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            KATIE TAYLOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Is this real? I must be dreaming. I pinch the skin on my inner forearm just to be sure.

      “You have the bathroom right through here. Two large bedrooms and one with its own bathroom in here. The walls are soundproof, by the way…” Brian, my new building super and winner of friendliest person I have ever met award, murmurs to me, his eyebrows wiggling in a way that makes it hard not to laugh.

      “There is a full kitchen and living room, and this island counter is fantastic for dinner parties.” He continues, and I try to remain serious, looking like I am used to this type of environment. Though I’m sure my awe is evident all over my face.

      “Do you live on-site?” I ask, proud of myself for showing an interest. I usually keep to myself. It is safer that way. But I made a pact that when I moved, I would start fresh. A new Katie would be reborn. No one knows me here. I can be whoever I want to be.

      “Ahh, I wish, babe,” he says, flopping on the sofa like this is his apartment. Is it unprofessional? I dare say yes, but I kind of like him already, so I sit on the armchair and take his tour as it comes.

      “So, you know Doctor Wakeford?” My shoulders stiffen at the question. I’m not in the habit of sharing my life with outsiders. But I take a breath and step into the new me.

      “Yes. We worked together,” I tell him honestly, my smile soft. That wasn’t so hard. Opening up a little at a time will hopefully make it easier. I touch my cell that sits in my pocket, eager to send a text to Dr. Wakeford, letting her know I have arrived and that her apartment is amazing.

      My chest feels heavy, knowing that she did all this for me. A letter of recommendation. An apartment to live in for a year. All because she could see the ER in our busy Philadelphia hospital was not where I could shine my brightest. She wanted to give me a lift to try something she thought I would excel at. Who does that? She has literally been my guardian angel, and I don’t think I will ever be able to repay her. Not only for the apartment and career development opportunity, but for getting me out of Philly. She, of all people, knows what it is like when you are running from something. And unbeknownst to her, she has helped me run a little farther.

      “Nice to have friends in high places. Keep her on your good side. All my friends are raving bitches half the time, but I love them nonetheless. Isn’t this view ah-mazing?” He jumps up from where he sits, continuing his tour as I try, once again, to keep from gaping at my surroundings. This is, without a doubt, the nicest place I have ever been in. Not just lived in, but actually stepped into. Fancy is not my life, and this apartment is Fancy with a capital F. To be honest, if my former boss, Dr. Wakeford, had told me this was how luxurious her apartment was, I wouldn’t have taken her up on the offer of letting me stay here. I am too scared to even sit on the sofa.

      “It’s a beautiful apartment. How long have you worked here?” I ask, standing and walking to the window, positioning myself next to him. My eyes flick down, noticing the window locks and my shoulders automatically lower a little.

      “Oh, a few years now. I love this building. I get to use the facilities, and the owner is great. Most of the tenants are nice. Although…” he says, leaning closer to me, his voice lowering. “The old guy in 2B can be a bit of a pain in the ass sometimes. You didn’t hear that from me.” He gives me a knowing smile, and I nod in understanding. I like that he seems to trust me.

      “So, you moved here from Philly?” he asks as he spins around and heads toward the kitchen. The stiffness in my neck comes back, and I roll my shoulders to ease the ever-present tension.

      I took the bus from Philly this morning, and although the trip was fine, finding my way from the bus depot downtown to this luxurious apartment on the waterside at Harbor East proved more challenging. Getting turned around multiple times and having to ask a stranger for directions did absolutely nothing to ease my anxiety. I clear my throat, feeling out of step again as I prepare to share more about myself.

      “Yep. I needed a change of scenery… I wanted something new,” I tell him the truth. Well, most of it.

      “I know all about that, honey. Bad breakup? Crazy boss? I lived in New York for years after a damaged heart had me sprinting here with my tail between my legs. So, I know all about fresh starts. You have come to the right place. Baltimore just feels good… Plus, I’m here, and I already know we are going to be best friends in no time.” He looks back out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the amazing view, missing my brows hitting my hairline.

      “We are?” I have never had a best friend before. Not in the way most girls do. I never could.

      “Absolutely. I can already tell. Your pink hair and tattoos are really my vibe. You give off this don’t-fuck-with-me energy, but you are a softie underneath it all.” My chest warms at that assessment, just as his cell phone chimes. “Hmmm, I need to run, the old guy in 2B has an issue. What did I tell you…” He taps my shoulder playfully, rolling his eyes. His tone and expression have a laugh bubbling up my throat.

      “Well, I like your vibe as well,” I say, trying not to sound too awkward. How the hell does anyone make friends when you are an adult? I even had trouble as a kid, so my skills in this area are sadly lacking.

      “Good. We need to do a movie night soon. This TV in here is huge. Here are the keys. As you know, there is no payment required. There is a welcome basket from the building owner on the kitchen counter for you as well.” Pausing for a second, his lips purse, like he might be forgetting something. “Oh! And here’s my card. Program my cell number into your phone so we can text later.” He hands over his business card, stopping his quick last glance around the space to look back at me.

      “Keys, program your number into my cell, and welcome basket. Got it,” I say quickly, trying to tamp down the nervous energy strumming through my body. I feel like I have won the lottery. A new friend and a new apartment on day one. This is not like me at all.

      “Do you have any other bags downstairs? We have this really old doorman working today, and my nails aren’t really the kind that can lift heavy suitcases, if you know what I mean?” Brian asks, flashing his very well-manicured fingers in my direction. I have never had a manicure, but now I really, really want one.

      “No. That’s it,” I say with a smile, my eyes flicking to my bag near the front door. The only dirty thing in this entire apartment, further highlighting the differences between me and my new living standard. Is it sad that it alone carries my entire life at this point?

      “Seriously, when I left New York, I literally had the clothes on my back and that was it. Don’t worry, babe. I see a shopping trip in our future.” Giving me a wink, the tension yet again leaves my shoulders as my body starts to fill with more confidence. I might as well start acting like I deserve this level of luxury. I am going to be living here for the next twelve months.

      “Okay then, I will let you get settled. I am downstairs most days at the concierge desk, so don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything, and… welcome to Baltimore!” he says, throwing his arms out wide like a game show host, showcasing the amazing view just outside the large wall of windows. His smile stretches a little wider before he gives me a nod and then walks out the door, closing it firmly behind him.

