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Chapter 1
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River

The doorbell rang, barely audible above the racket coming from down the hall. Not to mention the matching drumbeat pounding behind his eyes. River lay sprawled on the sofa, hoping whoever was at the door would just go away. Or maybe he was hoping for death...either would be preferable to his present situation.

But the bell chimed again and he dragged himself up and started for the door. Seriously, though, he was going to have it out with his sister. She’d known exactly what she was doing when she reminded his seven-year-old nephew to practice his music before she returned. The twinkle in her eye should have tipped him off, but he’d been there only a day. He hadn’t gotten the whole lowdown on the daily happenings of his niece and nephew. Who knew the kid had just started playing drums last week?

“Take a break, Joel,” he hollered. Please. “Someone’s at the door.”

Clearly not listening to his uncle, Joel continued drumming and—oh, dear God, there was a cymbal. He rubbed his temples and shook his head. Good God, Kristy was going to pay for this.

As he opened the door, cold air rushed inside and he shivered. Sunlight glinted off the snow, nearly blinding him, and he squinted until his eyes adjusted. And then he blinked. Several times. Because on the other side of the screen door was the sexiest man he’d seen in...well, ever. The epitome of tall, dark, and handsome just casually standing there in work boots and dark jeans, with a clipboard tucked under his arm.

“Hi, I’m Ethan with Spade Contracting.” An easy smile crossed his face, crinkling the edges of his eyes.

His brain stuck in error mode, River continued to stare until Ethan spoke again.

“Um, is Kristy Whitlock here?” The guy shifted his feet and warily looked at him, leaning in and peering at River through the screen.

Damn. The guy probably thought River was having some kind of stroke. Get it together!

“Yes. I mean, no, but yes, this is her place. I’m River.” He hurried to push out the door and gestured for Ethan to come inside. “I’m sorry. It’s been a crazy morning and I forgot she’d mentioned you’d be coming by. Please, come in out of the cold.”

Ethan brushed by him as he entered and River caught a whiff of tea tree. He loved that scent on a man, but he stopped himself from breathing in deeply. River didn’t need to add creepy guy to his already less-than-stellar first impression. He closed the door behind him and indicated for Ethan to follow him upstairs to the kitchen. It was a split-level house, and River also wanted to let the kids know where he’d be before he took Ethan downstairs.

“Joel, hold off on the drums for a bit, okay,” he shouted at the top of the stairs. It took him a couple of times, but his nephew finally heard him.

“But—”

“Just for a bit, buddy, okay? We’ve got a guest here.”

With that bit of exciting news, Joel and his sister popped their heads out of their respective rooms, curious to see who was visiting. River grinned and waved them over. “These munchkins are Joel and Holly. They’re off school today for...uh, some reason,” he said with a shrug and laughed. “I’m not up on all the details yet.”

Joel, who had a bit of an issue with personal space, stepped right up to Ethan and stared at him. “You’re tall,” he noted.

Ethan took a half step back but smiled kindly. “You think so?”

Joel nodded with sincerity. “Definitely. How tall are you?”

“Joel, let’s leave the man alone.”

Holly, the shyer of the two, slipped her hand into River’s. “But he is tall,” she whispered.

Ethan laughed. “I’m six-four.”

“Wow,” Joel gasped, clearly impressed—as if he understood what that really meant. He was in kindergarten and, according to Kristy, had some difficulties with his numbers and letters, but River was sure he’d catch up soon enough. He’d struggled himself in the first few years of school.

“Guys, he’s here to look at the basement, okay? You two go play while I take him downstairs.” He grinned and pointed at Joel. “But lay off the drums for now, okay?”

Joel grinned back before grabbing his sister’s hand and running to his room. River barely made it two steps before the drumming started.

“Joel!”

The drumming stopped but the cymbals began. He nodded at Ethan. “Follow me quick—it’s only going to get louder.”

Ethan smiled just as the drums started again. “Lead the way.”

