I won’t stop them from having a relationship with their dad, but sometimes it’s hard to keep my mouth shut about what an idiot he is. I never thought my family would end up this way. Divorced, with the kids shuttling back and forth for visits with a dad who isn’t even interested. 
I wish I’d seen Emilio for who he really was before we got married. But I was young, and dumb, and believed whatever he told me. So stupid. 
But now, seeing Travis out there working with Braden, I know that divorce is the best for my family. If I’m going to do it all alone, I may as well actually be alone. 
Plus, I found out that not only was Emilio not doing his part in our family, he also wasn’t doing a very good job of keeping it in his pants all those nights he spent away from home.
Thank god all my tests came back negative, or I’d have had to kill him instead of merely divorcing
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