      I blow out a breath and check the lock on the door, ensuring it works and it is securely locked. Then I tentatively sit on the edge of the sofa, taking it all in. A fully furnished, city high-rise apartment that screams high end, with every amenity I could possibly need and then some. In my entire twenty-four years on this earth, I have never seen such opulence.

      With everything I need and more, it is a simple move in and move out kind of place. Somewhat similar to my life. But you can tell it is unlived in. While aesthetically stunning, it has that smell about it. It is a mix of cleaning products and emptiness. A smell I know too well.

      My eyes rest on an art print on the wall. It is of the heart. An old-school doctor's drawing of sorts. Maybe something you would ordinarily see in a vintage textbook for an anatomy class. It is stunning. It highlights all the different parts of the organ, all of which I know by name. I have always been fascinated with the heart. The muscle that does so much work, gives so much life and love, yet it’s so easy to break.

      Baltimore Hospital is known as one of the best for cardiology and is now my new place of employment starting Monday. I may not be able to mend a broken heart like a heart surgeon can, but as one of the best ward nurses around, I am highly skilled and ready for a challenge.

      I stand and walk over to the large stainless-steel refrigerator, pulling open the double doors. The lights are bright, the interior stark white, each shelf empty. My stomach grumbles at just the thought of food, the chocolate bar I had on the bus doing nothing to appease my hunger. I need to find a nearby grocery store, preferably a cheap one.

      Closing the refrigerator, I walk back to the windows. The water’s calm and peaceful, especially from this high up. There are fancy boats docked in the jetty and a few people walking along the boardwalk.

      Plunk, plunk, plunk…

      What is that? My body jolts, and my fight-or-flight kicks in immediately. On edge, I spin around from the amazing view, my eyes darting from side to side. Now that I have heard it, I can’t unhear it. A slow, almost silent thumping. Soothing yet totally annoying at the same time, just like the second hand on a wall clock. As I look around, I’m half expecting the noise to jump out at me.

      Plunk, plunk, plunk.

      I tentatively walk around the apartment, my head snapping from left to right, looking for clues as to what it might be. I didn’t hear it earlier when Brian was here, although he was talking almost nonstop, so there was no way this would have stood out. Following the noise to the kitchen, I open cupboards, check out the refrigerator again, and then open the dishwasher.

      Plunk, plunk, plunk.

      Frustration starts to dig into me until I spot it. The kitchen sink. The tap drips in a constant rhythm. I turn the tap tighter, hoping to cease the noise, but it is already tight. Hopefully, I somehow fixed it. But just as I slowly pull my hand away, the drips keep coming.

      “Shit,” I say to no one other than myself. My eyes flick across the counter, which is bare, except for the nice basket left from the building. I could ring Brian, but I don’t want to be that annoying person who finds something wrong with their apartment on the first day. We got off to a good start. Finding a kitchen cloth in the cupboard, I place it at the bottom of the sink, something to block the drip of water against the stainless steel. Silence greets me.

      My eyes flick around the apartment once more. The quietness now is almost deafening, so I put on music, which always gives me the strength I need to get through my to-do lists. I make quick work of unpacking my bag, then settle in with a small box of artisan cookies I found in the welcome basket. Ease and excitement fill me at my first night in a new city.
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            EDWARD LANGFORD

          

        

      

    

    
      If only my mother could see me now. Jeans and a workman's shirt. Boots and tools. A far cry from the suit-wearing Baltimore billionaire poster boy I am portrayed as being in the public eye.

      “How did this break again?” I ask as I drill into the cupboard, wondering how the older gentleman in 2b was able to break it again.

      “These things are not made as good as they used to be,” the man grumbles from beside me where he positioned himself the moment I arrived, directing me where to drill and how to fix the cupboard he broke. I am sure he will start to tell me all about how he had to walk to work in the snow because he had no fancy car back in his day, or how he had to handwrite letters instead of email or text messages because cell phones were not yet invented when he was young.

      “They sure aren’t, sir,” I reply through gritted teeth as I test the door. It now moves perfectly and closes snugly. There is no question that it broke under stress. These things are European, and they don’t break so easily. Our whole building is made of high-quality fittings and fixtures, everything of the highest standard. From our staff to our amenities to our fit-out and our location. This building is one of the best in the entire city. And it's mine.

      My eyes flick to the tenant, who now moves across the kitchen as I pack up my tools, and I see him lean against the cupboard door that is open on the other side of the space. The penny drops.

      “Maybe don’t lean on the door like that. They may be tough, but I don’t think that they’re made to hold our weight,” I offer, hoping I don’t offend, but seriously, this old guy should know better.

      “Oh,” is all he says as he waves me off before closing the door and moving around to wipe down the counter.

      As I clean up the mess I made and start packing my tools away, I huff a small laugh. My parents paid thousands of dollars in private school fees and sent me to one of the top universities in the country, and while I did graduate with a degree in International Relations, I prefer to work with my hands over my brain whenever I can.

      “Don’t forget to tell the super that this is the third time this thing has broken. If it breaks again, I will have to contact the building owner to complain.”

      “I will be sure to let him know.” I nod and smile tightly, keeping my head low so he doesn’t get a good look at me. Not that he would expect a Langford to be fixing his cupboard, but my poor disguise hides very little.

      “Tell him I know Edward Langford personally. I have his number, and I will call him if the maintenance you provide is not professionally done.” He continues with his light threat, pointing a finger at me. I bite the inside of my cheek to prevent the laugh from slipping as I pull my cap down on my head. He doesn’t know me, nor does he have my number. I don’t give my number to anyone. My brothers and my assistant, but that's about it.

      Privacy for us Langford brothers is paramount. Our lives are played out so publicly most of the time that anything we can scurry away for ourselves, we do. I am happiest when we are just hanging out, or on the golf course, away from prying eyes. Because that’s where I get to just be me. That’s maybe why I enjoy secretly working with tools on the weekends. Teaching myself a trade. It allows me to just be, without the weight of Baltimore society on my shoulders, along with the heaped expectations from my mother.

