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Chapter One

Ethan

POURING THE STEAMING coffee into my usual mug, I let the rich aroma fill my senses. God, I needed this. Taking a large gulp, I savored the strong taste as it hit my tongue, the heat burning my mouth and throat as I swallowed, hoping like hell the caffeine would kick start my body after the late night I’d had.

I plopped myself down at the kitchen table to take the weight off my aching thigh muscles from last night’s activities when the front doorbell rang loudly in the quiet space. Who the hell was that—I glanced at the clock on the wall—at a quarter to nine on a Saturday morning?

The bell rang again so I pushed my seat back and dragged my ass up the stairs and down the first-floor hallway. Yanking the front door open to get rid of whoever had ruined my peaceful morning, I was about to give them an earful, but then I looked into his face and the words died on my lips.

The man standing on my doorstep must have been mid-twenties at the most. A few inches shorter than my own six two, he wore a blue baggy t-shirt a good couple of sizes too big, almost drowning his slim frame, and a pair of loose-fitting gray jeans and black sneakers. His angular face gave him a Scandinavian look, with a strong jaw and high cheekbones. Sandy blond hair shone golden in the morning sun, short on the sides and long on top, swept away from his forehead and held in place with some product. My fingers itched to slide through the strands to see if they were as soft as they looked and a sudden image of my hand gripping tightly in his hair as I tilted his head to lick up his neck flashed through my mind.

Despite the tempting package he presented, I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from his lips. Pink and full, they were begging to be kissed, and I had to bite down hard on my tongue to refrain from licking my own in readiness.

Well, hello, Blondie.

“Mister Scott?” his smooth, quiet voice asked, giving me goosebumps and pulling me from the trance I’d fallen into. Lifting my gaze to the palest green eyes I’d ever seen, I nodded at his question, my mouth suddenly unable to voice a coherent response. He shifted on his feet, “I’m, err, here about the painting quote.”

Damn, was that today?

He extended his hand out in front of him, and, giving myself a mental shake to wake the hell up, I reached for his and clasped his palm, my own larger hand encasing his. A shock of electricity shot up my arm catching me by surprise. The guy obviously felt the effect too as his eyes widened and he took in a short, sharp breath.

Interesting.

“Please, call me Ethan.” I held onto his warm hand a little longer than necessary before reluctantly releasing it and giving him a friendly smile.

The guy stiffened slightly and inclined his head. “I’m Nate.”

“Nate.” I savored his name on my tongue, rolling it around. “Please, come on inside.”

I stepped aside to let him enter, unable to resist the urge to lean in slightly and inhale his scent as he passed by me. Light and citrusy with a hint of soap. As he moved into the hallway, I gave him the once over and was disappointed to see his t-shirt covered his ass, obscuring my view.

Jesus. I had to stop perving on the guy. I deliberately pushed my hands into my sweatpants pockets to try to hide my growing erection and to subtly press my fingers against the head of my cock to give me some degree of control and hopefully, relief.

It didn’t.

Nate had stopped a few feet into the hallway, glancing around, assessing his surroundings, but he didn’t say anything and waited silently for me to take the lead.

“Come on,” I offered. “I’ll give you the tour, and we can talk about what I want.”

He paused for a second but then walked past me into the hallway, my eyes once more running over the baggy t-shirt and shapeless jeans he wore. I almost cursed out loud wondering what the body hiding underneath might look like, which was weird as this guy wasn’t my type at all, so why Nate intrigued me was puzzling.

Maybe it was because he wasn’t all over me like guys usually were? I inwardly scoffed at the notion of my ego being so fragile I couldn’t handle not being wanted and had something to prove. Not surprising with my upbringing but hell, I hoped I wasn’t that shallow.

Though there was something attractive about the way his calm demeanor pulled me in. With my hectic social life and full-on work schedule, I barely had a second in which to relax, but though I’d only met the guy five minutes ago, Nate slowed everything down and being in his presence made me calmer.

Mentally shaking my head, I tried to focus on the reason why Nate was here. To give me a quote to paint my house. So, concentrating on that, I proceeded to give him the grand tour.

I’d moved into the four-story Victorian townhouse just over a month ago, so had hardly any furniture cluttering the place, which made things easier to see and for Nate to get a feel for what needed to be done. With an open and airy first floor letting the light flood in and four bedrooms spread over the upper two floors, the place was far bigger than I needed, but as soon as the realtor had shown me around, I had to have it.

Taking the stairs down to the lower floor I led him past the dining room and into the huge open plan kitchen at the rear of the house with the French doors leading onto the garden.

