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        They have one summer… Can love give them more?

      

      

      

      Interior designer Sabrina Mitchell desperately needs this summer break in the Hamptons to put the tatters of her career behind her and rethink her future. House sitting for her best friend solves all her immediate problems. Away from Manhattan, away from the pestering former colleague responsible for her career collapse, away from everything, she can focus. The only kink in her plan… The hunky next door neighbor she can’t stop thinking about.

      Architect Nick West moved out to the Hamptons to escape people and his own bad work situation. He loves the isolation and quiet he’s built for himself on the beach. And he would happily continue to enjoy his hermit life… If he could just stop thinking about his neighbor’s sexy house sitter.

      With a long, hot summer stretching out in front of them, and an attraction they can’t ignore, Sabrina and Nick must decide if what they have lasts only for the summer…

      Or a lifetime.
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        For my beloved family. Because. Always…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      The house was perfect. The setting was perfect. Everything about this entire thing was perfect.

      And Sabrina Mitchell couldn’t have been happier. For the first time in a year, she took a deep breath and felt all the worries and cares that had plagued her fall away.

      Everything would be all right here. She could feel it. Sea air always had a healing effect. That’s what she needed. Tabby had assured her the months here would clear out all the cotton clogging her mind, and as she stood on the back deck, looking out over the rolling Atlantic waves, the midday sunshine sparkling on the white sand, the screeching seagulls flying over the rough grass-covered dunes, the air brushing her hair in a salty fresh breeze, she thought her college roommate and best friend might just be right.

      How could she not breathe easier here?

      All she had to do was babysit Tabby’s two dogs and do a little work on the second floor of the cottage. A whole summer stretching out before her with nothing but beach, walking dogs, reading novels, and redoing the second floor of a glorious beach cottage with good bones. All her favorite things.

      She turned away from the tempting whoosh of waves and headed back inside. She still had to unpack and assess the work she needed to do on the second floor. And find the dogs who were likely upstairs playing hard to get.

      She hadn’t been out to the beach cottage for months. Six months at least. The changes Tabby had managed in that time, while still finishing her book, were pretty amazing. She’d opened up the entire back half of the house, leaving a fancy sitting room and a library at the front of the house, but the entire back was just one big open space. A living room area to the right, with a giant sectional couch in front of a large, flatscreen TV mounted above a small stone fireplace. An open kitchen to the left with rustic wooden finishes and shiny chrome appliances. Fit for a chef. Which, technically, Tabby wasn’t, but she was an extraordinary cook, so the fully decked out kitchen suited her.

      Sabrina admired the polished and darkened hardwood floors—Tabby had debated and debated keeping them this more natural color or painting them a sage green. Now that she saw it in person, Sabrina had to agree with Tabby’s final choice. Natural wood against the white walls and blue and green accents were perfect. The furniture was white, which Sabrina had balked at since Tabby had dogs. But Tabby assured her the color was fine because her standard poodle, Justin, didn’t shed and was white anyway, and her brown Pekingese shed up a storm, but the hair was easier to see on the white and so easier to clean.

      Since this was Tabby’s home, Sabrina didn’t argue, but she’d have gone a different way for a client’s house if they had shedding pets.

      Speaking of pets… She called for the dogs, wondering why they hadn’t come down to greet her. She’d probably have to take them for a walk since Tabby had left on a predawn flight. That alone should have motivated them to greet her at the door.

      “Princess! Justin! Where’s my hello?”

      No pitter patter of little dog feet. Huh. Definitely playing hard to get.

      She returned to the front door, a straight line from the back of the house, and hefted up her suitcases, which she’d unceremoniously left there. The dogs knew her well and had always come to the door to greet her on previous visits. But the Pekingese, Princess, was a true to her name, so Sabrina supposed she could be holding out, waiting upstairs for Sabrina to come to her, establishing who the real boss in the house was. That was a very Princess move. And since Justin didn’t leave Princess’s side for many reasons, he’d stay upstairs if she did.

      While Sabrina had visited Tabby here often, she’d never been in charge of looking after the dogs before. Normally, Tabby hired a professional dog sitter for them if she had to travel for work. Finding one out here in the Hamptons wasn’t hard either. But this time, with Tabby being away on a book tour in Europe for three whole months and Sabrina being in such a bad place with work, Tabby had thrown her a bone. So to speak. Giving her the time here she needed to get her head on straight.

      In exchange, Sabrina had not only agreed to dog sit, she’d volunteered to help work on Tabby’s second floor, which was still mid-update and modernizing. Sabrina wouldn’t try doing the plumbing or electrical work. But she could paint, and install fixtures, and buff and refinish floors, and finish the bathroom tiling. Tabby had been so delighted she wouldn’t have to wait on finishing the upstairs until the fall, she had even offered to pay Sabrina.