      Here I am known as simply Eddie, the maintenance man. Not Edward Langford, owner of this building and half of Baltimore. The only person in this building who knows who I am is Brian, the super, who tends to work the concierge desk. Everyone else either doesn’t say anything or doesn’t expect a billionaire to be mending broken cupboards and faulty doors in their free time.

      “All fixed. Don’t hesitate to call the desk downstairs if you need anything else.” I grab my tools, and he walks me out. After a quick handshake and a short ride in the elevator, I meet Brian downstairs just as he is getting off a call.

      “Hi, bossman,” he says, and I roll my eyes at him.

      “How many times do I need to tell you, just call me Eddie.” We play this game almost every weekend. I know he only does it to get a rise out of me. He is playing with fire half the time, but he is full of energy and great to have on the front desk. Plus, I would be lying if I said he wasn’t one of my best employees. He is also fully aware who pays his salary and gives him a healthy bonus every year, so he kisses my ass at every opportunity.

      “Oh, stop being such a grump,” he says, flapping a hand at me. “There is a new tenant in 10A.”

      “10A?” I ask, confused. That is the Wakeford apartment. It’s been vacant for years. Ever since old Dr. Wakeford died in New York. Whispers say it was mafia related. His daughter Catherine now owns the apartment.

      “Yeah. Katie Taylor. A young woman. Beautiful, actually. A little quiet, but she is now my best friend, just so you know.” He says it like he’s laying down the law that she is not to be messed with. Not that I mingle with tenants. I see them occasionally when I need to fix something in their apartments, but that is rare. I usually mill around, tinkering with the common areas or offices.

      “Best friend, huh?” My eyebrows rise with a smirk. Brian collects best friends like someone does stamps. There is always a new one. But he seems serious about this tenant, so I pretend to conspire with him.

      “Yes. The bestest one of all,” he says quietly, like he doesn’t want anyone else to know. For some reason, it has piqued my interest. He is a good judge of character. That is one of the reasons he is so good at his job. He picks up things before they come to light. “Catherine Wakeford called last week. Asked me to get the apartment ready. Must be a friend of hers, I am guessing.” I shrug. Not that it matters. Catherine Wakeford owns that apartment. She can come and go as she pleases. Catherine can offer that apartment to anyone she likes, as long as they reside within the building regulations.

      “It is nice to have someone in it since it has been vacant for so long,” I murmur. All apartments need life in them; otherwise, they become a little stale. Plus, as the owner of the building, I like to see it at full capacity and in high demand.

      “She just called, actually. She is having trouble with the kitchen sink. Says the tap won’t stop dripping. I told her that the devastatingly handsome building maintenance man would be up within the hour,” he says, fluttering his eyelashes at me in jest.

      “Please tell me you didn’t,” I moan. I wouldn’t put it past him to say something like that, but it is not the level of professional demeanor I want in this building.

      “No, bossman, I didn’t. I just like to see you squirm.” I roll my eyes at him again, and he just smiles wider.

      “I’ll go up and take a look at it.” Grabbing my tools, I ignore his satisfied smile, taking the elevator back up. The Wakeford apartment is one of the best in the building. But the fit-out is similar to the rest of the apartments, and like all our apartments here, the tapware is from Europe. There also shouldn’t be any issue with the plumbing, since this building is still considered new. Maybe, like 2B, the new woman broke something herself. I am deep in thought about the project ahead of me when I step to the door and knock.

      “Eddie. Building Maintenance,” I say in a baritone voice that doesn’t get old. A small grin dances on my face at me being incognito. I hear the lock unclasp before the door opens, and I look up.

      My eyebrows shoot to my hairline at the sight before me.

      This is not what I was expecting.

      “Good. You’re here,” she pants, which does little to stop my dick from growing in my jeans as I take her in. She is wet. Dripping in water. Brian was right, she is beautiful. Beyond, really.

      The first thing I notice are her tattoos, then her long pink hair, currently plastered against her face and down her shoulders. But I pay little attention to that, because her white t-shirt is completely see-through, clinging to her body in a way that should be illegal. I swallow roughly at her black lace bra, fitting around her perky…

      “Hey, eyes up here, Eddie!” she snaps at me, and I shake my head. Fuck, that was a slimebag move. I was basically gawking. I clear my throat and make a concerted effort to look at her forehead so my gaze doesn’t drop again.

      “What’s the problem? With the plumbing… I mean, the water… err, what is the problem with the sink?” I ask, my voice hoarse as I stumble over my words. Fuck, you would think I have never seen a pair of tits before. Pull it together, Eddie.

      “Tap explosion. Water is everywhere!” she wails as she struts back into her apartment, leaving the door open for me. My feet won’t move as I take in her ass. Her jeans are wet as well, the denim stuck to her figure like…

      “Eddie!” she yells, and I rush in after her, stopping short as I see the mess that has her stressing.

      “Shit!” I mutter as I drop my tools on the kitchen counter, whipping off my hat and diving under the sink. I soon become drenched, but I am not bothered. The cold shower is exactly what I need right now as I try to get my mind off the pink-haired beauty and on the task at hand. Water splashes on my back as I get to work. Tapping, tightening, trying all the things I know to stop the spray of water until I hit the jackpot. I spot a loose valve at the back, and by the look of it, it must have been like this for years, especially since this apartment hasn’t been used in a while. I tighten the valve as best I can with my hands, slowing the spray of water so it remains a small gush. I still need to tighten it off completely, so I rush to my toolbox and grab some tools to do the rest of the job. As I do, I see her out of the corner of my eye, leaning against the kitchen counter, watching me. Even from my peripheral, she is fucking gorgeous.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, trying to make conversation while averting my eyes. My voice barks out, though, startling us both, and I wonder where the fuck my charm has gone. My brothers would be pissing themselves laughing at me if they could see me this frazzled.

      “Katie Taylor. I’m a friend of Catherine Wakeford’s,” she says, seemingly a little more relaxed now that the water is not spraying everywhere.

      “Just move in?” But I already know the answer. I still don’t look at her as I sort through my toolbox. My heart is thumping harder in my chest. What is wrong with me?