I’d been watching Nate carefully as I’d given my tour. He still hadn’t said much, and his lack of communication was beginning to get to me, as was my inability to get a read on him, something I was usually extremely good at. But as we progressed and each room had been revealed, he’d relaxed a bit more as his obvious delight at the house and the possibility of getting his hands on such a historic building to paint had emerged.

Which I liked. A lot.

“You have a beautiful home, Mister Scott,” he said, his gentle voice filling the quiet surrounding us.

The words were the most he’d spoken since we’d begun the tour. I was extremely pleased at his compliment but, for some reason, refrained from saying so. Instead, shoving my hands back in my pockets, I rocked back and forth on my heels. “I like it, and as I stated earlier, please, call me Ethan.”

The corner of his lips curled up in the barest hint of a smile, making my heart beat a bit faster in my chest.

Pulling out a chair, he sat down at the whitewashed kitchen table and hooked his hands underneath his legs. “So, if you let me know what you’d like, I can put a quote together for you.”

I tried to resist, but, for some reason, the quiet man in front of me made me determined to get some sort of reaction, so I lowered my voice an octave and replied, “You want to know what I like?”

My flirty question had the desired effect as a full-on blush formed on his cheeks and his mouth dropped open.

God, he’s so cute.

“F-for the house.” He fidgeted in his seat. “What you’d like for the house.”

“Ah, okay.” Moving away from the counter and pulling out my own chair, I sat down opposite him, needing to get closer to this man who predictably leaned as far away in his seat as he could. “This is where I’ll need your help.” I rested my hands on the table. “I’m not good at this type of thing.”

I wasn’t clueless at all. In fact, I was damn good at painting, as my business partners and I had built a successful construction company from our humble beginnings with house renovations. And because of our success and the crazy number of hours I worked, it left me no time to paint my own home. Hence, the need to hire someone to do it for me.

I already had a clear idea of the color schemes I wanted, but my assistant had raved about the guy and his knack for instinctively knowing what you wanted, so I was interested to hear what Nate’s instincts had to say about me.

He shook his head slightly. “It’s not my place to tell you what you want.”

“Humor me. Please.” Now I really wanted to know.

He studied me with his serious face for a few moments, and I held my breath in anticipation. “How do soft whites and varying shades of French gray sound?”

Spot fucking on.

“Why those colors?” I masked my surprise at how he’d known those were the exact colors I’d already picked out.

He lowered his eyes seemingly embarrassed and studied the table. I had the sudden urge to take his chin in my fingers to make him lift his head, so those beautiful green eyes were back on mine. The urge was so strong I had to link my fingers together to physically stop myself.

What the hell is going on?

“Why those colors?” I asked again, softer this time, and my chest lurched when Nate raised his eyes to look at me.

“I’m guessing you’re a busy man and you don’t get much time to relax and unwind?” He stopped until I agreed, and as he continued, the tension he’d been holding in his shoulders relaxed a little. “French grays are calming and would suit the age and style of your home. You could have different shades of gray in different rooms—"

“Won’t that be a bit cold?” I interjected. “What about adding some color?”

He shuffled forward on his chair as his enthusiasm grew, clearly visualizing something in his head, and I found his pleasure such a turn on to watch as he finally relaxed with me. “You can achieve that in your furniture and any accessories, like cushions, throws, bedding and stuff.” Nate stopped talking, waiting for my response, though I wasn’t sure what to say as he’d basically taken my ideas and told them to me. It took a lot to impress me, yet this man managed to achieve the feat with remarkable ease.

“How come you aren’t an interior designer?” I asked, curious as to why someone with such a good eye didn’t make more use of the talent.

He shook his head and grimaced. “I guess, I much prefer the actual painting of the place and seeing it come to life. Dealing with rich people with no taste but who still think they know better….” He shook his head again but didn’t say anything else.

“You do realize I’m one of those rich people, don’t you?” I released a chuckle when the corners of his mouth turned up, shock registering on his face.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by my comment, and you’re rich – of course you are if you have a house like this – but…”

“But?” I asked, intrigued to know what his impressions were of me.

Nate glanced down at the table before saying, “You just seem different somehow.”

“How so?”

He shrugged his shoulders before looking up and saying softly, “You just do.”

Relief flooded me at Nate’s answer, as I hadn’t realized how much I wanted him to see I was different from the stereotypical idea he had of what rich people were. Plus, I didn’t want him to feel in any way inferior or intimidated due to my wealth, which shocked the hell out of me.

Since when did I care what people thought about me anyway?

“Plus,” Nate added, “you bought this house for one.” He beamed at me. “And you asked me for a quote to paint it, so you must at least have some taste.”