      Sabrina had been very tempted. She was going to need a real, proper job soon. Again. But the free summer house and money enough to eat and feed the dogs would do for now. She’d managed to sublet her Brooklyn apartment to a friend’s little sister for the summer, so she didn’t have to worry about that. And the money she had saved while she’d been working gave her a little cushion. She’d worry about the rest later. The work on Tabby’s house felt like her paying Tabby back for her kindness anyway. A no-brainer.

      The stairs up to the second floor had been sanded and polished since her last visit, but Tabby was still debating putting down a carpet runner or leaving them exposed. The polish made them a little slippery, Sabrina noticed as she hefted her largest suitcase up the stairs. A carpet runner would probably be best for Princess.

      Maybe that’s why the Pekingese hadn’t come downstairs. Maybe she slipped on the stairs? If so, Sabrina would have to watch her carefully, make sure she didn’t get hurt when she did attempted them.

      On the landing, she called out to the dogs again. “Hey guys. I know it’s been a few months. I’m here to keep you in food and treats and walks while your mom is in Europe.”

      Still no doggy noises. No one came out to greet her. Weird.

      Where were they?

      Maybe hiding in Tabby’s bedroom? She’d left for the airport really early, and Sabrina hadn’t been able to leave the city in time to get out here before dawn. She’d had to meet with and hand over the spare keys to her apartment to her friend’s sister, pick up her other friend’s car she was borrowing for the summer, and finish clearing out some of her stuff to a storage locker. Then there’d been traffic on the drive out—because of course there had. It was after noon now. Maybe the dogs had just camped down in Tabby’s bedroom and gone to sleep since they didn’t have any human company?

      She wasn’t a dog expert, having never had one of her own, and she wasn’t sure how the dogs reacted to Tabby’s sometimes long work trips. It was possible they got sad the first day and would have to be coaxed out with some treats. Poor babies.

      She pushed into the guest bedroom, a large space, with a giant king-sized bed pushed against one wall and lovely large windows that looked out at the ocean. There was even a small balcony off this room, which would be a nice place for her morning coffee.

      The room itself was still pre-update, so the white walls needed a new coat of paint and there wasn’t any real interior decoration. Just a basic, cheap side table beside the huge bed and an overhead fan-light that would be nice on the hottest days of the summer. The wooden floor was scuffed and covered by a couple of colorful rugs. Tabby had made up the bed with cool pale yellow sheets and a bright orange comforter. Even without all the freshening that Tabby intended, the room was cozy and comfortable and Sabrina would be very happy ensconced here for the summer.

      She dropped her big suitcase next to the bed. There was a small closet but no dresser in here yet, so she’d be living out of her suitcase. She didn’t mind that either, though. Felt like being on a real vacation, which she hadn’t had in so long she barely remembered what they felt like. Living out of the suitcase would remind her regularly she was on vacation here. Mostly. Which seemed like a great thing.

      Once she assured herself the dogs weren’t hiding in here for some reason, she went to Tabby’s room, hoping to find them there.

      The master bedroom was mid-update, but still pretty rough. In fact, the room was in rougher shape than the guest bedroom, probably because Tabby had ensured the guest bedroom would be livable for Sabrina in a way she hadn’t bothered with for her own room.

      There was another giant bed, covered in white sheets and a blue and green comforter and pillows. And the rugs covering the unfinished floor were fluffy and soft. The windows were covered by sheer white drapery that let in plenty of sunshine and a view through the thin material to the ocean. But the walls had splotches of paint samples on them. The new dresser and side tables were pushed haphazardly to one side of the room where they still had to be sanded and repainted and some of the drawers repaired. And the bookshelf braced against the wall was empty and in need of sanding and painting too.

      The dog beds were under the windows, near the gauzy curtains. But despite her expectations, neither Princess nor Justin were laying in their beds. Frowning, Sabrina checked the master bathroom.

      Another room still in need of updates. The new sink and tub had been installed, but the tiling, the paint, and the finishes still had to be done. She was looking forward to getting this room perfect for Tabby before she got back.

      Once she found the dogs, of course.

      Where the hell were they?

      Worry started to claw at her now, tightening in her gut. They hadn’t been downstairs, she was sure. She’d poked her head into the formal sitting room and library. The back door had been firmly locked when she’d arrived. The sunroom off the kitchen had been empty. Although, she hadn’t checked under the furniture so Princess could have been there. But Justin was way too big to wedge himself under the couch or coffee table.

      She was certain if they’d been downstairs, they would have already shown themselves. So they had to be up here somewhere. Right?

      She checked Tabby’s office, which faced the front of the house. No dogs there.

