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Chapter 1
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Delilah

Single. Divorced. Mother of two. Plain. 

Those words describe me best. Not sexy, or MILF. Not even curvy or desirable. Can’t claim life of the party or outgoing either. Nope, I’m boring, boring. I glance down at my red painted toenails, wiggling them as I recline on my wooden chaise lounge. 

“Ugh.” Even my bare feet and legs appear pale compared to the orange cushion beneath me. Toned but still a little too light for my liking, and too short to be considered attractive. Thanks to hiding beneath my jeans all winter and spring, they lack most of their natural glow. Hopefully at least the lack of a real tan will be fixed by this afternoon. If I would go to a tanning booth instead of waiting for the warm, summer sun, I wouldn’t have this problem.

It’s not like I’m hideous, just not super feminine. Sure, I have a few curves. But just a few. Only a few. Not the type that attracts attention or comes with having two children. My mother always told me that my boobs would grow once I got pregnant.

Yeah, that never happened. I snort a laugh, thankful that I’m alone on my back deck. No big girl boobies for me. Nope, at thirty-six, I still have the same barely B cups I had when I was in high school. The only good thing about them is they still look the same. They’re simply too small to even think about sagging. 

Sighing, I shake my head and turn my attention back to the book in front of me, wishing I was the sultry seductress in the story with a handful of men chasing her as I catch some much-needed sun. I barely get two pages into the romance novel when a splash interrupts me. I don’t even have to look up to know who it is. 

The neighbors directly behind my house have a pool. I have one, too. At least I will once I hire someone to clean it out and transform it from the icky frog nursery back into an actual swimming pool. But that’s low on my to-do list for my new home. Well, low on the list for me. It tops the list for my two boys, especially since summer break started last week. For now, though, my skimpy bikinis are reserved only for rare sunbathing opportunities while said boys are at their father’s.

Another splash draws my attention. I glance up over my book into the neighbors’ backyard in time to watch their son climb out of the pool. He’s home from college, on summer break before his last year. I found that out when his parents, Ken and Jill Kingston, stopped by for a visit the day I moved in, one week ago. 

They brought over a plate of cookies. But for the life of me, I cannot even remember what type of cookies they made. Or what the plate looks like, even though it’s sitting on my kitchen counter. And I just washed it this morning. 

Nope. Can’t remember a single thing. The only thought floating inside my head is ‘holy muscles.’ Muscles. Lots and lots of glistening, wet muscles. More muscles than should be legal on a person that young.

Water drips down his dark chest, sliding along each of his abs. Hot tamale, how many abs does a person need? I try to count, but my brain short circuits and can’t even figure out how to do that. Instead, I sit there, my book dropping to my chest as I stare, open-mouthed, watching the water cascade down to his low shorts before disappearing beneath the waistband. Very-low-slung shorts. 

I swallow. It doesn’t ease the rock that has taken root inside my throat blocking me from breathing. My eyes glide back up his bare chest to his chiseled face in time to catch him glance my direction. Right at me. He smiles, shaking extra water out of his dark, wet hair.

Crap.

I yank the book up over my face, hiding behind it as my cheeks heat to a bright red. My heart pounds in my chest. Great, I got caught ogling the neighbors’ kid. I try to reprimand myself. After all, I haven’t even glanced twice at another man in over two years. And now I’m staring at some kid that’s probably half my age? It has to be the book I’m reading. Or my over three-year drought in the romance arena thanks to my ex-husband not bothering to touch me the last year of our marriage. Accepting that as an explanation, I turn back to my novel. But I somehow find myself peeking up over the edge of the book less than a minute later, hoping to catch another glimpse.

Instead, my eyes lock with his. He stares straight up at me as he strolls across his lawn and unhooks the shared low fence separating our backyards. My heart races even faster. 

Oh no. No. No. No.

What am I going to do now? I can’t run inside the safety of my house, especially not with him looking directly at me.