A tingle ran through River and he nearly rolled his eyes at himself. A hot man smiles at him and he goes all gooey? Pathetic. He led Ethan down the double set of stairs, until they found themselves in a tiny hall with two closed doors on either end with a smaller one situated under the stairs. River hadn’t looked inside, but assumed it was storage. The other two doors led to the garage and the unfinished basement. He opened the one into the basement and gestured for Ethan to go in ahead before reaching back across the hall and flipping the switch, illuminating the basement.

“That’s a little inconvenient, huh?” Ethan nodded toward the hall. “The switch outside the room?”

“Yeah. Probably. I hadn’t even thought about it. I just moved here yesterday. I’m staying on the sofa until we get this finished.”

River watched Ethan as he walked into the room, assessing the space. Broad shoulders rolled under the heavy black Carhartt as he inspected the wall. Powerful thighs encased in denim supported him as he reached up to check the ceiling, then squatted to look at the something in the corner. His movements were easy. Confident. Ethan was a man who oozed strength, yet River sensed no aggression in the man, which he’d witnessed in other men.

Ethan tapped the bathroom door. “This looks pretty recent. Did your sister put this in?”

He thought about it for a second and shook his head. “I don’t think so. She hasn’t said anything to me about home improvements. She’s only been here about a year.”

Ethan nodded and made some notes on his clipboard. River could hear the click of his pen when he finished. Ethan turned to him, his eyes catching River’s and tilted his head to the bathroom. “Whoever installed it did a pretty good job. It’s small, though. Anything you’d like to change in there?”

River joined him at the door and was surprised to see the blue and white patterned ceramic-tiled floor, the white subway-tiled shower, and the small sink with a navy-blue cabinet. He’d checked out the basement when he’d arrived in town, but hadn’t really given the bathroom much thought. He turned to Ethan and found himself looking up into the warmest brown eyes he’d ever seen. This close, he could see tiny flecks of gold and green shimmering through and River’s stomach did a little flip. Ethan cocked his head and a smile played at the edge of his lips.

“You okay?”

Warm breath skimmed River’s face and he swallowed hard. His eyes traced the roman nose, the angled jaw, the cleft chin. Ethan’s face was covered in dark stubble—a shade or two darker than the brown hair on his head, which he wore parted down the side and a little shaggy. River’s fingers itched to feel it as he wondered if it was as soft as it looked.

“River?”

Ethan’s voice was soft this time. Deep.

“Yeah?” His own voice came out on a sigh as he met Ethan’s gaze.

Ethan’s eyes crinkled as a smile spread across his face and it dawned on River he was acting like a besotted teenager. He shook himself out of whatever it was that had taken control of his brain and took a small step away, bumping the bathroom door with his shoulder. There wasn’t a lot of room and Ethan took up most of the small space.

“I’m sorry, what did you ask?” River hoped he sounded professional. This was just about a renovation job, not a chance to lust over a hot man. Not that he’d had many chances to do that lately. He’d been chained to his laptop until his recent graduation. He’d cut off dating so he wouldn’t get distracted. And it worked. He’d graduated near the top of his class and knew with his Bachelor of Arts degree he’d be able to find something great, even if the only job so far was as a customer service rep at a cell phone company, which he was starting in a few days.

Ethan’s eyes roamed River’s face before he answered, a hint of amusement playing at his lips. “I was asking if you were happy with the bathroom or wanted any changes?”

River reluctantly pulled away his gaze and turned to the bathroom again. It was small but would be fine for him. Still, he shrugged. “My sister didn’t really say. I’m fine with it, but it’s her house, so I’ll check with her. I know we just want to finish this room so I have a bedroom while I live here.”

They turned to the open space. “It’s large enough down here for two rooms if you want? Maybe a small office?”

He and Kristy hadn’t really talked it over as much as they should have, he was realizing. He lifted a hand and gave Ethan a sheepish smile. “Not really sure, I guess?”

Ethan smiled. “Hey, no worries. Talk it over with Kristy.” He scribbled some things on his clipboard, the sound echoing around them in the empty room. “She didn’t give me a budget, did she mention that to you?”

River tore his eyes from Ethan’s hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “Hmm, we also didn’t really talk about it, but I’m the one paying for it.” He caught Ethan’s arched eyebrow. “Long story short, I graduated recently and moved here yesterday. I’m going to stay at least a year, so I’m covering the cost of the renovation.”