I laughed out loud, the echo reverberating around the kitchen. “As it came from you, I’ll take that as a compliment, I think.”

He grinned once more. “You can take it any way you want from me.” As if he’d flipped a switch, the atmosphere changed from easy and relaxed to tense and sexual as Nate’s words sank in and my imagination took over.

Jesus.

Another blush hit his cheeks, and he shot up out of his chair, panic on his face. “I should go.” He scurried around the table, heading for the door before stopping and saying, “If you decide you want to use me, message me and we can sort things out.”

My answering laugh caused Nate’s eyes to widen and his blush to intensify before he escaped from the kitchen like his ass was on fire. I tracked his exit, hearing him climb the stairs to the main hall and then the gentle click as the front door shut behind him. My mind ran over the last half hour in his company and his eerily correct suggestions for the house, but regardless of his intuition, I’d made up my mind almost as soon as I’d met him. His accurate assessment of what I wanted for the house only cemented my decision.

I chuckled thinking about Nate’s parting comment. Oh yes, if he let me, I’d definitely use him any way I could. However, for the first time in years I wanted to dig a bit deeper, get to know Nate the person, talk to him some more, find out what made him tick.

Yes, he made me hard, but I also kept thinking of his shy demeanor and how his face lit up when discussing his ideas. He had an innocence about him so rare I’d almost forgotten it existed, and for someone as cynical and jaded as I’d become, the combination intrigued me.

If anything did happen between us, it would only be a casual fling, and all I’d be offering, but it might be nice to look at the world through Nate’s eyes for a change, get a different perspective, if only for the duration of time he took to paint my house.


Chapter Two

Nate

WHAT A STUPID idiot. A total, stupid idiot, I admonished myself as I fled Ethan’s house and almost ran to my pickup, slamming the door shut firmly behind me. Closing my eyes, I leaned against the headrest, banging my head on the foam a few times while my hands white-knuckled the steering wheel. But even behind my eyelids, I could clearly picture the man who made me more nervous than anyone I’d ever met.

Boy, he was something else. With his short, messy brown hair, close cropped beard that accentuated his chiseled jaw, straight nose, and sensuous lips I wanted on my own. And holy moly, his eyes, a deep, dark chocolate color I wanted to lose myself in. He could easily have been a model. Not one of those catwalk ones. No, with his muscles, I imagined him shirtless and on the cover of some fitness magazine, his skin glistening with a sheen of sweat I desperately wanted to run my tongue over, to find out if he tasted as good as he looked.

Sucking in much-needed air, I gripped the steering wheel even tighter, thankful my baggy t-shirt was hiding my first erection in months, which still throbbed painfully behind my zipper.

My brain ran over the conversation with my potential client, and I cringed. Talk about sexual innuendos. What the hell had gotten into me? I hadn’t meant the words the way they’d come out, but I should have guessed he’d be the type of guy to push things. The man was sex on a stick for heaven’s sake. Give him an inch…

God, I’d like to give him more than an inch.

“Stop it, stop it, stop it,” I shouted to myself. “Christ, what’s wrong with me?”

A sudden knock on the side window made me jump, and I turned my head and opened my eyes to see Ethan standing on the other side of the glass. I let out a long sigh and reluctantly lowered the window and stared at the man whose only goal was screwing with my head.

He grinned before saying, “You okay there, Nate?”

I gritted my teeth, trying to bring my emotions under control, which wasn’t easy when Ethan rested his large hands on the door frame and leaned into me. He smelled of earth and musk and a faint trace of coconut. I inhaled deep, his essence filling my lungs.

“Nate?”

What the hell was I doing? “I’m fine, thank you,” I managed to get out.

The sexy man focused squarely on me; his intelligent eyes locked on mine. Probably trying to figure out why he was staring at a mad man who shouts at himself in his truck. He continued to study me, and my pulse ticked up as time slowed between us. He jerked his chin once as if he’d come to a decision. “You ran off before I could say anything.”

I waited tensely for what came next, so sure I’d messed up my chances at what would be a lucrative job. My next couple of clients had called earlier in the week to cancel their bookings. One due to illness and the other due to a relationship split, so I needed this job, but after my cringeworthy performance a few minutes ago, I doubt I’d be considered.

“I’d like to hire you,” he said, and I clamped my jaw shut to prevent my mouth falling open in shock as I gawped at him like he’d gone crazy. He must have sensed my skepticism as he gave another heart-stopping smile. “I liked your ideas for the place, and I want you to be the one who puts them in to practice.”

I managed to push out a choked, “Really?”

His chuckle rippled over my skin. “Really.”