Well not really looking. More like devouring me with his eyes. And that predatory smirk across those lips, oh my. I tear my eyes off of him long enough to glance down below my novel. 

“Ugh.” I’m not really dressed appropriately enough to talk to anyone. My tiny bikini barely covers anything, even showing the slight post-baby pooch still hanging around my tummy. But I couldn’t resist the temptation of the beautiful, warm June sun on a lazy Saturday without my kids or any plans. Especially since I wasn’t expecting anyone else to see me.

Before I can contemplate what to do, I hear him pad up the worn, wooden steps to my deck. I glance up from my book. 

He’s standing close. Very close. A few beads of water from his shorts drip down onto my lounge chair. They nearly hit my bare thigh. My skin tingles in response, goosebumps forming on the surface despite the heat pumping through my body and hot sun beating down on us.

I clench my book tighter, forcing my eyes to move from his shorts and up his body. Slowly, slowly up his toned body, noting the smooth, even brown color, somewhere between a deep walnut and an English Chestnut stain. The way the sun casts highlights and shadows all over his defined muscles mesmerizes me. My breath catches in my throat. His narrow waist, more abs than I have ever seen on another living person, hard pecs, broad shoulders, huge arms, he’s like a sculpture. No, that body is even better than any Greek statue I’ve ever seen. Even his neck appears wide and toned. 

I don’t remember what his parents said he was studying, but it must be something athletic. That last thought sends my head jerking to his face.

He’s smirking. Laughing silently at me.

A squeak escapes my lips. I cringe, knowing that by now my face probably matches my toes.

“Like what you see?” 

Holy sunshine. Even his deep voice resonates with a sexy timbre. Nothing at all like what a teenage boy should sound like. Is he a teenager? He’s in college . . . My mind swims, refusing to turn on. No, don’t think of swimming, that only reminds me of water . . . Beads of water dripping down hard curves. 

“I . . . Um.” 

He laughs out loud, the noise sends shivers down my spine. “I’m Ethan.” He reaches his hand out, appearing completely comfortable and confident. “My parents told me you moved in last week?”

“I . . . Yeah . . . I . . . I’m Delilah,” I somehow manage the words. Letting go of the book, I reach a shaky arm out and grasp his offered hand, wishing I could just finish raising my hand up and smack myself in the face.

Heat overpowers his strong embrace, rising up my arm, tingling through my nerves all the way to my core. I shift my thighs together tighter, yanking my hand back and clutching my book for safety.

“Delilah,” he smiles wider. “I like it. Very pretty.” 

I don’t know if he’s referring to the name or me. It has to be my name, though I would never consider it ‘pretty.’ Unusual and different, maybe but certainly not sultry or beautiful. Too many hard syllables. Just like me.

“Anyway,” he continues when I say nothing, “my ma’s having a neighborhood party tonight. She wanted me to come over and invite you.”

I blink, my mind flipping back on. His mom. Poopsicles. What if she knew I was just staring at her son like he was – like he was a piece of meat, or worse? I shake my head, refusing to go there. I have two sons. Young sons. If anyone ever looked at them like that, I would lose my marbles and the carriage they rolled in on. Cringing, I grip my book even tighter, forcing myself not to glance directly at the nearly naked boy, as I reprimand all of the thoughts that just floated through my head. 

“A party?” I try not to squeak, but I’m not sure if I succeed. “Tonight?”

“Yeah, at seven. Most of the other neighbors will be there. They do it several times a year.” Again with that damned smile. “I hope to see you there, Delilah.” My name rolls off his lips in a seductive dance as he turns and strolls down the steps of my deck.

I watch every step as he saunters across my lawn. His broad back, slim waist, an ass that just begs for someone to grasp and squeeze; my eyes glide all the way down to his toned thighs and calves as he opens the white picket fence separating our properties. He takes a few long strides across his family’s paved patio, then dives back into his pool.