Ethan nodded. “Tight budget?”

He laughed. “To put it bluntly, yes. I have a little put aside and I start a new job Monday. But I still want to fix it up down here so she can use it for whatever she wants when I move out.” He liked the idea of two rooms, though. He glanced around again. The space was larger than he’d realized. If they could swing two rooms, it might be nice for the kids as they get older. An office, a bedroom...there were a lot of possibilities. He brought his gaze back to Ethan and smiled, trying to ignore the little burst of adrenaline he felt when their eyes met again. “Uh, could you do an estimate with one large room and then showing the space in two rooms?”

“Of course. That’s no problem,” Ethan said, his pen already moving across his clipboard. “I’ll prepare a couple for you and email them to you guys as soon as possible.” He pulled a tape measure from his pocket. “Let me just get some measurements and I’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes.”

River watched him stride around the room, crouching here and there, sliding out the tape measure, noting things on his clipboard. River was struck again by how effortless Ethan moved. He walked with purpose. Without hesitation. His muscles flexing and un-bunching as he moved from wall to wall, corner to corner.

Ethan caught him staring and a slow smile crossed his face. “Would you mind holding the tape measure here for me?” he asked, his voice soft, yet filling the room.

Heat crept across River’s cheeks, but he found his voice. “Sure,” he said as he crossed the room and put his finger on the tape measure, next to Ethan’s finger.

“Perfect,” Ethan told him and stepped away, pulling the tape with him until he reached the doorway. He made a few notes and walked to River, his finger still carefully holding the tape.

Ethan stepped so close, River had to tilt back his head to look into his face. He sighed a little. He was a sucker for a tall man. With dark brown eyes.

“You can let go.”

“Huh?” An odd warmth swirled around him, enveloping him, as if Ethan had wrapped his arms around River and held him close. River could even smell the tea tree oil. Feel the heat from Ethan’s skin.

“The tape measure. You can let go,” Ethan repeated quietly. But he didn’t step back.

River shook himself and let go of the tape measure. Good Lord, what was happening to him? He cleared his throat and stepped back, embarrassed at his reaction. “Sorry. Um...sorry,” he said again, a fever spreading across his cheeks.

“Nothing to be sorry about, River,” Ethan said, his eyes still on River.

And for just a second—just one miniscule moment—River actually believed Ethan could be interested. Until sanity came roaring back and he realized the guy was just being nice. He took another step back and looked away, flustered he’d let himself act like a fool. “So yeah, two estimates, huh?” Oh, God. I sound like an idiot. We already talked about this.

But Ethan rolled with it. “Definitely. I’ll get working on those right away. I just need a few more minutes and I can head out. Talk with your sister about the bathroom and let me know if I should add that in.”

River swallowed hard and nodded. “Great. I’ll head upstairs to check on the kids—unless you need me?”

Ethan’s lips curved into a soft smile, his eyes crinkling again. “No. Go ahead. I’ll be up in a few.”

“Great. See you soon.”

As he left the room, River couldn’t help taking one last look behind and his stomach flipped when he found Ethan watching him, an easy smile on his face. Their eyes met and River’s heart pounded hard. He held his breath for a moment as Ethan’s stare bored into him, sending little sparks of fire coursing through him.

Ethan was the first to break their gaze, letting out a low chuckle as River hastily turned and sprinted up the stairs, nearly losing his footing in the process.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Ethan

Sophie was barking at something—a bird, a squirrel, a leaf...could’ve been anything with her. Whatever it was, she’d taken it upon herself to alert him to the imminent danger. He’d tried ignoring her, but she was insistent, and Ethan finally popped his head up from his pillow to find out what had her so riled. She stood at the bedroom window with her front paws pressed against the pane. Her long tail was a flurry of circular motion as she zeroed in on her target.

“Sophie, come on, girl. Come back to bed. It’s too early,” he tried explaining to her in vain. She glanced at him, but quickly dismissed his plea. Whatever she saw was more exciting than her daddy.