Unable to think of anything else to say, I stared at him in disbelief before my overactive brain kicked into gear. “But you don’t know how much the job’s going to cost.”

He dismissed my response with a flip of his hand. “You come highly recommended, and I don’t for a second think you’ll try and rip me off so, again, I want to hire you.”

“Thank you,” I replied, still somewhat stunned and a lot relieved.

“Don’t thank me yet.” And Ethan’s grin turned up a few megawatts making my toes curl. “I’m one of those rich people, remember, so I have no taste and I’m duty bound to criticize.”

Laughing at his comment, I was shocked by the alien sound, it’d been so long since I’d heard it. There’d not been a lot to laugh about in the last eighteen months since Steve, and I hadn’t thought I ever would again. Looking into Ethan’s dark eyes, I thought I caught a glimpse of a more heated emotion behind his teasing words. “I’ll bear it in mind,” I said, my voice lower than normal.

“So, can you start on Monday?”

My eyes lowered to Ethan’s big hands gripping the car door, the muscle in his forearms shifting under his skin. What would it be like to have those hands on me, gripping my arms tight as he held me against him? I forced down the shudder trying to escape as excitement rippled through me. I shouldn’t want this, not after everything I’d been through. But the idea of being in this man’s space, the chance to be closer to him for the next few weeks was too tempting to ignore.

I gave a curt nod, and my heart rate increased at the satisfied expression on Ethan’s face, like I’d given him the best present ever. He stood up to his full height, and I had to crane my neck to look up at him through the driver’s side window. “See you Monday, Nate.”

I studied the charismatic man for a moment as he stepped away from the truck onto the sidewalk. Was I actually going to do this? As I fired up the engine, I had my answer in a heartbeat. Yes, yes, apparently, I was. “See you Monday, Ethan.”

 

I PARKED MY truck in a space right outside Ethan’s house Monday morning and turned off the engine before pulling the keys from the ignition. I sat there in the quietness of the cab unable to move, looking at the building for an entire minute as nerves kicked up in my gut.

This is stupid. Just go in and do your job. Giving myself a mental shake and trying to convince myself this was what I did every day, I climbed out of the truck and headed to the rear to collect the paints and the tool box containing the equipment I needed.

Making my way up the few steps to the townhouse’s large, dark green front door, I made a mental note to remember the woodwork also needed a lick of paint. About to push the bell with my elbow, I nearly stumbled over when the door swung open, and the man I’d been thinking about all last night appeared, sending my nerves rocketing.

Ethan’s short brown hair, messy like he’d been running his hands repeatedly through it, gave him a recently got out of bed look. My throat suddenly went dry at the thought of Ethan doing just that, and I struggled to pull my mind back on track, while berating myself for being so stupid. I’d long ago realized there was no point in wasting my time on pointless fantasies, or thinking about what would never happen. Nope, none at all.

But with the pair of fitted navy blue pants currently molded to his thighs, the crisp white shirt with the top button open, and the silver tie around his neck pulled loose at the knot, he appeared like a sexy, rough around the edge’s businessman. The type that’d always pushed my buttons. The same buttons that had gotten me into a whole ton of trouble in the past.

“Hey.” I tried to be as bright and breezy as possible.

“Hey yourself.” Ethan’s silky, deep voice sent sparks of electricity along my nerves. He opened the door wider. “Come on in.”

Walking past him, I caught a hint of his spicy cologne and breathed him in, needing to reacquaint myself with his unique smell. “Where can I put all the paint?” I asked, pleased when my voice still came out normal.

He cocked his head to the side for a second. “Leave it here for the time being. I thought the best place to begin would be at the top of the house, and then you can work your way down.”

I agreed with him. “That would have been my plan too.”

Ethan’s lips curved, and he gave me a direct look. “Seems like we both want the same thing.”

My pulse tripped at his words, my brain giving a whole other meaning to them. He flirted so effortlessly it was unnerving. His confidence so sexy, yet so scary at the same time. I wanted to get closer to him and hoped some of his poise would seep into me, help me be more like him instead of a shy wallflower.

Lowering the paints to the floor at the bottom of the stairs, I mumbled, “I’ll go get the rest.” I hurried out the front door and headed to my truck, hoping to calm myself down. The man had only uttered a few words to me, and I was already a mess. I needed to sort myself out and focus on my work if I was ever going to survive the next five minutes, let alone the coming weeks.

Picking up more paint cans, a bag full of sandpaper, and filler from the bed of the truck, I tried to center myself to regain some measure of control and squared my shoulders, before returning inside. This time, Ethan was nowhere to be seen, and for a brief moment, disappointment tugged at me.