Yep, I am officially a creeper. An old, washed up creeper.

Closing my eyes, I lean back in my chair, growling. “Ugh, smooth, Delilah. Real smooth. What the heck do I do now?” What did I do, is more like it. I’m not that person. I don’t stare at kids half my age. I don’t even look at guys my own age. Huffing, I stand up and storm inside, refusing to glance over my shoulder at the neighbors’ property. 

First thing tomorrow, I’m hiring someone to install a new fence. A very, very tall privacy fence like the ones separating my property from the neighbors on either side. That is now on the top of my to-do list.
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Chapter 2
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Delilah 

“It’s pointless,” I mutter to my reflection in the mirror, staring at the fourth dress I’ve tried on in as many minutes. I don’t own a single thing that states ‘sorry I was staring at your son like he’s my next dessert. I promise I’m not a cougar.’ Honestly, I’m not certain what that would even look like. But I’m sure the yellow, flowing Boho dress with its wide sleeves and fringe on the edges isn’t it. Neither were the red A-line, black mini, or blue paisley maxi. 

Unfortunately, that’s all the summer dresses I own. I have a few maxi skirts, but at five-foot-five, they kinda swallow me up, making me appear even younger. Looking youthful is not what I’m going for here. Neither is appearing to be some sort of loose hippy. I don’t want to look like I’m encouraging anything between us. 

The ‘us’ being me and Ethan. I hate the fact that I’ve already memorized his name. And nearly every inch of his body. But for the last three hours, that’s been all I can focus on. I couldn’t even will myself to head back outside to sneak into the detached garage at the back of my property and paint for fear that he might still be outside. 

I turn back toward my reflection in the mirror. I need something that says ‘I’m not looking for anything . . . It was all just a misunderstanding and I’m a grown woman.’ I would wear pants, but the only ones that are clean are work pants, covered in paint and stain, or ripped and faded. Yeah, definitely not good first impression attire. And there are too many other neighbors I haven’t met yet. 

I could bail and not go at all. But I need to make a good introduction to the rest of the neighborhood. Especially since I plan to be sanding and making a lot of noise outside. Hopefully, I can just avoid Ethan completely, meet everyone else. Smile, make some small talk, make sure there’s no neighborhood sound police, then dash out of there. 

With that thought in mind, I grab a few black chunky bracelets, work my light brown hair into a side braid and slip on a pair of black, heeled cowboy boots. They match my jewelry and make the dress a little more sophisticated. Okay, maybe just a teensy bit. But, I love them. They’re my favorite. I always feel more comfortable in them. And right now, confidence is a must. Staring in the mirror, I shrug, it will have to do. Not too carefree, not too formal, it still retains that funky relaxed feel that defines everything I seem to touch. 

My plan works until I stroll around the block to the front of the Kingston’s sprawling Colonial. From the front, their massive, well-kept home makes my French country house appear like a tiny dump. The manicured bushes and symmetrical flower beds scream that it was professionally designed. I pause on their curving sidewalk as I make my way to the front door, taking it all in. I tell myself I’m gathering ideas for my own fixer-upper. But somehow I can’t convince myself this won’t be the last time I’m allowed over before the Kingston’s banish me from their upscale neighborhood.

Can they do that? Is that a thing? I shake my head, then go back over my game plan, hoping that their son isn’t young enough for them to call the cops on me just for looking. Ignore the kid, meet everyone else, bail. Yep, I’ve got this. I march the last few steps, then suck in a deep breath. 

One knock on the giant lion medallion in the center of their oversized door and Ethan throws it open. He leans against the doorframe, appearing at ease in a pair of khaki slacks and a light blue polo. For a moment, I’m a little upset that he put on clothes. 

Then I realize what I thought.

Nope. Clothes are better. It means I will be less tempted to look at him. Should be less tempted. But the way the shirt hugs his chest before disappearing into the pale khakis barely resting on his hips has my heart speeding up. My palms get a little clammy. What type of kid tucks in his shirts? 