He let out a groan and rubbed a hand across his face. “My one morning to sleep in,” he muttered under his breath before tossing aside the bedding and pulling himself to a sitting position. His bare feet braced against the cold floor and he leaned down to find his slippers. His hand flailed blindly just under the bed until he found them. He had a bad habit of kicking them under the bed, rather than setting them out by the nightstand or somewhere he could easily reach them.

Once his slippers were on, he glanced behind him to see his dog was still engrossed in something. Her barking had turned to soft whimpers, but he knew more barking was on the horizon. Ethan joined her at the window and Sophie’s tail wagged harder, pleased her daddy was as concerned as she was with the situation. Her wet nose nudged his hand and he laughed.

“Okay, okay. Let’s see what’s going on here.” The blinds were only half down, so he parted them at eye level and scanned the front yard. It was small but tidy, with a large flowering dogwood growing in the center. It was leafless now, but in the spring it would bloom with delicate white flowers before the leaves turned a glossy green. The gray bark added a unique look. He hadn’t known the tree was Missouri’s State Tree when he’d first moved in, but one quick drive around town showed they were everywhere. He still enjoyed the beauty and seeing it in his yard. In front of the house that he owned. Well, would own in twenty more years.

Bushes lined the front of the house, parting in the middle where the stone walkway met the three stairs leading up to a small porch. Under the thin layer of snow, the grass was dry and brown, but when spring rolled around it would be green and lush again. He’d worked hard on the yard the past summer.

Nothing looked out of the ordinary to him, but Sophie growled low so he took a second look. No visitors at the birdhouse he’d hung from the tree. No squirrels running up and down the trunk. No cats daring to walk across the yard.

“Sophie, I don’t see anything. Come on, let me get another hour of sleep.” He began walking back to the bed and she barked at him, defiant. He sighed. She was not going to let up. He returned and squatted to her level, scratching the top of her head. Sophie was a border collie and when she felt like something was wrong, she could not be persuaded to leave it.

“Okay, girl. Okay. Show me what’s going on,” he acquiesced and followed her line of sight as best he could. She growled low again and he shook his head, frustrated that he still had no idea what was going on. He might have been right earlier when he thought it could be a dead leaf blowing across the yard. Although it was possible someone may have had the audacity to walk past the house, which was considered trespassing in Sophie’s mind. She tended to be overly concerned.

“Are you just being nosy again?” he asked, looking at her as she turned her big brown eyes on him. “Are you being the neighborhood snoop?”

She turned back to the window and immediately started barking. This time when he looked, his gaze finally landed on the culprit. A white rabbit scampered across the yard, stopping at the tree and standing on its hind legs, nose twitching in the air.

“So it’s a bunny, huh? That’s what’s got you so incensed?” He smiled at her and tugged her collar. “Let the little guy play. He’s not hurting anything.”

She watched him, ears perking as he talked. She always seemed to be listening to what he said, as if she understood every word. But he guessed all pet parents thought that. Still, nobody would be able to convince Ethan that Sophie wasn’t the smartest dog around. He gently cajoled her away from the window and got her to hop onto the end of the bed before he slid under his warm blankets.

Just a little more sleep. Just a few minutes. Truth be told, he’d had a hard time falling asleep last night. He couldn’t stop thinking about River. That guy was incredibly cute. Had kind of a sweet-and-sexy vibe going on. But Ethan hadn’t got the feeling River knew he was all that and expected a man to fall at his feet. No, River came across as honest and sweet.

He hadn’t been sure if River would even be interested until Ethan had caught him staring. A blush had covered River’s cheeks and he’d been delightfully flustered.

Of course, they didn’t talk about anything other than the space River needed renovated, so Ethan had no way of knowing if River was attached or single or even looking for a date. But a man could dream, right?

Sophie inched up the bed until she was lying alongside him and he slipped his fingers into her black fur, scratching her side the way she liked. She snuffled a little in contentment and he let his eyes close, hoping to be able to drift off for a while longer.

Instead of sleep, though, images of River ran through his mind. He sure hadn’t expected to meet a guy like him the day before. He was sexy in a cute-but-shy-and-awkward kind of way. Not that Ethan didn’t have his awkward moments, too.