      “Yesterday. The tap was dripping last night, but I thought it would stop,” she says, bringing my thoughts back to the task at hand. I place the tools I need on the kitchen floor, but my wet shirt sits heavy on my body. So before I maneuver back under the sink, I level the playing field. I reach to the back of my neck and pull my now soaked shirt from my frame, slapping it on the kitchen counter, then get back to work to close off this water flow entirely. And while I am not sure, I think I heard a small gasp of approval fall from her lips.
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            KATIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I like to think that I have my own sense of style. I go through life at the beat of my own drum, not paying any attention to anyone else. But it is at this moment that I realize I am like every other red-blooded woman in this world. I feel my cheeks heat and my heart race as I watch him peel his wet shirt off his spectacular body, right here in front of me. He is confident, and why wouldn't he be with a body like that. It is sculpted. Tight. While I forget to breathe, he completely ignores me. He is hands down one of the best-looking men I have ever met.

      I watch him slide to his knees and dive straight into the cupboard under the sink again, showing me that he is not only strong but also agile. He works with speed at closing off the water flow, and I step to the side and monitor him closely as his large arm muscles contract and pulse with his movements. My eyes may have lingered over his tight ass and thick thighs while his head was buried earlier. But now, as I watch his bare back, muscles clenching and bulging, I forget my own name.

      “What did you do?” he asks, sitting back on his heels. The small gush of water has now stopped, and I get a full glimpse of his now naked torso. Water droplets trail down his strong chest, my eyes following them, watching them glide over his skin. “Hey, eyes up here, Pinkie,” he says, throwing my earlier words back at me as my eyes flick to his face like I’m in trouble.

      I hear him suck in a breath as our eyes connect, my own breath catching in my chest at the same time. He has the clearest eyes I have ever seen, the kind you could easily get lost in. We stare at each other before he gives me a sly smirk, and I feel my cheeks heat even more.

      “I didn’t do anything.” I cross my arms over my chest, recalling what he just asked, my defenses up as I ignore his cute nickname. I haven’t had a nickname before. Not one used positively anyway. I straighten my spine. One, because it wasn't my fault. I just tried to tighten the tap some more, since the dripping was still constant and highly annoying. At my touch, it flew off, coating me in so much water, I won’t need to shower today. And two, because I have no money to pay for any of this, so I will deny any involvement until my last dying breath.

      “What? So the tap just flew off the sink?” he asks sarcastically as he stands and takes a step toward me. My heart thuds harder as I take in his height for the first time. I feel like I look up forever until I meet his eyes that currently dance with humor. I tried not to pay a lot of attention to him when I flung open the door. I just wanted to be saved from the Niagara Falls happening in the kitchen. But not only is he broad with thick arms, a chiseled torso and back, but he is also really tall. In comparison to me, that is not hard. At five foot two inches, everyone is taller than me. As he places his tools on the kitchen counter, I notice the curves of his biceps that show me that he either works out or does a lot of heavy lifting in his maintenance job. Probably both. It’s incredibly sexy.

      “Yes. As a matter of fact, it did. It nearly hit me in the face. It could have broken my nose!” My hands find my hips as the lie spills from my lips. The tap hit the floor straightaway, not coming anywhere near my face. As Eddie and I stand here in my kitchen, we both look around and take in the mess. Water is everywhere.

      “I am sure it wasn’t that dramatic,” he says, looking at me intensely.

      “Are you suggesting I am being dramatic?” I ask, narrowing my eyes. I can hear my tone rise, and I know I sound batshit crazy. This is not like me at all. But I feel on edge. I am in a new place, already seemingly causing problems, and there is a smoking hot half-naked man standing right in front of me. I have no idea what I am doing. This is not normal. Not for me anyway.

      He chuckles then, clearly joking, and I sigh to myself. I really need to loosen up.

      “Relax, I’m just teasing you. I am sure a tap falling off and water spurting everywhere is not something anyone wants to combat when they first move in,” he says, his tone kind as he leans against the sink like he is a model from a jeans commercial.

      “Sorry, it’s been a big few days,” I admit, remorseful for taking out my stress on him. Yet another man who appears to be super nice and friendly.

      “No need to apologize. Moving is hectic, I get it. I was just enjoying your sass, but it’s nice to see you have a sweeter side too.” I notice his eyes shimmering as his smirk turns into a smile that shows me his teeth, and I grab on to the kitchen counter before I melt into a puddle. Is he flirting with me? This is new.

      I clear my throat, swallowing roughly. Day one, I get a new best friend, and day two, I nearly swoon onto the floor? “That’s me, sweet and sour rolled into one.” Before I can stop it, my mouth is rambling. “Look, I… I have just moved here on my own, and I have been here for less than twenty-four hours. The tap exploded, water is everywhere, and in an apartment that I don’t even own. And now, I have a half-naked man standing in front of me, who looks like he is cut from stone or something. I need a little bit of grace at the moment.” Biting my lip, I shut myself up, seeing him eyeing me curiously.

      “Yeah, well, if it helps, my mind is not exactly on the job either.” His eyes flicker down my body and back to my eyes, and a shiver runs through me at his perusal. My knees suddenly feel weak in the best way.

      We look at each other in silence. I’m not sure what is happening exactly, but there is a current in the air that started the minute I opened the door, one that feels like it has just zinged around the room. My gaze lowers to his waist without my permission. I can’t help myself as I zone in on his torso muscles, then follow a small trail of hair leading straight to his jeans. My eyes are magnetized to his body or something. I can’t look away.

      “Do you have a mop?” I see him swallow again, as he is clearly trying to put us back on solid ground. Rubbing his head, he surveys the damage. His hair is a little long, as it flops across his forehead, curling at the back of his neck in a way that gives him a boyish appearance.

      “No. I don’t have anything,” I say, looking around the room again, trying to get my bearings, my shoulders slumping as reality kicks in. I have no idea how to clean this up. I have no cleaning products, no money to go out and buy them. At best, I can probably mop it up with a few bath towels, but I prefer to do that without an audience. “Let me get us a towel. At least we can dry ourselves.” I feel bad for snapping at him earlier, so I am trying to not be a total pain. Eddie looks at me, his eyes searching mine like he is trying to figure me out.

      “Thanks, that would be nice,” he says, giving me a smile that I swear melts my underwear clean off my body, then pulls out his cell to make a call.