It’s like I can’t flipping catch a break. Instead of welcoming me inside, he stands there like a model posing for a cover shoot, leaning casually, his eyes gliding down my body before sticking on my dress. So much for avoiding him or not making this awkward. Clenching my hands at my sides, I wonder if I should turn around and head home now. Pack up and move away. 

“Delilah, is that you?” A female voice sings from farther inside the home. I peer around Ethan in time to witness Jill rushing down the hallway toward me, arms outstretched. “I’m so happy you made it. I didn’t know if you got the invite, and I’ve been so busy prepping today I didn’t have a chance to stop by.” She casts a sideways glance at her son then envelops me in a hug, pulling me into the doorway.

“Oh, I got it.” I purse my lips, trying not to say anything else as I awkwardly return her friendly embrace. I so did not know we were this close already. Maybe she’s just a hugging type of person? People are friendly like that. Or maybe she’s holding me in place to stab me in the back for looking at her son. 

As nicely as possible, I pry myself away from her. 

Ethan coughs then stands upright. And damn, he’s taller than he looks. Even in my three-inch heeled boots, I barely come up to his chin. “It’s nice to see you with clothes on,” he smirks before turning and heading down the hallway. My eyes go wide, locked on the back of his receding head. All I can think is that dry, his hair looks nothing like it did wet. It’s shaved around the back and sides, fading to long curls on top. The messy strands loop over each other and cascade around his features, making him appear young. So young. And he just told his mother that he saw me without clothes on. 

I barely resist another urge to slap myself in the face.

“I . . . I – um was sunbathing earlier . . . In a bikini . . . When he came over,” I mutter as Jill keeps her arm wrapped around my shoulders and guides us behind him. Why did I just say bikini? I should have said giant, mommy-appropriate swimsuit. I should just put my foot in my mouth now; call it a day.

It seriously, seriously cannot get any worse than this. Please, don’t let it get worse.

“Oh, don’t you worry about him. That boy has a way with words. Some days I think he says stuff just to get a reaction, you know how boys can be.” She waves her hand dismissively as we enter a chef’s dream kitchen. “Come on, I want to introduce you to a few people.”

Pasting a smile on my face, I try not to grimace. Tonight is going to be a long night. At least it doesn’t seem like Jill is aware of my wayward attention toward her son this afternoon. But I can’t imagine how she doesn’t feel the tension radiating off of us. It’s so thick I could paint with it.

[image: image]

TWO HOURS LATER, I’M still standing in the kitchen. Leaning against the large island, I snag a carrot off the veggie tray, ignoring all the other calorie laden options. I already ate dinner before I came over. Okay, so I scarfed down a quick peanut butter and jelly sandwich over the kitchen sink as I forced my eyes not to look out the backyard, but that totally counts as dinner. Either way, I’ve had a few glasses of wine at Jill’s insistence and don’t want to get too tipsy. There’s no telling what I might do or say.

Plopping the entire thing in my mouth, I turn back toward the guy on my right. He lives three houses down, I think. Or maybe it was three blocks away. I’m fairly certain his name is Bob. Or Bill. All I’ve really been able to remember is that he is a stock trader and single. He’s said that last part I swear five times. Jill added her own less than subtle hints at that fact a few times, too. Tall, dark hair, at least forty and an age appropriate for me to be interested in, I should be paying attention to him. But all I’ve managed to do is sneak glances out the window at Ethan. 

After greeting everyone, he pretty much flew down a flight of stairs, then reappeared coming out of the daylight basement and into the backyard. Wearing only his pale yellow swim trunks. I hate the fact that I’ve noticed; that my eyes keep drifting to him. He’s been swimming ever since. Two young girls joined him a few minutes later. They look a few years older than my boys. I think Jill said they belong to the people across the street from her. But I can’t remember their names either. They’re playing Marco Polo. Splashing, laughing, taking turns dunking each other. It looks like fun and for a moment, I wish I was out there with them. Actually, I wish I was with my boys. Maybe I will have to get my pool fixed sooner rather than later.