What? Had I expected him to hang around and wait for me for goodness’ sake? The man had hired me to do a job, so I pushed everything else aside to get on and do what I’d been paid to.

Ethan’s return down the hallway soon derailed whatever small amount of calm I’d managed to regain, and I tried to analyze why as he tracked his way toward me. I’d barely noticed any man in the last year and a half, so why now did my body decide to emerge from its dormant state and wake up? And why this man in particular? Okay, he was handsome and, yes, he seemed like a nice guy, but there were a lot of good-looking nice guys around. Granted, none of them ever looked twice at me, so perhaps that was the reason. Ethan had flirted with me as soon as he’d gotten the chance, and no one had done that since Steve. I didn’t want to place Ethan in the same bracket as my ex, but when I had nothing else to go on, it was hard not to.

In the three years we were together, Steve had never given me the sense of anticipation or flutter of nerves the way Ethan had in the two times I’d seen him, so again, why this man?

I wouldn’t act on any of the feelings he’d brought to the surface, of course. I’d already been left with a whole load of pain from my last break-up, which still hadn’t gone away, and was in no way ready to embark on any sort of encounter with Ethan, or any man for that matter, still too conscious of how easily I get sucked in, and how badly things could go wrong. But as he reached me, I was reminded of what I’d said to him on Saturday morning. About how he was different. And the small romantic part of me I hadn’t managed to crush, the part still holding out a tiny sliver of hope, wanted to find out how different Ethan might be.

“Sorry.” He grimaced and gestured with his chin toward his office. “I had to take a call.”

Stupidly, his response made me feel better, and I admonished myself again for acting like an idiot, a regular occurrence where this man was concerned, and this was only day one. “No problem.”

We stood there, both unsure what to say next. The tension hanging between us winding my body tighter and tighter. Unable to take any more, I pointed my thumb over my shoulder. “I’ll, erm, go and start upstairs.”

“Okay.” Ethan shifted closer, and when his tongue came out to moisten his lips, I had to get out of there, as no way could I be so close to him and still keep my sanity. Grabbing my bag of tools, I escaped up the stairs, putting as much distance between us as possible. Only once I got to the top of the house and the relative safety of the furthest room, did I give in and sag against the wall.

 

BY FIVE THIRTY, the sun’s rays were sliding along the bedroom wall, filling the room with warm golden light. I stretched, trying to ease the ache in my lower back and shoulders as I surveyed my work, having been on tenterhooks all afternoon knowing Ethan was downstairs and might at any time come up to check on my progress. He hadn’t.

More than once, I’d snuck out onto the landing to try to hear him. Stupid with me at the top of the house and as far away from him as possible. Disappointed at not hearing anything, I instead pictured him in his makeshift office sat behind his desk doing whatever it was he did for his job.

“Looking good.”

I jumped at his deep voice coming from the doorway, spinning around and stopping dead as chocolate eyes focused on my own. He still had on the same clothes from earlier, but he’d rolled up his sleeves, and his tanned forearms were a stark contrast to the white cotton shirt. At some point, he’d removed his tie, and as he stepped into the room, my mouth dried up completely when his shirt slipped open further, and I got a tantalizing glimpse of the short, dark hair on his chest.

How far did the hair go? Was it only at the top or did it cover his pecs as well, with a treasure trail continuing down his abs?

I shivered, hoping for the latter.

He stopped right beside me, his body heat permeating my clothes, raising my temperature by a hundred. His woodsy scent, stronger now after working all day, had my nostrils flaring, and I almost nuzzled into him needing more of his unique smell.

“I’m impressed.”

Shoving my hands into my overalls, I desperately tried to control my reaction to his nearness. Leaning in closer, he bumped my shoulder with his, and the zap of electricity had me balling my hands tight to stop letting loose a moan. How did he do that? Make my whole body come alive? This had never happened to me before, and I had absolutely no clue how to deal with the feelings he engendered.

As if attuned to how much he affected me, Ethan turned his head away to look around the room, allowing me to compose myself. Even though I still had to tidy up more of the old wallpaper, I hoped he was impressed at the amount of progress so far.

He turned toward to me. “You’ve made a pretty good start.”

I scanned the room once more, before turning to Ethan, whose eyes were again firmly fixed on me.

“But,” he continued, and I immediately tensed up not liking his tone. “I know this is a big job and guessed things would go along a lot quicker if you had an extra pair of hands.”

What did he mean by that? Was he going to hire another painter to help me? Did he not trust me to do a good enough job on my own? And if he didn’t, why hire me in the first place?