When he’d first seen him at the door, Ethan’s breath had caught in his throat. Which was something he’d never experienced in his life. Of course he’d found other men sexy before, but he’d never felt hit-over-the-head upon a first glance at someone.

The short white-blond hair that shimmered atop River’s head was sort of mussed in a way that said it hadn’t seen a comb that morning. His trim eyebrows matched his hair and arched slightly over his ice blue eyes. Pale skin, a slightly tipped nose and pretty pink lips had Ethan staring down at him, feeling a little stunned. It wasn’t until he was inside that he noticed River had a dimple in his left cheek.

The thing was, Ethan was usually not attracted to someone—no matter how hot they were—until he’d talked to them and felt a connection. He’d always been like that. When everyone he knew was talking about how sexy the newest singer or movie star was, he never really got it. He could see that yes, objectively, they were sexy. But it didn’t stir anything in him. Long ago, he’d realized that made him a little different than others. When he was in high school it hadn’t occurred to him that he could be gay or bisexual—he’d just wanted to be with someone who stimulated him intellectually. Someone who made him think about things. It was only after his mind had been challenged that he felt a sexual attraction.

It made for some confusing times for him as a teenager and in college.

His first sexual experience had been with a woman, but they were young—still in high school—and it had been awkward and, truth be told, even though he really liked the girl, he’d had to imagine himself with the male librarian at the local library. Keith had been about ten years older and nothing physical ever happened between them, but he was Ethan’s first real crush. The man was a genius. He could quote Shakespeare to you and ten minutes later he’d be discussing the fact that squids have three hearts. The way he knew things was incredibly attractive to Ethan. He’d dated men and women, but had realized when it came down to it, when the sexual attraction hit, it was almost always with men.

But the way his body reacted to River...that was new. He wasn’t always great at picking up cues, but he thought toward the end of his visit yesterday that River might have felt the same attraction. Before he’d left, he’d asked River for his cell number since he was the one paying for the renovations, and another blush had spread across River’s cheeks as he rattled off his digits.

As he’d stood at the door, ready to leave, he’d had this overwhelming sensation of being at the end of a date. They’d both looked at their shoes, the walls, the floor...anything but each other’s eyes. Ethan wasn’t the shy sort. He was much more assertive. Sure of himself in most situations. But this whole attraction thing had thrown him off his game. When the kids had rushed into the living room to ask Uncle River to come practice band with them, River had kind of groaned and smiled, and Ethan had left with a warm feeling in his belly. There was just something about the guy.

Now it was his turn to groan. He clearly wasn’t going to get any more sleep. Sophie sensed it and rolled over, placing a paw on his chest. Her brown eyes peered at him, curious if he was going to get up and let her into the backyard.

“All right. All right,” he told her and laughed. “You always win, don’t you?”

She barked at him in complete agreement and hurried off the bed. He followed her down the hall and into the living room, where she was already standing, nose pressed against the sliding glass door. He flipped the latch, and before he’d even had a chance to pull it completely open, she’d squeezed through, running across the deck and down the few steps into her yard. He watched and laughed as she made her morning rounds, running along all sides of the fence, checking the perimeter and sniffing out intruders like squirrels, birds, or—heaven forbid—cats.

His stomach growled and he thought about breakfast, but first he wanted to take a shower and get ready. It might be Saturday, but he still had a lot to do. Sophie liked to hang outside for a while when she first woke up and it was a little chilly, but honestly more like spring weather than fall, so he knew she’d be fine. He thought the snow may even melt off today. He retraced his steps to his room and slipped into his master bathroom. His stomach growled again and he quickened his pace.

* * * *
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Later, after some scrambled eggs for him and some breakfast for Sophie, and a quick round of fetch in the backyard, he made his way into his office to sketch out some plans for River and his sister, Kristy. Obviously, the cheapest way to go would be to just make it one large room. The space was about half the width of the house, with the other half being the two-car garage. The bathroom was at the back corner of the room, situated just under the center of the main floor. He could turn it into a great family room, or a bedroom and smaller room, like an office. Of course that would be up to the homeowner.
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