“What did you say you did again?” Neighbor Guy asks.

Sighing, I turn away from the window. “I’m a furniture artist. I design and refinish furniture.” I smile, pulling my shoulders back and standing up a little straighter. I’m proud of what I do. It took me years of refinishing pieces in my garage during my spare time and selling them online for pennies of what they were worth before I started getting enough commissions to open a small boutique store and hire someone to manage it. Now, I own my own business. My own brand; the Dusty Rose. And I get to work from home and make my own hours. Most days, it feels like I can barely keep up with the demand. 

That’s why I bought my new home. The detached garage is perfect for a workshop. The house itself has an additional single car attached garage, so I’m not losing out on anything. All I need to do is get the neighbors to be okay with my noise and the near-constant moving trucks. 

Pasting on my salesman smile, I start telling BobOrBill all about my work. His reaction is what I’m used to: glazed eyes, nods that scream he has no idea what I’m saying and the occasional ‘that’s nice.’ It doesn’t shock me anymore but it sure does disappoint. And just like that, I’m reminded why I don’t date. It’s hard to be interested in anyone when you know they will never get what you do. When they cannot fathom why someone would pay several hundred dollars on up for an old, antique anything I got for fifty bucks and ‘threw some paint at.’ My career, my passion and my artwork seem frivolous, beyond understanding. And honestly, what’s the point in any relationship if I can’t tell them about my day without glazed-over, disinterested eyes? I love me some glazes, just not in someone’s eyes. It’s not that I want to find someone who’s an artist, but I’ve been ignored enough. IF I ever date again, I want it to be with someone I can have a conversation with. 

Trying not to sag my shoulders as I sigh, my eyes dart around the room, looking for anyone to rescue me. 

“What type of designer did you say you were?” a deep voice asks from behind me. 

The tiny hairs on the back of my neck bristle at the familiarity of the voice. I turn to find Jill’s husband, Ken, standing a few feet away. A platter of bacon-wrapped chicken rests in his hands. He scoots a few dishes around and places the steamy plate in the newly made spot as he waits for my answer. 

“I design the occasional custom piece of furniture, but mostly I refinish antique pieces.” 

“How creative,” Jill beams, coming around the island and placing an arm around Ken’s waist. 

He rests his arm over her shoulder, casually hugging her back. I smile, snagging one of the little chicken bites as I take in the couple who complement each other so well. Jill, while average height is curvy with a slick, brown bob. Yet Ken towers over her, all hard, stern lines and dark, dark skin, matching his hair and eyes. Together, they make a striking couple, brimming with the type of love that still gives me hope. 

“Tell me,” Jill continues, “where do you get all of your pieces to start with?”

“All over the place, really. Garage sales, auctions, flea markets, even online. I have a little shop uptown, and my saleswoman helps hunt down new finds. If I can’t find what I want, I just make it.”

“That sounds so fun.” Her eyes shine with excitement as she takes a sip of her red wine. “Think you could take me on one of your trips to get some more furniture? I’ve been simply dying to redecorate the living room.”

“Don’t even get any ideas, Ma.” Ethan startles me as he wanders into the kitchen, water dripping from his shorts. Luckily, he put a T-shirt on, though it does little to conceal the muscles stretched below the damp material. 

“What’s wrong with redecorating?” I challenge.

“Nothing, ‘cept Ma can’t settle on a single design concept or color scheme, and everything always ends up coming off like the inside of a cardboard box after a toddler’s gotten a hold of it with a bunch of crayons and glitter.” He grabs a few of the chicken bacon things, and plops one in his mouth, raising his eyebrow at his mother. 

Beside her, Ken smirks. “He’s right, dear. We paid a lot of money to have that living room professionally designed. Why don’t we leave it for a while?” 