I agreed this was a big job, but I’d been looking forward to working on the house and relished the challenge. I’d walked past these Greenwich Village townhouses for years and had always dreamed of owning one of my own. Okay, with how little money I made, buying one was a hopeless dream, but having the opportunity to paint one and see the building returned to its former glory had been a thrill for me when I’d first got the call to pitch for a quote. To now possibly be sharing the responsibility didn’t sit right at all and a small stab of hurt pierced my belly.

I peered at him, and even though I didn’t want to hear what he had to say I cautiously asked, “Meaning?”

“Meaning.” He spread his arms out wide. “You get me as an assistant for the next week and a half.”

Ethan, I’d be working with Ethan, together, all day together. I might be having trouble comprehending his reply, but my inner voice shouted loud and clear in my head, already telling me what a bad idea this was. Look what had happened to me when he’d come upstairs a few minutes ago. I’d been a nervous wreck.

Imagine if we were working together all the time? My brain almost short circuited at the idea of being in such proximity to the man.

For weeks. Weeks.

Nope. No way.

Then again, what if he only offered his help to get the job finished quicker and me out of his hair as soon as possible? Maybe he’d reasoned my being here cluttered up his ordered life, especially if he was trying to work in his office downstairs.

I wasn’t working anywhere near him, but had experienced the sensation myself in the past of being in someone’s house and knowing you weren’t alone, so I understood his thinking. Maybe he didn’t like the idea of having someone in his home for a long period of time, invading his privacy.

God, I hated having to question myself all the time around this man. My brain yo-yoed back and forth like a fight in a boxing ring, being battered left, right, and center by my emotions and, most of the time, ending up on the ropes. Suddenly, the idea of having someone help me finish this job as soon as possible, even if the man was Ethan, didn’t seem so bad after all.

He must have seen my expression, as humor sparked in his eyes while he waited for my answer, but I had nothing, nothing at all. “I, erm…”

Ethan’s mouth twitched. “I know, great huh?”

I stared at the infuriating man in front of me, the one toying with me, raising my hackles. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” At last, some backbone.

Ethan cocked an eyebrow, his gaze hardening slightly. “Oh, how come?”

“Well, it’s—”

“It’s what?”

“I work far better on my own,” I stated as firmly and politely as possible. “I’m a perfectionist, and that’s what this job demands, perfection. Something I can only deliver if I do the work myself. Alone.”

Ethan took a step toward me, putting us barely a foot apart. My heart stuttered at how close we were, and I had to tilt my head up to look in his dark brown eyes. They remained intently on mine, and I inwardly cursed for noticing the gold flecks scattered in the irises.

His warm breath fanned my face as his gravelly voice washed over me. “Sounds to me like you don’t want me around, Nate.” God, the way he said my name, like a caress. “Any reason for that?”

“N-No,” I stuttered. “It’s not that. It’s like I said, I work better on my own.”

“Have you never heard the saying many hands make light work?”

I frowned at the change of topic. “Yeah.”

“Then it’s settled.” He grinned at me, and I had to ball my hands tight inside my overall pockets, as the urge to slap the smugness right off his face was a powerful one. “Tomorrow morning, I’ll be here ready, willing, and able.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out, so I snapped my jaw shut again knowing I wasn’t going to win this.

“Fine,” I ground out, annoyed when a triumphant grin stretched wide across his face, making my stomach flip. “On one condition, though,” I added, satisfied when his far too happy expression fell away just as quick. Good. “I’m in charge, and I make the decisions.” Ethan’s eyes widened slightly at my forcefulness, but I wasn’t backing down. If I had to work with him, he’d need to know who was the boss. “Okay?”

“Okay,” he replied, and the grin reappeared on his face, along with a look of triumph at my eventual acceptance. “You’re the boss.”

I puffed out some air, ignoring his last comment, and, instead, turned away from the infuriating man to clear up the mess I’d made, in readiness for tomorrow. Ethan remained for a moment longer before leaving me to my tidying up, for which I was supremely grateful. Sagging against the wall, I pulled in a lungful of air and ran my hands roughly through my hair, gripping the length tight, trying to work out what the hell I’d let myself in for.


Chapter Three

Ethan

LYING AWAKE FOR half the night usually made me grumpy, but not this morning. Nope, today, I’d be working with Nate for the whole day. The two of us side by side with me getting to ogle, no, watch and learn, definitely no ogling, as he taught me how to paint.

Shifting lower in the bed, I made myself more comfortable as images of the man I’d been thinking about most of the night played in my head. Scenarios of his slim body moving around the room as he worked had given me a hard-on, and the idea of Nate bending over in his white overalls had me throbbing, instantly throwing up the flaw in my otherwise excellent suggestion.