      It is then I look down at my appearance. My hair is wet, and I feel it stuck to the sides of my face. My clothes are damp. I was so busy checking out his wet torso, I didn’t realize that I had a whole wet t-shirt contest going on right now. No wonder his eyes were glued to my chest earlier. Self-conscious thoughts start to rise, so I turn quickly and head to the bathroom, grabbing two clean towels, and head back out to offer him one.

      “Cleaning team will be here soon. They can mop up and ensure there is no water damage,” he mumbles as he turns back around and grabs the towel I offer. Shit, I didn’t even think about water damage.

      “It’s fine. I can clean it up somehow,” I say in a rush, not used to people doing things for me.

      “You just said you don’t have a mop?” His brow furrows as he looks back up at me. What is it about him? Holy hell, every time his eyes meet mine, I feel like I’m about ready to combust.

      “I don’t, but I can do it myself. I don’t need help,” I say, my shoulders stiffening again. It’s so natural for me to do everything on my own. It’s how I’m most comfortable.

      “Hmmm, stubborn too. Well, I’ll be back at some point. I need to replace the tap,” he says, pushing past the comment about me too quickly for me to reply. I watch as he rubs his bare chest, my mouth watering a little.

      “How long will that take?” I jut out my hip as I try to get a handle on these new feelings swirling in my body. I don’t know why I asked, because I start work tomorrow, and my shifts will be so long I won’t even use this sink when I get home. My bed will call me almost instantly, I am sure.

      “It is German made, so I am not sure if we have any in stock. Could be a couple of days, a week, tops,” he offers, sounding a bit nervous. Of course it is German made.

      “What am I meant to do until then?” I ask, my eyebrows rising, almost demanding he give me the answer.

      “I will need to get a plumber in to check over everything tomorrow. Water flow to the other wet areas in the apartment should be fine. Just no using this sink.”

      “I won't be home. I start work tomorrow.” I know I am being difficult, but there is no way I can miss my first shift. I need this job. I step away from the counter, remembering I spotted some paper towels in the top cupboard when I put the small bag of food items away this morning. That thought sits heavy in my stomach, because now I also remember that I only have thirty-five dollars left in my bank account until payday. I feel my anxiety start to swirl.

      “What do you do for work?” he asks, stepping forward, the two of us now using the towels to mop up some of the water puddling on the kitchen counter.

      “I’m a nurse. I start at the hospital tomorrow in the cardio wing. I can’t leave on my first day to get here to babysit a plumber, all because the owner of this building doesn’t provide taps in good working order,” I smart, not able to help it. I am tired, wet, hungry, frustrated, and really, really don’t want to get lumped with a maintenance bill in this place.

      “The building owner is actually a nice guy,” he grits out, and clearly, I hit a nerve. His jaw is tight, his hands a little white-knuckled as they move around the countertop. Perhaps they are friends, although I find it hard to see how a maintenance man, no doubt on minimum wage, could be friends with a gazillionaire or whomever owns this obscenely elegant building.

      “I can be here early before you leave for work and stay while he checks it out. We can see if we can have something sorted by the time your shift finishes,” he offers, and I sigh. I don’t want to leave my apartment in his care. I feel like it is my personal space, not for his eyes. Not without me here, anyway. I also don’t like depending on people. History shows they always let me down. But… I know he is doing me a favor. This guy doesn’t even have to be here to help me mop up the mess. But he is, and I know the only way to get this fixed is to give Eddie access to my apartment. Rock, meet hard place.

      “I don’t know…” I say, looking at him, wondering if I can trust him, which is a stupid thought. I already know that I shouldn’t be trusting anyone. Let alone a man I just met.

      “I get it. You just moved here solo, so you are obviously independent. It takes a lot of guts to move on your own, where you don’t know many people. But I will let you know that I have had a full police check and security clearance to work here, and your apartment will be safe with me.” He smiles, and damn, he really is too pretty for his own good.

      Now that the stress of the situation has settled, he seems like a genuinely good guy. He is working on a weekend, so he is obviously dedicated to his job and has a strong work ethic. Or he needs the paycheck just as much as I do. Besides, I have nothing of value here for him to steal, and the apartment isn’t even mine… so it doesn’t really matter.

      “Fine. Okay. Um… thank you,” I mutter my appreciation and offer him a small smile. I haven’t had anyone be this nice to me ever. And for no reason. For a situation like this, it’s working out perfectly. And to my surprise, I feel a strange sense of ease.

      But with the life I have lived, I know nothing is ever perfect. So I reserve my judgment on my current good luck and push any happiness down. I can’t go thinking my life is changing. My past will always catch up to me.
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      I should be on my way to the office, in my suit, rushing to get through the morning of meetings I had scheduled. But my plans flew out the window yesterday when the pink-haired assassin flashed her wet t-shirt and her sparkling blues my way. Now, as I carry two coffees to her apartment, I look at my reflection in the elevator and see myself in my jeans, casual shirt, cap, and boots again, something that never happens during business hours.

      To say that yesterday took me by surprise is an understatement. Brian said she was beautiful. I should have been prepared when I first saw her, but I wasn’t. She is like no one I have ever seen before. Beautiful, for sure. Sexy as fuck. Spiky, but also soft. A wonderful contradiction and one I want to know more about.

      There is an extra spring in my step this morning. One I haven’t felt for a very long time. I feel good. Light on my feet. Excited. I try to tamper it down, though. It is a new day, and maybe my memories are hazy.

      Maybe I imagined the heat, the connection between us. How when our eyes actually connected, I felt my heart stop beating. Her eyes are so fucking blue, I could sink into them. Coupled with her pink hair, they pop, vibrant like the waters of the Mediterranean. It is pretty rare to have something so instant. That crackle of tension. That desire to learn more. It hasn’t really happened to me before, and I am a little shook about it.

      As the elevator opens, I strut to her door and am about to knock when it opens. It is like my mind short-circuits. I am not even sure how it is possible, but she is even more beautiful than I remember. I swallow hard, then clear my throat as I try to pull myself together.

      “Morning, Pinkie,” I tease, offering a warm smile and holding out a coffee to her. My grin is so wide it almost hurts my face. I am fucking happy with what I see. Dressed ready for work, her hair in a messy bun on top of her head. Her face is free of any makeup, but she is absolutely breathtaking.