      The small room next to the office contained boxes and paint canisters and various tools. This was the room Tabby used for staging the renovations because she hadn’t decided what she wanted to do with it yet. Sabrina checked carefully around the stacks of supplies. Still no dogs.

      Her worry turned into a full blown panic.

      She hurried downstairs to hunt, searching the sunroom more closely, including under the big sectional couch, the two rocking chairs, and under the wicker coffee table that didn’t have much of an under. She searched the kitchen. She searched the library. She searched the formal living room. She even checked inside the fireplace because panic had her imagining the worst-case scenarios.

      Nothing.

      She glanced toward the back door, the large window in the top half of the door giving her a great view of the ocean.

      That door had definitely been locked when she’d arrived. There was no way Princess and Justin could have gotten out there. Right?

      They hadn’t been inside the small, fenced off backyard. The patch of beach grass and bushes wasn’t that big. Well, okay, Princess could hide under one of the bushes, but Justin couldn’t.

      Justin could, however, jump the short wooden back fence. It was just a row of rough, unpainted, worn wooden slats that only came up to Sabrina’s thigh. Easy leap for the standard poodle. But he wouldn’t jump out of the yard without Princess. And even if he had, Sabrina would have seen Princess at the fence. The two dogs were inseparable. Where one went, so did the other. So Justin didn’t jump the back fence because he’d have to leave Princess to do that.

      Still, the worry, the possibility that he’d gotten out onto the beach had her hurrying to the back door again. What if they were lost on the beach? What if someone took them? Or worse, they’d gotten swept out to sea? Her gut churned at that idea.

      She reached for the door, only to stop in her tracks as she heard a key in the front door.

      She spun, her heart hammering. Was Tabby home? Had something gone wrong?

      The door pushed open and Justin in all his giant poodle glory bounded into the house, spotted her, and made a beeline for her, all long legs and tightly shaved white curly fur. She barely had time to brace before he jumped up on her, front legs on her shoulders as he greeted her with a big smacking lick on the face. She chuckled and gave him a hug.

      “Hey boy, where have you been?” A little imperious yipping sound, brought her attention down to the Pekingese next to her ankle. “Princess!” She let Justin drop back to his feet and then dropped to her knees to give Princess as thorough scratch, sinking her fingers into the little dog’s long, soft coat. “Where have you guys been? I was so worried.”

      She looked up toward the doorway, expecting to see Tabby standing there.

      But it wasn’t Tabitha Reynolds filling the door frame.

      Sabrina froze. Just…froze, for a full thirty seconds, as she met the newcomer’s gaze.

      Shocked at coming face-to-face with the one massive kink in her summer plans to rethink and regroup.

      Tabby’s next door neighbor.

      Nick West.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      Sabrina scrambled to her feet, brushing dog hair off her jeans as she faced Nick. She’d met him before, of course. He and Tabby were friends. Tabby introduced them to each other the very first time Sabrina had come out to see Tabby’s new beachfront house—and been stunned and tongue-tied then, too.

      When she’d taken Tabby up on this offer to housesit for the summer, she’d been so desperate to get out of the city, she’d managed to forget about the complication of the criminally handsome next door neighbor.

      Now, here he was, filling up the doorway with his over six-foot frame, all glorious shoulders and hard jaw. Dark hair cut short but loose, dark eyes, a build that could make Greek gods weep, and a face that should be painted and hung in museums. It wasn’t just that Nick was handsome. He was one of those handsome men that made you stop on the street, do a double take, and blink a few times. Like, he shouldn’t be walking around in real life because that kind of absolute stunning attractiveness shouldn’t exist in the world. Just in movies and on TV. Where there was good lighting and makeup artists on hand.

      The fact that he just casually lived next door to her best friend, looking that gorgeous without any effort or backlighting, always struck Sabrina as a little unfair. He shouldn’t live in an ordinary house next to people. He should be living on some estate on Mount Olympus or something.

      The one good thing about Nick, though, was that he was so far out of her league, he didn’t seem to notice she went slack-jawed whenever he walked into a room. Which meant she could crush on him in peace without him realizing. He’d only ever barely given her the time of day, so she knew she wasn’t someone he’d stop on the street and blink at like he’d been hit by a bus. And there was freedom in knowing he didn’t notice her—especially because he didn’t notice her bus-hit blinking at him.

      “Nick,” she greeted. Then had to clear her throat, which had probably dried out while she was gawking. She smiled because he was Tabby’s neighbor, and she had manners. “What are you doing here?” Then she frowned down at the dogs. “Why were the dogs with you? Was something wrong? Did something happen?”

