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      In the week leading up to my big trip, I was torn between giddy excitement and feeling terrible. The only reason I was getting to go was because Daddy had fallen ill. He had promised to help his friend, Caleb, flip a house on the west coast. Right after Caleb purchased the house, Daddy had been hospitalized and would need ample time to recuperate. That meant he couldn’t help Caleb at all.

      I knew how much Daddy was counting on his part of the investment in that house to pay off—and more so now that he had medical bills piling up—but it wasn’t the only reason I had offered to help out. I’d spent all twenty-three years of my life in Nebraska, and I wasn’t about to walk away from a month-long stay in sunny California, even if that stay meant a lot of hard work.

      Growing up, I had done lots of handyman work around the house with Daddy. I could fix drywall, lay tile, and even handle some plumbing repairs. Leaky faucet? Not a problem. So, I knew I could be a real help to Caleb, not just a nice sentiment.

      Caleb knew too and was happy to have me.  He had even promised we would take some time to visit the beach and enjoy the city while I was there.

      The only reason I felt the least bit bad was because Daddy wasn’t well, but that was outside my control. I was just going to try to put that aside, do what needed to be done, and enjoy my time while I was at it.

      The fact that Caleb was all sexy abs and scruffy beard didn’t hurt matters at all.

      I flew to San Diego and took a shuttle to the house. Caleb was staying there while renovating it, and I would be living with him for the next few weeks

      The sun was setting, turning the sky the colors of a postcard sunset, by the time I reached the house. Caleb had said he would be hauling supplies all day so we would be all set to start work first thing in the morning. Time was money.

      After adjusting my backpack, I wheeled my luggage up the front walk, making a mental to-do list about the front yard. A few bushes were wilted and needed pruned and watered; the tree needed trimmed; and the grass could probably use a sprinkler system installed.

      At the door, I halted and tried the knob. Caleb had said he would leave it unlocked so I wouldn’t have to wait for him to return from the home improvement stores.

      The door opened, and I stepped inside the nearly empty open-concept house. The only items were a small end table made from scrap wood near one wall, a few metal patio chairs in the living room, and a TV propped up on a crate. Tools were strewn about, buckets of paint were pushed into one corner, and a new bathroom cabinet and vanity in gray and marble sat in the middle of the dining room, awaiting to be installed in their permanent location.

      Not exactly five-star accommodations, but I knew the deal.

      I pulled my luggage across the living room carpet and down the hallway. I nudged open the first door and peered into the bedroom. A mattress rested on the floor, no frame, and a garden stool held a clock. Several pieces of luggage were opened and shoved inside the doorless closet. A few towels hung from plastic hooks on the wall.

      With a smile, I closed the door and headed to the next room. That one proved to be a bathroom time had forgotten. Baby blue tile lined halfway up the wall and met with dingy white paint. The floor was covered in mosaic square tiles in various shades of blue, white, and green. To complete the horror-show, the sink and toilet were nearly the same shade as the wall tile.

      The front door opened and closed, followed by the sounds of footsteps.

      Without turning, I called down the hall, “I’m back here!”

      Someone stepped into the hallway, blocking the exit to the front of the house. I startled, turning.

      That wasn’t Caleb.

      “Uh, can I help you?”

      The man stared at me with penetrating blue eyes. With his pale, slicked back hair and puffs under both his eyes, I couldn’t guess if he was twenty-five or fifty. On his right arm, a tattoo of a lion’s face wrapped around his bicep.

      “What’s your name?” he asked, voice gravelly.

      My heart lodged in my throat. “Are you a friend of Caleb?”

      “I asked for your name, sweetheart,” he said, blowing right over my question. Of course, I’d blown over his, too.

      I bristled. No one called me sweetheart like that, especially not this fuck twat. “I think you should leave.”

      He took a step towards me. I backed away, farther down the hall, wondering if there was another exit somewhere. A weird little smile flickered on his face.

      Oh, shit. What the hell was going on?

      The front door slammed. The man jolted upright. Then he fled across the living room and out the sliding glass door.

      I met Caleb’s eyes where he stood in the entryway, terror across my face.

      He shouted, “hey!” as he dropped his bags and then lunged after the guy. He charged after him across the grass of the backyard and around the pool. The guy started to scale the fence, but Caleb caught him by the back of his shirt and yanked him down to face him. He shoved the guy up against the fence.

      “You touch her, and I’ll end you, got it, fuck head?”

      The guy nodded, and Caleb let him go. He crawled up the fence like an awkward alley cat and disappeared.

      Caleb returned into the house, breathing heavily. “How the hell did he get inside?”

      “He just walked right in,” I said, shuddering. “I guess we need to keep the door locked.”