      “Morning,” she says warily, looking at my outstretched offering, then to me and back again like she is confused.

      “Coffee?” I ask, suddenly feeling a little nervous that she may not accept the simple gesture. I rushed to get these before she left this morning, knowing she had a long workday ahead of her. Her hesitation has me even more intrigued. I have never offered to watch someone’s apartment for maintenance. Usually, this would be Brian’s job, but there was no way I was giving away another chance to see her. Even if it is just for a few minutes.

      “You brought me coffee?” she asks, surprise in her tone, her eyebrows rising. Has no one done a good deed for this woman before?

      “Yep. Figured you might need the caffeine hit for your first day on the job.” I shrug, acting nonchalant, yet hoping she takes it, wanting to put a smile on her face. Standing at her door, looking at me with a small amount of trepidation, further cements to me that she is obviously fiercely independent.

      “Thank you,” she says, grabbing the cup, albeit hesitantly, her smile small but still there.

      “I didn’t know how you take it, so I only added a little sweetener.”

      “How do I know you haven’t poisoned it?” she murmurs, looking at me over the top of the cup. Her lips curve a bit, and I start to feel hot as my smile mimics hers.

      “Only one way to find out.” I enjoy seeing the way her blues sparkle, this playful teasing new for me. Her gaze hooks on to mine as she lifts the cup to her mouth and takes a sip, almost in a challenge. Eyes closing, she hums, the sound vibrating around my body.

      “Perfect.” Opening her eyes, they instantly connect with mine. “I need to go. I have to walk, and my cell tells me that it will take half an hour. You will lock up when you finish?” she asks, grabbing a small backpack as she looks at me expectantly. She walks to the hospital?

      “No problem. Your apartment is safe with me.” I am a man of my word. “Good luck on your first day,” I offer, sipping my coffee, trying to act unaffected while my heart thumps hard in my chest. I watch her move effortlessly around me, her small frame making me clench my fist so I don’t do something stupid like reach out and run my hand down her side, tracing her curves.

      “Thanks. And thanks for the coffee!” she says sweetly, and I watch her go, clearly nervous as she takes a few deep breaths and gets into the elevator. Glancing at me once more, flashing me a small smile, I don’t miss the pink tint to her cheeks as she keeps her eyes on me before the elevator doors close on the visual.

      I sigh as I walk into her apartment. You wouldn’t even know there was a leak yesterday. The cleaning crew came and fixed it all. Brian had them air it out, and right now, as the morning sun streams in from the large windows overlooking the water, it’s immaculate. As I take in the apartment, I realize she hasn’t added anything yet. There are no personal touches, no photos, no knickknacks. The only thing I notice is the soft smell of her perfume as it lingers in the air. A sweet floral scent, and it’s sexy as hell.

      “Morning, boss,” the plumber says from behind me, startling me. “This the sink?” he asks, walking straight into the kitchen, getting to work.

      “Morning. Yeah, that’s the one. I stopped the water flow yesterday, but there is a bigger issue, I think.” He looks underneath, testing, tapping, and mumbling to himself.

      “Sorry to say it, but this tapware will all need replacing.” My brow crumples.

      “Okay, we have them in stock, right?” He is the plumber I use across all my properties, so I know he is honest. I have a whole trade team stationed across Baltimore that runs all my property maintenance in this building and in my many others. Some of them have taught me a thing or two over the years.

      “Not this one. We will have to order it in,” he says, closing the cupboard and looking over the sink.

      “Can we put a rush on it? Even if we need to pay a rush fee, let’s get it done ASAP.” I don’t want Pinkie having to wait for this.

      “Sure, I will get it ordered today and let you know when it will be in. At best, it will be a couple of days. Good job on the patch up too. It is solid. No more leaks, as long as no one touches the sink.” I appreciate his comment. I am not qualified in any trade, but I enjoy tinkering.

      “Hey, bossman,” Brian says from the front door I left open. I can’t see his face from the large basket covering him—the one I asked him to put together this morning. I may have gone a little overboard, but I spotted her empty cupboards yesterday when we tried to mop up the water. She obviously hasn’t had time to go food shopping yet.

      “Come in, Brian,” I tell him, as the plumber nods and leaves us to it.

      I need to be across town. I have a meeting with my brother Tennyson about a new building he developed that I now have to manage as part of our growing portfolio. While Tennyson has always been good at his job, he has now exploded into a stratosphere on his own. He and Willow make a good team, and he is building new complexes all around the country, and even in other global markets. It makes my job more demanding as I run the family real estate holdings, managing the buildings he develops, such as this one, as well as others across Baltimore and elsewhere. The more he develops, the more I have to manage.

      “Do you think it is big enough?” Brian asks sarcastically as he places the large basket on the kitchen counter. “You sure are offering her a lot, but I must say, given she is my new best friend, it is totally worth it. Told you she was special…” he teases, and I don’t miss the way he is fishing for information.

      “It is just nice to offer something for her unsettled first twenty-four hours here,” I mumble, pretending to check the emails on my cell as my eyes flick up to the hamper. Chocolates, artisan biscuits, olives, pesto, nuts, cheeses, and a whole assortment of other things. I will admit, my mind is still in a jumble from her.

      “Can you do a final check and then lock up? She won’t be back until later, but make sure everything is all okay,” I ask him before I shake his hand and strut out of her apartment. A new nervous energy makes my steps quick and my heart thud. Racing to the building office downstairs, I quickly change back into my suit, ready for the corporate workday. I look at myself in the mirror, sharp in my standard uniform of a tailored suit, black shoes, and now slick hair, in complete contrast to my messy, unshaven appearance of yesterday and my casual look of only moments ago. Katie has no idea who I am. Which is great, because I get to see the real her.

      She is in total contrast to the usual women I meet who know me as Edward Langford, the last billionaire bachelor in Baltimore. They flirt, play seductress, gloss their lips and pout, flutter their lashes, all in the hopes they look appetizing enough for me to choose them. But they don’t. I’ve never been more attracted to a woman than I am now. Pink hair, a small scattering of tattoos, and a body tiny enough for me to grab and throw onto my bed and…

      My cell phone shrills in my hand, breaking me from my thoughts. I clear my throat and pause for a moment, not only to get my bearings, because apparently, I have turned into a daydreaming asshole, but also because my mother’s name lights up the screen, reminding me yet again why I can’t meet a nice woman. After what my brothers went through, it will be a cold day in hell before I have a woman in my life for Mom to get near.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say, taking a big breath, steeling myself for this conversation.