      New worries for the dogs replaced her awkwardness, and she dropped down to inspect the them both, running her hands over their sides and heads, reassuring herself they weren’t hurt or wrapped up in bandages or anything.

      “Sabrina,” Nick said, she supposed by way of greeting.

      His voice was very deep and rumbly and she had to make an effort not to shiver. She’d always loved his voice.

      “Tabby left really early,” he said, “and didn’t know when you’d arrive. The dogs needed a walk.”

      “They could have waited for me,” she said. “I’m not that late.” She’d got caught in traffic getting out of Queens. And then again on the freeway outside Syosset. But it was only a little after noon.

      “But I didn’t know when you’d be here, did I?” Nick said.

      “I was worried when I couldn’t find them.”

      “I was worried when you weren’t here by eleven.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets, which called her attention to the lovely way he filled out his jeans.

      She dropped her gaze to Princess. No ogling the neighbor, Sabrina. That would be rude. Even if he didn’t seem to notice.

      She couldn’t resist a little eye roll at his comment, though. “You didn’t need to panic,” she told him. “I just got caught in traffic.”

      “Didn’t want them pissing all over the house before you arrived,” he grumbled.

      She had to suppress a smile. He sounded very annoyed when he admitted that.

      To the dogs, she said, “How was your walk? Did you have fun with Nick?” She glanced up at him. “Where did you take them?”

      “The beach. Princess will need some of the sand combed out of her fur.”

      “No problem at all.” She gave Princess a little face squish and a scratch behind the ears. “We’ll have a whole session of grooming and catching up, won’t we?”

      She kept most of her focus on the dogs. It was always easier to be around Nick if she didn’t have to look directly at him too much. In fact, now that she’d gotten over her initial, and usual, stunned response to seeing him for the first time in months, she decided she could get through the summer just fine living next door to him. Not like he’d be over a lot to visit or anything. She’d probably barely see him. She could keep her crush in check, focus on the dogs, the beach, the renovations for Tabby, and her future. No problem.

      She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. Hmm. Maybe problem.

      No boys allowed, she scolded her lusty brain, checking her spiraling fantasies. She didn’t have time for boys. Except for Justin, of course. But standard poodles didn’t count.

      When Nick continued to stand silently in the doorway, she finally looked directly at him, though it took an effort to pull enough brain cells together to say words that sounded like human speech. “Thanks for walking them. Even though it wasn’t strictly necessary.”

      “You’re welcome.” The words were little more than a grunt.

      She pressed her lips together. He sounded so annoyed. She was very tempted to ask what had him so irritated. Except that would lead to more conversation. More of him standing in the doorway looking all hot and gorgeous. She wasn’t sure she was up for that. Her heartbeat was already pounding too hard—between the adrenaline rush of thinking the dogs were missing and her first view of Nick in months, she needed some time to calm down.

      After another silent moment, she raised her brows at him. He was hovering there in the doorway, not leaving, but he didn’t look like he intended to come inside either. “Is there something else?”

      Another grunt, which wasn’t really an answer.

      “Did the dogs eat yet?” she asked, because he still didn’t move.

      “Yes.”

      She waited. Nothing more. Okay. “Well, thanks again.” She rose after giving Justin another head scratch.

      Nick continued to stand in the doorway, not moving, glowering at the floor, which was starting to weird her out a little.

      “You okay?” she asked. “Something wrong?”

      “No.”

      She waited some more. But that seemed to be the extent of his answer. Well then. “Okay, well, I guess, thanks again. We’re good now, the dogs and I. Although, maybe warn me in the future before taking them for a walk. I’d rather not have another heart attack.”

      She said that last with a grin, attempting to joke and lighten the silence, but instead of amusement, or even an eye roll for her over dramatic statement, his brows snapped down with his frown.

      “I didn’t even know you were here yet,” he said, sounding defensive. “I wasn’t trying to worry you.”

      “I…know.”

      Wow. Guess she shouldn’t try to joke with him. Either she was very bad at it—entirely likely—or he didn’t have much of a sense of humor. Although, in this case, she was probably the one who’d flubbed the joke. She blamed him for that, though. How was she supposed to act like a normal human in a normal human conversation when he stood there looking like he’d just come down from the seat of the gods?

      “I have to go,” he said suddenly.

      “Okay,” she said, because he still wasn’t moving. “Well. Uh. Have a nice day?” She wasn’t entirely sure what was happening but got the feeling he had more to say.

      He opened his mouth. Closed it. Shook his head. Then pointed to the dogs and said, “Be good for Sabrina while she’s taking care of you.”

      Justin plopped down into a sit and wagged his tail. Princess let out a little yippy bark.

      Nick grunted, nodded once, then spun back out the door, stalking away like he was mad at the ground. Without any parting word to her.