The plan, which I’d thought such a great idea yesterday, didn’t seem such a good one this morning, as trying to hide a boner all day while working in close proximity didn’t seem quite so appealing. Well, getting the boner was still appealing but would make the situation a whole lot of awkward. Plus, with Nate being so astute, he’d be sure to pick up on my discomfort immediately.

“Shit.”

I never acted like this around any guy, getting this light feeling in my chest and even a few nerves fluttering in my belly. I wanted to get to know Nate better and to spend more time with him. I checked the clock on the nightstand. There were still over two long hours to go until his arrival, which was ridiculous. The fact that I wanted to be around him for any length of time surprised me. God knew, my parents had given me a pretty good life lesson as to why getting close to anyone was a monumentally stupid thing to do. Watching my mother forgive my father’s continued infidelities time after time and turning to her best friend Jack Daniels to find comfort should already have had me shutting this thing down fast.

Add in almost following in my mother’s footsteps with my own disaster of a marriage, and yeah, I was being a dumbass for even trying to get closer than I should to my sexy painter.

The real kicker in this scenario was me beginning to understand the way I wanted Nate wasn’t the same way I’d wanted men in the past. Before, I’d been a quick fuck, no strings attached type of guy, but with Nate, I wanted something…different.

I’d yet to work out the difference, but it was there, and I wanted to explore it, even though I didn’t know what I expected to discover. One thing I did know was the longer I spent in Nate’s company the more I wanted to sink my cock deep inside him, find his limits, push past them again and again until he begged me for release.

Slipping my right hand under the bed clothes, I pushed firmly against my morning wood to try to ease the pressure building in my groin. Maybe I should find a quick hook-up for some release and be done. Pick up some horny guy and relieve the tension in my balls and the ache in my cock that had become the new normal for me when around Nate.

Grabbing my phone from the nightstand and flicking open the folder holding my dating apps, I scrolled through a few, easily dismissing every profile appearing in the list until the only time I paused was when focusing on guys in their mid-twenties with sandy blond hair.

I threw the phone down on the bed in frustration, because really, who was I kidding? There would be no random pick-ups until I’d gotten Nate out of my system; a real eye opener for someone who had fucked his way through half the gay men in New York, and quite a few of the straight ones too.

If wanting him wasn’t bad enough, I also had to take into consideration his reluctance to us working together for the next week or so. What the hell was that all about? Did he work better on his own or might there be another reason? Every time we were together, I ended up more confused than when I started, which frustrated the hell out of me. I had to get a grip for goodness’ sake as this going around in circles messed with my head. Now we’d be together all day. I needed to work on Nate, get him to relax around me, make him see we both wanted the same thing, and once he did, I’d strip him out of those baggy overalls, get him naked, and fuck him out of my system, then move the hell on.

Simple.

Decision made and knowing I’d get no more sleep, I pushed down the covers and got out of bed. Ignoring my still raging dick, I walked over to my closet, grabbed a pair of running shorts and a tank from my sports drawer and pulled them and my trainers on.

Maybe a run would do me good, clear my head.

Early mornings were normally my favorite time of the day as I ran through the almost deserted streets, but today proved to be the exception as images of Nate filled my head. I pushed myself to run harder and faster, forced to think only about my feet pounding the sidewalk, instead of my cock pounding Nate. I ran until my chest hurt from the stabbing pains in my lungs, but still the frustration of wanting him so badly remained.

Arriving at the house about an hour later, my body exhausted and my mind still in overdrive, I stripped off my sweat-covered clothes, turned on the shower, and, once the steam filled the stall, climbed in, letting the hot water from the wide shower head rain down on my body until my skin became ultrasensitive to the spray. It didn’t help as, soaping myself up, all I kept thinking was what if Nate’s hands were sliding over my wet body instead of my own? Nate’s hands continuing down my abs to grip my aching cock in his strong fingers and Nate’s hands giving me long, slow pulls to send me higher and higher. His grip firm around my aching flesh as he dropped to his knees and gazed up at me, his eyes hungry, before taking me deep in his mouth.

Jesus H. Christ.

My legs almost buckled beneath me as I came like a freight train, and I had to lock my knees to stop myself from collapsing to the shower floor. Slapping my free hand on the wall I threw my head back and shouted my release, unable to stop the pleasure ripping through me, as cum shot over and over from my hard as hell cock, the sticky whiteness coating the tiles before sliding down the wall to wash away with the water.

I’d never come so hard in my life, and there’d been barely any warning before I’d gone over the edge with the vision of Nate’s plump pink lips wrapped around my dick, sucking me dry.