      “Where are you?” she demands. No Hi, sweetheart, how are you? What are you up to today? falls from her lips. Not once has she ever asked how I am. Not in my adult years, anyway. No kind, soft words a mom is meant to use. The soft mannerisms, caring nature. The nurturing side of a female I crave. None of that comes from Diane Langford. Ever.

      “I am checking on some maintenance at the building in Harborside, about to go into the office,” I tell her, as I’m walking across the lobby to get back in my waiting town car.

      “Edward. You are meant to be meeting me for brunch. I am waiting.” I imagine her gritting her teeth behind her public smile as I pace out of the building foyer and to my car. I totally forgot about brunch. Now my anxiety swirls in my stomach.

      “Sorry, Mom, I completely forgot,” is all I get out before her wrath takes over.

      “Forgot?! How can you forget? That stupid girl you have as an assistant is obviously not doing her job very well. I will wait five more minutes, Edward, and not a minute longer,” she hisses in a whisper before the line goes dead. I wonder for a minute what would happen if I just left her there. But I am not that kind of a person. I am the only son left who speaks with her and the only one who meets her for brunch, and even then, it is only monthly. Having her in my life any more than that would be too much.

      I have no idea what made my mother into the horrible, angry woman she is. But she has been this way for years. My father’s death amplified it, but her nastiness has always been there. It wasn’t until us boys were adults ourselves that we really saw what she’s capable of. As the youngest, it is something that took me a lot longer to understand. I focused on school, then went backpacking, so I spent little time around her. It is why I enjoyed my gap year in Asia so much. My mother was horrified I went backpacking instead of getting straight to work in the family business after college, but it was by far the most fun I have ever had.

      My brothers took most of the brunt over the years. But I feel it now. The weight of her. The negativity. The lack of love and emotion other than anger and spite. She hates most women who are around us. My three brothers have found their life partners and not one of them spends any time with her. The relationship you think a woman would have with her mother-in-law is not one any of them have with her.

      “To the office, sir?” my driver, Tony, asks as I get to the car. I stand on the sidewalk and suck in another deep breath of the clean, crisp air, hearing the water lapping at the boardwalk. There are some beautiful yachts docked today, bobbing up and down calmly. I envision how great it would be to get on one of them and slowly sail around the warm waters of the Caribbean, away from my mother and everyone else.

      “The Charleston restaurant, please, Tony.” I get into the back seat, and as he drives, I text Tennyson, canceling our meeting, then speak to my assistant to reshuffle some things.

      “Shall I wait, sir?” Tony asks as the car pulls up outside the restaurant, and I step out, buttoning my suit jacket. He rushes out of the car to my door.

      “Probably a good idea. We both know how this is going to go,” I murmur to him, slapping him on the arm in thanks as I strut into the fancy restaurant my mother has chosen. As I walk inside, the low hum of conversation hits my ears, soft music from a live piano playing in the corner. I ignore the looks I get, the room full of mostly women, all wearing designer clothes, their hair perfectly coiffed and nails freshly manicured. I see my mother across the room, a few women chatting to her, all of whom look up as I approach.

      “Good morning,” I say, my smile as fake as their lips. I lean over to peck my mother on the cheek. A standard public greeting that always has my shoulders up near my ears.

      “Edward, so glad you could make it,” she says with a smile, sitting in her chair like the Queen of England. Only the two of us know how barbed her words are. I smile politely at the nearby women as they take their leave, and I sit opposite my mother, wondering if I should bother ordering.

      “Sir?” The waiter offers me a menu and pours a glass of water. My eyes flick to meet Mother’s, her stare drilling into me. We both remain silent until the waiter leaves.

      “I don’t like waiting, Edward. What had you so consumed this morning that you forgot about your own mother?”

      “Just some maintenance needing oversight at the Harborside building.” I offer her just enough and nothing more.

      She scoffs at me like I am utterly ridiculous. As the youngest, I am used to people not taking me seriously. I fly under the radar, for the most part, even though I am a successful businessman in my own right. After my time backpacking, I came home to help my older brother Harrison with his campaign for governor. Once he won, I slotted right into managing the family business real estate portfolio, simply because there was no other box that I fit in. I have spent the last few years focused on that job, and I have provided year on year growth. I am not merely born from money, but I make it. A lot of it.

      “Maintenance? Really, Edward? Have you no shame,” she seethes, and I swear I see smoke coming from her ears.

      “Shame?” I tilt my head in question, knowing what is about to come. My chest tightens, and I clench my fists under the table.

      “It is about time you stopped playing around like Bob the Builder and focused on your future. You don’t think I know about you working on the weekends, fixing things and cleaning up. Seriously, Edward, what in the world would possess you to do that? To look after people like that. It is beneath you. It is not what we do,” she says, taking a sip of her wine, her glass nearly empty. I can tell by the smell of her breath that it isn’t her first one. As suspected, she waves her hand at the nearby waitress, who walks over and tops her up, the bottle now two-thirds empty.

      “What future are you talking about?” I ask her once the waitress has gone, and I am relieved that all the tables surrounding us are empty. No one needs to overhear this conversation.

      “You need to stop using your free time playing around in this pretend life of being a maintenance man and start spending your weekends finding yourself a respectable wife. You are a goddamn Langford. You need to start acting like it. You are nearly thirty; you can’t be single forever. The other three may have totally thrown my feelings in my face with their chosen partners, but you, Edward, you need to choose wisely.”

      I would like to think she is saying this because she cares. That she cares about my heart, my feelings, and what’s best for me. But she doesn’t. No doubt, she has some young socialite in mind for me. Someone whose family is just as wealthy as our own, so her place in society can be further cemented. I can already see the wheels in her head turning at the thought while my jaw hurts from clenching it so hard. This is the last thing that I want. I don’t want a socialite wife, and I don’t want my mom meddling in my affairs. I thought she might have learned from my brothers that it never ends well.