      “Absolutely.” He rubbed up and down my bicep then gave it a gentle squeeze; warmth flooded through me, and I wished I could focus more on his touch and less about the weird guy that had intruded in my personal space. “Let’s get you something to drink and relax. Off to a rough start, huh?”

      I grimaced. “He just…He looked all weird in the face.”

      “It’s California, babe.”

      “He had a big tattoo of a lion’s face on his arm,” I said, like I needed to get all the details of the incident out of my system. “And puffy eyes. He called me sweetheart.”

      Caleb’s expression darkened. “You need to stay in the house, okay?”

      “I was in the house,” I pointed out.

      “I mean it, Rose. I don’t know who that guy was or why he thought he could barge in here, but if he’s that bold, then who knows what else he’s up to. Just don’t go anywhere, understand?”

      I hesitated. I wasn’t one to submit to demands, but he had a point. That guy had creeped me out.

      Caleb grabbed my arm, staring down into my face. “If anyone hurts you, they have no idea what they’re up against.”

      I’d never seen this side of Caleb, at least not directed at me. As much as I felt obligated to argue my rights, my insides warmed at the fiery look on his face. He seemed ready to destroy anyone that got near me with ill intent.

      That was different. So was calling me pet names. He didn’t often do that–never had, actually–but I liked it. Probably more than I should have. But Caleb was hot, and he fit right in with all the beach bodies of the West Coast.

      He headed to the kitchen, and I trailed after him, taking in all his delicious angles.  “So, Rose, how was your flight?”

      “My tablet stopped working after take-off, so it was pretty dull,” I said. Like the rest of the house, the kitchen was in serious need of an upgrade, but Caleb had scrubbed it down floor to ceiling. Everything nearly sparkled, despite its age. “Do you think that guy is from the neighborhood?”

      “Not sure.” He twisted the lid off a wine cooler from the refrigerator and handed it to me. “I’ll call the police and file a report. They’ll probably need to talk to you.”

      I nodded, and then took a swig of the wine cooler. It was cold and just what I needed to calm down a little, even if the help was only psychological.

      “Good idea,” I said, then meandered down the hall. I hadn’t had a chance to finish checking out the place yet. “Nice house. Good bones, but the bathroom…”

      I flipped open the door and stared back at the blue colored hell.

      “Complete redo,” he said with a nod. He came up to stand behind me. “This was all the rage once upon a decade.”

      “Humanity’s crimes know no boundary,” I said with a chuckle.

      He laughed and headed to the last door in the hallway and pushed it open. “Welcome to Casa de Caleb. Here, our guests enjoy only the finest blow up mattresses, thrift store lamp, and curtains tacked up with nails salvaged from around the house. Please help yourself to the amenities, including our glorious retro bathroom and recently repaired and sanitized pool.”

      I perked up, turning to him. “The pool is ready? For real?”

      “For really real,” he said. “I had it all fixed up over the weekend so you can use it anytime you want. I don’t want this to be an entirely miserable experience—just mostly.”

      He grinned and sauntered back down the hallway, toward the living room, calling, “There’s beer in the fridge, too, but no drinking and power tools.”

      “I get first dibs on the nail gun,” I said with a laugh as I tugged my luggage down to my temporary accommodations.

      Inside the room, I dropped my bags by the wall and then strode to push back the makeshift curtains and stare out the window as I continued to take sips of my drink. Outside was quiet, and most of the neighborhood was manicured. This house was the biggest blight on the block. I felt a little preemptive pride at restoring it to the caliber of the surrounding homes. Someday, a nice family would live here and make amazing memories. It might be someone’s childhood home. There will be movie nights and sleepovers and Sunday dinners.

      The front door bell rang, then a moment later, Caleb called, “Pizza is here!”

      My stomach grumbled. Dinner sounded amazing.

      Leaving my bags, I strolled back out to the living room. Caleb was sitting on the floor, back against the wall, watching a movie on his laptop and eating pizza.

      He lifted his gaze at me, smiled, and went back to his movie.

      A stack of paper plates sat on the counter, next to the pizza box. I picked up the top one and helped myself to a couple of slices of vegetable pizza, then exited into the living room.

      Holding my plate in front of me, I twisted my lips to the side in thought. I didn’t really want to pester Caleb—he was pretty engrossed in his movie—but I didn’t have much else to do. Then again, I really could use some quiet, and a shower, after that flight and then the scare with the creepy guy in the house.

      Without a word, I headed to my bedroom and then lowered onto the inflated air mattress. It was surprisingly comfortable, at least more than I expected it to be. I ate the first slice, then retrieved my tablet from
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