I am so screwed.

Pulling in a deep breath and finishing up, I stepped out of the shower on shaky legs and dried off. Wrapping the towel around my waist, I stood in front of the vanity, smeared my hand through the steamed-up mirror to look at my face, sighing heavily as the hunger for Nate still reflected in my eyes.

Today was going to be a long damn day.


Chapter Four

Nate

KILLING THE ENGINE after parking my truck on the street in the only space I could find close to Ethan’s house, a shiver of awareness travelled down my spine at spending all day in his company. Watching the shift of muscles in his powerful frame, wearing the same sweatpants and tight t-shirt he wore on my initial visit, stretching his body as he helped me paint his house, the hem riding up as he moved, allowing me to catch a glimpse of a smooth strip of tanned skin.

I clenched my body tight, trying to calm the blood rushing in my veins. Working side by side with Ethan would be a test of my strength and resolve to resist the man, and I had to resist him. He was dangerous to me. Ethan held all the power, and the idea I might have to give up any of mine made me uncomfortable.

I’d done so once before, and the devastation to my wellbeing had nearly killed me.

I exited the truck and walked to the house, gritting my teeth and girding myself to get through the day.

Stabbing at the doorbell, I waited in trepidation at what lay in store.

Ethan answered the door, beaming at me. “I should give you a key.”

Yes, giving me a key would be the most practical thing to do but to have access to his house whenever I wanted, to come and go as I pleased, hinted at an intimacy we didn’t and shouldn’t have. Not wanting to offend him and not wanting to say yes either, I walked past him into the hallway. “I’m fine with ringing the bell.”

“Nonsense.” He dug his right hand inside his sweats pocket, retrieving a shiny brass key. “Here.” He held the offending item out between his fingers. “Please. It would make my life easier not having to run to the front door each morning.”

I huffed and reluctantly held out my hand, palm up, so I wouldn’t have to touch him and waited for him to drop the key. When nothing happened, I glanced up at his face and caught his smirk, hating that he might know what I was thinking. He held my gaze for a few seconds more before dropping the key. I curled my hand tight, letting the metal dig into my flesh, silently cursing the small thrill rippling inside me at holding something belonging to this man.

“Thanks,” I said calmly, not wanting him to see he’d ruffled my feathers.

Swinging the large door shut, he turned and headed for the stairs down to the kitchen. Despite myself, I succumbed to the instinct and gave him a once over. Gray sweatpants sat low on his hips but still managed to hug his ass like a glove. A faded navy-blue t-shirt stretched tight across his shoulders. He was dressed more casually than yesterday. Casual and sexy as hell.

This was exactly what I meant. He had me so off balance, and I needed to get a grip on my reaction to him. I’d given myself a stern lecture last night, citing all the reasons why us working together was a bad idea, and I’d even made up a bucket load of excuses as to why we shouldn’t. I’d believed them too, right up until the front door opened two seconds ago and I’d seen Ethan looking like, well, Ethan.

“Come on.” He beckoned with his hand. “I’ve bought breakfast.” Not waiting for a response, he disappeared downstairs to the kitchen, obviously expecting me to follow. Resigning myself to the inevitable, I reluctantly trailed after him.

The coffee I’d faintly smelled upstairs hit me with its rich aroma, and the additional smell of something heating in the oven filled my nostrils, causing my stomach to rumble.

Ethan must have heard, as he let out a small snicker.

After splitting with Steve, it took me a long time to enjoy breakfasts again, as they would always remind me of when I’d found out about his lies and he revealed his true status. A time I tried hard to suppress. Even now, my palms sweated as my brain travelled to the one day last year when I’d been at my lowest and seriously contemplated putting a permanent end to the never-ending pain I’d been suffering. Thank God for my best friend Ben….

Shuddering and pushing those painful memories aside before I lost myself completely, I focused on the here and now and the man currently messing with my head.

“There’s a new bakery down the street, and their pastries are amazing.” He pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

My lips curved at his bossy tone, but I sat anyway, as his deep husky voice had goosebumps prickling along my skin and me wondering what his whispered orders might sound like in my ear while he pressed me down into the mattress.

Turning to the oven and grabbing a towel, he pulled the hot pastries out and placed them on the countertop. Not that I cared. I didn’t, but still couldn’t prevent my eyes from dropping to stare at his ass. The mounds, so firm and taut in his sweats, my fingers itched to touch…and squeeze.

Christ. I needed to get over the fantasies constantly creeping into my head. It’s as if Ethan had opened the floodgates on emotions I didn’t understand. Not only that, he made me feel things I tried desperately hard not to feel but couldn’t prevent myself.
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