      “Uh,” she said again to the empty doorway. “Bye.”

      She shook her head and went to close the door. “Well that was an interesting way to start this summer visit, wasn’t it? Guess I won’t have to worry about seeing him. Not sure he likes me very much.”

      To be fair, in the years Tabby had lived here, Sabrina hadn’t talked to Nick all that often. He’d say hello—or rather grunt hello—but then she wouldn’t see much of him during her stay. Despite the fact that she secretly watched for him, hoping to see him. She had no idea if he liked her or not. Or had any opinion on her one way or the other. Tabby swore he was a good neighbor and they got along great. But he’d always been…distant with her.

      Probably for the best, she assured herself. He couldn’t notice her crush if he wasn’t around. And that couldn’t complicate her already complicated life. He’d go about his life. She’d go about reevaluating her life. Nothing to worry about. Gorgeous neighbor wouldn’t be a problem.

      She glanced down at the dogs, who’d followed her to the door. “I am glad you’re okay and there was nothing wrong, though.”

      Justin pushed his head into her hand for another scratch.

      “Want to help me unpack now that you’re all refreshed from your walk? And maybe you can tell me what crawled up Nick’s butt and put him into such a bad mood.”

      Princess barked and then started bouncing up the stairs in the little leaps required of her short legs. Justin nudged Sabrina’s thigh once before following Princess, taking the steps slowly as he waited for her much slower progress.

      Sabrina grinned and followed them both, relaxing now that the encounter with Nick was over.

      No reason to let the fact that he was right next door bother her or interfere with her plans. She had a whole summer stretching out in front of her, to relax and reassess her future, and she didn’t intend on letting anything get in the way of that.

      Not even the gorgeous neighbor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      Nick slammed into his house, the door rattling behind him as he swung it shut. Of all the times, and all the people, Tabby just had to pick Sabrina Mitchell to dog sit.

      Sabrina.

      No professional dog sitter. No innocuous person Nick didn’t have to think about. No.

      Sabrina fucking Mitchell.

      How the hell was he going to get through a summer with her living right next door?

      He did not have time for this. He had a big job on the line, and the potential to lose a shit ton of work—as well as his most influential clients—if he didn’t play the next few weeks just right. His career was important to him. He had to concentrate. He had to focus.

      That got significantly harder with Sabrina Mitchell living next door.

      Not that he even entirely understood why Sabrina got under his skin. She just…did. She stood there smiling at him, looking all adorable and shit, and he got restless and uncomfortable and couldn’t seem to carry on a normal conversation.

      And to top it off, he’d worried her. So now he was kicking himself for worrying her. Except he hadn’t meant to worry her. Was it his fault he didn’t know when she’d arrive? Was it his fault she was late and the dogs would have left her a house full of shit and piss if he hadn’t taken them for a walk?

      The fact that he’d been hovering around all morning waiting for her to arrive and dreading her arrival at the same time was beside the point. He’d done her a favor, taking the dogs out. He wasn’t trying to worry her. So he shouldn’t feel like such an ass right now.

      He supposed he could have left a note.

      Running his hands through his hair, he tugged hard, then shook himself in a vain effort to refocus. Enough. He had work to do. He couldn’t spend what was left of the day mulling over all the ways he’d been an ass that morning. But an entire summer of Sabrina as his neighbor stretched out before him, and he couldn’t stop thinking some higher power was trying to torture him. For what, he had no idea. Some sin he’d committed in a previous life, probably.

      Instead of heading into his office, where he should have been all morning, he wandered into the kitchen and stood staring at the coffee machine on his counter. There was still a bit left in the carafe but the machine had shut off an hour ago. The coffee was probably cold. He deserved cold coffee.

      No. He did. Scowling, he snapped the carafe out and dumped out the old stuff. A new pot of coffee was exactly what he needed. It wasn’t too warm today. There was a nice breeze blowing in off the ocean. He should open the back door. Maybe bring his laptop out to the deck to work.

      He glanced past the kitchen door, to the full wall of windows at the back of his house. The bright sunshine and rolling Atlantic were absolutely beautiful today. He’d bought this house specifically for that view, for the wall of windows that gave him unfettered access to that view. The fact that he didn’t take advantage of it, and of his own deck, more often was a travesty. He had comfortable chairs, a table, even a couch out there. On purpose. When he moved out here, away from Manhattan and all that craziness, he’d promised himself he’d live slower, work on the deck when he wanted, enjoy the breeze and sea air.

      He hadn’t done that nearly enough over the last five years. He liked his office in the house—he’d set it up specifically so he would enjoy spending time in it. His large drafting table was even positioned so he could still easily glance out the window and take in the ocean view. But he should take advantage of his luck and this location. Most of what he had to get done today he could do on his laptop. He could easily work outside. Sit on the deck. Breathe in the salty sea air.