      “Mom, I am entirely capable of making my own life decisions.” It’s the same thing I tell her every month. While I don’t elaborate with her, I do want the whole deal. Wife, kids, the large house behind the white picket fence. My older brother Ben has that, and I am very jealous. But I haven’t met anyone in Baltimore who seems genuine and likes me for me and not my money, connections, and name.

      “I will give you a month. If you haven’t found anyone by then, I will be finding someone for you. It is not leeway I gave to the other boys, so appreciate the small amount of grace I am giving you,” she tells me, as if what she says is gospel, and I sigh. She is so deluded. The fact that she thinks I would even entertain a woman she suggests is not only amusing, but infuriating.

      “Leeway or not, your meddling ways have done nothing but damage the family. I think you are the one who needs to focus on your charity work and giving back to society. Leave me to find my own wife. I don’t need your help,” I say, and she sits in shock. Nervous energy runs through my body, and I play with the napkin on the table, waiting for her wrath. Her eyes thin, clearly not liking me talking back to her, something I rarely do. But I know that I am on her hit list. I am her only blood relative who even sits at the same table as her these days, and to be honest, I am not even sure why I do. Maybe because I feel sorry for her. Because if I wasn’t here, then she would have no one.

      “One month,” she confirms quietly, disregarding me, and I see her rub her chest. Where her heart would be if she had one.

      “So, how is the charity gala coming along?” I ask, steering the conversation away from me, seeing if we can have a normal conversation.

      “What gala are you referring to?” she asks as she takes another sip. I wonder if she does this a lot. If getting day drunk is a common occurrence for her. By the look of how she is drinking the chardonnay like water, my guess is that it is.

      “Whatever one is coming up,” I press, throwing my hand in the air, having no idea what, if any, gala is on the calendar, but she is always organizing something. Either in our name or in her honor.

      “Oh, Edward.” She sighs like this conversation pains her, sculling her wine and ordering another bottle. So I decide to order brunch. I might as well eat while I am here.
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      I hold on to the nurses’ station, because if I don’t, I think I am going to fall over.

      “He’s tough, isn’t he?” Shelley, the nursing unit manager, says from where she sits in front of the computer, updating patient files.

      “Tough? He is so disrespectful. He checks everything I do three times before he seems satisfied. He is always looking over my shoulder, constantly disagreeing with everything I say. I may be only a nurse in his eyes, but I am still a professional, with experience in ER and trauma. I know what I am doing,” I huff out, probably too harshly on my first day, but I can’t help it. I hate being treated like I don’t know what I am doing. I sigh away my frustrations to Shelley, grateful to have a friendly ear and someone to talk to at work. I met her when I arrived this morning, and she has been checking on me all day.

      “I worked for him when I first arrived here too. It’s like a rite of passage. Everyone hates him and moves to a different doctor after three months. But the hospital never questions why he has such poor staff retention. Clearly, it is not an HR priority.” She quirks a brow, shaking her head.

      “I have one more round to make, and then my shift is over,” I say, willing my feet to keep up. I wasn’t ready for the pain they would endure. Dr. Wilson had me walking from one end of the ward to the other. Grabbing stupid things from clipboards and pens to bandages he didn’t need, and even a coffee for him. He berated me every chance he got. In front of other staff, in front of patients, and even in front of the cleaning crew. I didn’t miss their empathic looks or the way they quickly scurried out of his way every time he came near them. That should’ve been the first red flag. The fact that he worked me into the ground without giving me a five-minute break should have been the second. Dr. Wilson is an asshole—I would know; I am a magnet for them.

      “Here. Have some candy. It will give you the last bit of energy you need before you crash,” Shelley says, passing a glass bowl of bright jelly beans, and I grab a few pink ones. Throwing them in my mouth, I try to ignore the fact that the pink color reminds me of my new nickname and the sexy maintenance man at my building.

      I wasn’t sure what to think this morning when Eddie showed up at my door with a coffee for me. His sexy smirk and his deep brown eyes were almost my undoing the minute I opened the door to him. I haven’t really had many positive interactions with guys. While I don’t know him well enough yet to judge, I am usually good at understanding people quickly, a skill I have acquired at work, and I feel at ease in his presence. But it makes me nervous. I never let anyone get too close. Never.

      I roll my ankles to try to help the pain in my feet from being on them for eight hours straight. I crack my neck to clear my thoughts and snap myself out of this stupid daze I am in. I have seen the man twice. He is there for work. Nothing more, nothing less.

      “Shelley, do you know if they are looking for volunteers in the neonatal ward?” I ask her. It is something that I used to do in Philly, and something that is important to me. It has been on my mind for the past few days since I got here.

      “Sure, they always are, and from a qualified nurse, I think they would jump at the chance. Just speak to Tracey, the head nurse over there. She will still be there if you want to go after your rounds. Tell her I sent you,” she offers, and I am grateful. I file that piece of information away and push off the desk.

      “Thanks, Shelley. You have brightened my day,” I say with a smile, taking a look at the chart in front of me and getting back to work, finishing my rounds so I can go home and finally rest.

      Pure exhaustion nips at my feet as I trek the last few steps into the apartment building. I can honestly say that I underestimated my need for stamina. This walk home almost kills me. I am sure I have blisters covering my heels and toes.

      “Hey, 10A!” Brian almost shouts with glee from his front desk, the warm welcome startling. I am so used to keeping my head down and being invisible that I am unprepared for the acknowledgement. But I give him a small smile. He has been nice so far, and I get the feeling that he is genuine, and a total extrovert. As I walk inside, the lobby lights reflect off the polished marble, the whole area looking alive, and dare I say, almost like home.

      “Hi, Brian.” I smile, giving him a wider grin, and the last amount of energy I have. I am in my scrubs, my flimsy backpack flung over my shoulder, and feel like I am operating with less than one percent battery.

      “Big day, honey?” he asks, looking concerned.

      “The biggest. How did the plumber go today?” I ask as I walk over to his desk to chat.

      “As suspected, I believe a part needs to be ordered. Eddie supervised and everything is all clean and tidy for you,” he says, his smile wide. “We need to organize our shopping trip. I know those scrubs are required, but seriously, girl, blue is your color!” I feel the stress from the day melt away already. He is like my own personal cheer squad.
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