      And that desire had absolutely nothing to do with the fact that he could see Tabby’s deck and sunroom easily from his deck and so might just happen to see Sabrina.

      He dumped water into his fancy coffee machine, which was, ironically, a gift from Tabby last Christmas. He’d been happy enough with his basic Coffee Mate, but she knew how much he loved his coffee and had gotten him one that had a timer and the ability to brew single cups as well as carafes, and had a few other bells and whistles he’d never bothered to learn. She’d stopped short of getting him one of those big ass espresso things, fortunately, because then he’d feel the need to use it. But he just wanted easy coffee in the morning. Thinking about how to manipulate one of those giant machines would just complicate things and piss him off.

      Fortunately, Tabby knew him well enough not to do that to him.

      He glared at the machine as he scooped fresh grounds into the filter. Tabby did know him pretty well. They talked a lot. He was closer to her than he’d been to any of his neighbors in the city. Not as close as he was to his best friend Diego. He and Diego had grown up together. Diego knew all his life secrets, mistakes, and triumphs. Tabby didn’t know that many details. But they were close enough they talked about personal shit and not just the weather. She knew him as well as anyone out here.

      She knew him well enough that right after she’d introduced him to Sabrina, she’d warned him away from her, and promise to kill him if he hit on her best friend.

      Had she purposefully gotten Sabrina to house sit just to torture him? Had he done something to offend her, and now she was punishing him?

      He rolled his eyes and slammed down the top on the coffee machine, hitting the on button hard enough to push the machine back into place against the kitchen wall. Of course Tabby wasn’t trying to torture him. She was too nice for that. Too genuine. She’d bought him the perfect coffee machine, for christsake.

      If she wanted to torture him, she’d have just come right out and said so before doing it.

      The kitchen filled with the scent of fresh brewing dark roast. He pulled in a deep breath, hoping the smell would settle some of the restless energy making his skin itch. He supposed he could clean the kitchen. Except he’d already done that this morning when he couldn’t sit still long enough at his computer to work on the proposal he was supposed to be doing. The chrome appliances gleamed. The dark blue granite countertop sparkled in the sunshine. The Spanish tiled floor was clean enough to eat off.

      All the dishes were out of the dishwasher. The random boxes of food left on the countertops had been returned to the small pantry. He’d even straightened the few cooking gadgets he had on the counter and dusted the cookbooks—two of which were signed Tabitha Reynolds cookbooks—on the tall, narrow shelf near the fridge. Nothing left to clean in here.

      Still, restlessness had him pacing the galley kitchen as he waited on the coffee.

      Stalking out into the open living room, which took up almost the entire back half of the house, he looked out the story and a half wall of windows at the white sand beach and blue ocean beyond. Sunshine warmed his light, hardwood floors. The ceiling fan, high overhead in the peak part of the roof, worked hard to keep the living room air circulating. But the ocean breeze would cool the room off even better.

      He opened the accordion doors, folding them back fully, and stepped out onto his wide wooden deck. Without thought, his gaze went to his neighbor’s deck, covered and shaded against the bright sunshine. No one there. The pang of disappointment that settled in his gut had him cursing again.

      What the actual fuck was wrong with him?

      With an irritated grunt, he stalked back inside. He couldn’t work on the deck. He’d spend the whole time tense, waiting for Sabrina to show. Like he’d been doing all morning. This was ridiculous.

      He stomped into the kitchen, got his coffee, and returned to his office, determined to put his temporary neighbor and nemesis out of his head. He had a report to finish. A proposal to write. A job to do. He didn’t have time for this, or for her.

      An admonishment he kept repeating to himself.

      Every ten minutes.

      For the rest of the day.
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      Once unpacked, reacquainted with the dogs, and everyone was properly fed lunch, Sabrina spent the afternoon going through the supplies Tabby had left her for the upstairs work.

      Enough paint to get the two main rooms finished, maybe even tackle the hallway, which was lower on the list of to-dos but still on the list. Tiles for the two bathrooms—a pretty white tile with some smaller, decorative sheets of multi-shaded blue tiles for the guest bathroom; a soft sandy color intermixed with a gold flecked maroon for the master bath. Enough drop sheets, paint brushes and trays, detail tape, grout, towels, a small step ladder, and assorted tools to get the basics done. There were even a few carpet samples, which Sabrina thought might be for a stairs runner.

      Everything she needed to get started.

      Tabby, organized as she was, had left a long list for Sabrina of all the equipment, what she wanted done in each room, and what she was thinking about doing in the spare room once they no longer needed it for a staging area. She knew Tabby would call, probably once a week, so they could discuss some of this during those conversations. But she had to appreciate Tabby’s attention to detail. It was what made her so good with pastry and desserts.

      The afternoon crept by as Sabrina worked out where she’d start, and even got some of the set up for painting in Tabby’s bedroom ready. At least, she got the stuff she needed moved into Tabby’s room.

      By the time dinner rolled around, she was tired and hot and needed to relax for a bit. The dogs followed her all through the afternoon, watching her every move and keeping her company, but otherwise not getting very involved in the process. She appreciated their dedication to watching her, though. And it was nice having someone to talk to, even if they didn’t talk back.

      If she ever got her life back on track, maybe she’d get a dog of her own.

      She really needed to figure out what to do with herself. Where she wanted to go next. How to fix the mess she’d made of her life.

      But not all at once. And not immediately. She wasn’t going to recover and start fresh on the very first day here. Certainly not expecting a miracle just because she was near the sea and breathing clean, salty air. Of course she wasn’t.

      She sighed and wandered into the kitchen to figure out dinner. That was at least something she could do today.

      The dogs were easy. Tabby had a specific, small fridge set aside for their fresh food—which was delivered twice a week apparently—and there was another instruction sheet detailing everything tacked to that little fridge.

      “Half a tube for Princess,” she said aloud as she cut open one of the patty sausage-like rolls of dog food. “A full tube for Justin. Twice a day. Dog biscuits for treats no more than twice a day.” Sabrina looked down at Justin, who tapped his fluff-tipped tail against the floor at the mention of dog biscuits. “Only twice a day, huh?” She wondered if Tabby stuck to that rule herself or just wanted to make sure Sabrina didn’t overcompensate by overfeeding.

      Princess ate like food might vanish if she didn’t suck it all down in half a second. Justin went through his at a more measured pace, but they still both gobbled up their dinners in record time. Sabrina barely had a chance to clean up after setting their bowls on the floor before they were both back to watching her. She got a feeling the admonishment about dog biscuits wasn’t so much to keep Sabrina from spoiling them, but to keep her from panicking that they hadn’t eaten enough and compensating with dog biscuits. If Tabby hadn’t left her the note, she’d be looking into those doggy eyes right now thinking she hadn’t given them nearly enough food.

      “Good thing your mommy is organized,” she told the dogs.

      Justin’s tail thumped the floor again. Princess sat and started to lick her paws clean, a bit like a cat.

      Sabrina went to the double-wide fridge and hunted in the freezer. True to her word, Tabby had left some frozen meals for Sabrina, to get her through the first few days here before she’d have to go shopping. Given how tired she was this evening, she sent up a silent thank you to her friend’s thoughtfulness and pulled out a plastic container labeled chicken and roast veg.

      The chicken was glazed in some sort of sauce Sabrina couldn’t name, something both sweet and a little spicy, and the roasted potatoes and carrots were sprinkled with lemon zest which added a nice citric touch. Tabby, of course, left detailed instructions on how to re-heat everything without losing the flavor and integrity of the food.

      Once her dinner was ready, Sabrina took herself out to the back deck to eat. No point in spending her first night inside when the evening was so glorious. This was the wrong coast to watch the sun set, but the darkening evening, the soothing swoosh of the waves, the occasional seagull squall, all seemed too perfect to waste.

      And it would have been perfect.

      If she hadn’t made the mistake of glancing next door. Where Nick was sitting. On his deck. Looking scrumptious and off limits.

      She supposed she should have expected that. She couldn’t avoid him the entire time she was here. They were neighbors, at least for the summer. She’d sort of hoped the fact that they were in houses and not an apartment building would make avoiding him a little easier, though.

      So much for that hope.

      She settled at the large round table on the far side of the deck, trying to pretend she hadn’t noticed him. Hoping they could sit out here and ignore each other so she could eat in peace. And maybe think big thoughts about her future.

      But when she glanced back in his direction, she found him looking her way, frowning slightly. She forced out a grin and gave him a little wave. That was friendly enough, right? He lifted his bottle of beer in a return greeting, then faced the ocean again.

      Okay, then. He didn’t want to talk either. That made things easier.

      She settled in with her glorious dinner and made an attempt to keep her attention on the ocean and her food and not on her neighbor.

      She managed to at least not look at him every forty-three seconds. More like every two minutes. She counted that as a win. And she did only sneak those peeks from the corner of her eye, which also seemed like a win because he wasn’t likely to notice.

      Not that Nick noticed her crush anyway. The relief of that had always left her a little giddy. This whole thing could be so much more awkward if he actually realized she secretly had a thing for him. Especially since he obviously didn’t return that interest. They’d both be super uncomfortable if he actually knew she lusted after him.

      The dogs followed her out to the deck, and while Justin sat under the glass-top table, Princess plopped down right next to Sabrina’s chair and stared up at her during the entire meal as if waiting for her portion to be served.

      Tabby had said nothing about feeding the dogs from the table. And Sabrina couldn’t remember if she’d ever seen Tabby feed them off her own plate. So she was hesitant to give in to Princess’s stare. But eventually, when she was down to one last bite of chicken and a few carrots, she gave in and dropped a carrot. The Pekingese swallowed the bite whole before it hit the ground.

      “Well that was impressive,” Sabrina murmured.

      Because she wanted to be fair, she dropped another carrot chunk under the table. The glass top was see-through, so she was able to clearly see Justin snatch the carrot off the wooden deck lightning quick. She wasn’t even sure he chewed it before he thumped his tail and glanced up at her, through the clear tabletop, as if expecting more.

      “Wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Nick said, his deep voice traveling across the space between them easily.

      She started at the sudden break in their silence. “What?” she asked, mostly to give herself some time to recover from the sound of his voice.

      “You feed them your own food, they’ll never leave you in peace for another meal again.”

      She looked down at the dogs. “That true?”

      Justin thumped his tail again, his tongue hanging out in what looked suspiciously like a grin. Princess gave a little yip, spun in a circle, and attempted to sit up. She wobbled a little and dropped back into a normal sit as she shot glances between Sabrina and her nearly empty plate.

      “Told you,” Nick said, as if the dogs had confirmed his comment out loud.

      She grinned. “Fair enough. Although I have a feeling they’re going to find multiple ways to take advantage of my ignorance of the rules.”

      “Didn’t Tabby leave you a list?”

      Now she laughed. He obviously new Tabitha Reynolds well. “She did. Lots of them actually. But so far, I haven’t seen one mentioning table scraps.”

      “Look again. I’m sure there’s something there.”

      Sabrina gave both dogs a look. “Yeah, you might be right.” She glanced at him, but he was staring out at the ocean again, beer bottle held loose in his grip. “Thanks for the warning.”

      He grunted and lifted his bottle in a little solute.

      Why did that make her want to laugh again? He was so… Well. Nick. She wasn’t sure how else to put it. Helpful while being irritated about being helpful. Hard not to crush on that.

      She made an attempt to relax in her seat, enjoy the view, ignore the dogs still looking up at her pathetically like they hadn’t been fed since last week. Ignore the man sitting out on his deck just next door.

      She failed at that last thing pretty spectacularly.

      He was impossible to ignore. And she kept stealing glances in his direction from the corner of her eye. More interested in studying him than studying the rolling waves. The sun was low behind them, casting long shadows through the yard and across the beach. It would be dark soon. Would that be better? She wouldn’t be able to see him in the dark. But she wasn’t sure she could take the sound of his sexy voice floating across the darkness to her. Too intimate.

      Not that he was doing any speaking. He was as much ignoring her as she was attempting to ignore him. She couldn’t blame him. There was no rule you had to carry on conversations with your neighbor just because you were both out on your deck. In fact, there might be a rule that you were supposed to ignore each other to give a sense of privacy? She didn’t live in the Hamptons. What did she know?

      In her apartment building, she spoke with her neighbors in the hallways and elevators, in the laundry room, but there were very clear privacy lines with the neighbors. Not a lot of interaction once she was inside. Not unless she invited someone in. Which she rarely did because, until three weeks ago, she’d always been too busy and hadn’t been in her apartment enough for that.

      Here, though, she didn’t have anywhere to be and the decks weren’t blocked by trees or convenient bushes. She’d have to ask Tabby why she hadn’t built a barrier between hers and Nick’s deck, for the privacy. Tabby had her backyard enclosed, though she said that was for the dogs. But still. Tabby liked her privacy. She lived out here because she liked her privacy and didn’t want to be nagged by a lot of people looking for autographs and food advice. She could manage in the city without too much trouble. It wasn’t like she was on TV—yet. Still, Tabby was just famous enough with the foody crowd, she did occasionally get stopped on the streets in Manhattan and Brooklyn. So she’d moved out here the minute she could afford it to preserve some privacy.

      The fact that she’d left her deck open to full view of one of her neighbors suddenly struck Sabrina as strange. She knew Nick and Tabby were only friends because Tabby would have told her if anything romantic had ever happened between them. Tabby talked about Nick like he was a close cousin or sibling or dear friend from college or something. Like it was her place to look out for him, but never in a romantic sort of way.

      But friendly didn’t mean privacy went out the window. Why not at least put up something that gave the illusion of privacy while she was out here?

      Sabrina glanced toward the house on the other side of Tabby’s. That one was farther away, with a
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