“I don’t care if he’s right or not, I don’t like the living room. It’s not comfy. Besides,” she stands up straighter, “I know how to pick out an interesting piece.”

“Yeah, that’s the problem. Everything ya pick out’s interesting. But none of them match or complement each other.” He laughs some more, popping another bite into his mouth before sauntering out of the room. 

“The boy takes a few art and architecture classes and thinks he knows all about interior design. It doesn’t all have to match,” Jill huffs, watching her son retreat, “and at any rate, I still think the room is outdated. I want it redone. Something brighter, more fun. It’s too stuffy and formal with all those whites and tans.”

“Do you ever design rooms?” Ken speaks up, glancing at me.

I snap my jaw shut, not realizing it had fallen open as I watched their conversation. “I . . . I . . . Um, have done a few spaces although –” 

“Oh, now that sounds like a plan.” Jill sets down her glass and claps her hands. “Let’s you and me discuss it this week?”

I want to decline. I really do. I’m so busy with my new house, business, and my kids. Plus I want to keep as much distance between me and her son as I can. But the excited grin on her face as she practically jumps up and down has me smiling. “That sounds great,” I find myself declaring before I can think properly.
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Delilah

I toss and turn all night. As much as I try to stop it, my thoughts keep driving back to Ethan. His muscles and confident smirk hold me captive every time I close my eyes. Even subconsciously, I cannot get him out of my head. In one dream, I’m swimming in a pool with him. Well, not really swimming, but we are in a pool. In another, I can practically feel his hands caressing up my body. After warding off sleep around three a.m. to suppress any further dreams, I find myself longing to know exactly what he’s going to school for. Then I spend the next hour reprimanding myself over my thoughts, knowing he’s still freaking in school. It may be college, but it’s still school. I shouldn’t be thinking about him at all. I just need to put a big giant red ‘X’ over any other thought pertaining to him. Finally, around four-thirty, I drift back to sleep.

What feels like only a few minutes later, sunlight eases its way around my curtains as birds chirp their morning salutations. I groan, pulling my covers up and shoving a pillow over my face. It doesn’t help. The cheerful noises increase as more birds join the morning hymn. Darn swallows and their contagious happiness. The sun invades my room, sneaking past the pillow, announcing the new day. With a huff, I toss the pillow off. I’m a sweaty wreck. I’m sure my hair’s a mess from tossing and turning all night. My eyes feel puffy and my head is entirely sleep deprived and not thinking straight. But Mother Nature obviously has plans for me.

Knowing I won’t get any more rest, I growl then sit up, throwing my covers off with a little too much flair. They land in a heap near my discarded pillow. Without stopping to pick them up, I head into my ensuite bathroom. After a brief shower, I change into a pair of yoga shorts and a tank top before heading into the kitchen. Although most of my stuff is still in boxes lining the entire house, I at least have my coffee pot out. Priorities and all that. I grab a filter, pour some grounds in it, and turn the beast on. As my much-needed caffeinated elixir brews, I spot a scrap piece of paper lying on the messy, dated island and search around for a pen. 

After hunting through half a dozen boxes, I find one in a box in the formal dining room. Returning to the kitchen, I scrawl a quick list:


Mow Yard

Unpack

Fence

Pool


I start to write ‘New Kitchen’ but stop when I realize if I fix the pool, I might as well get the deck, patio surrounding the pool, and rest of the backyard looking decent before I start on another big undertaking. And I don’t own a lawnmower yet. Crossing off the first item, I add ‘Buy Lawnmower’ to the bottom of my list. I hate having to spend money on some stupid metal box to cut the grass when there are so many other things I’d rather buy, but I can’t let the lawn get any taller. It almost looks like a jungle out there. Sighing, I put the pen down on the cracked cream counter. I’ll deal with the dated interior for a bit longer than I want. Besides, this will give me more time to figure out exactly how I want to remodel the house. 

Grabbing a black mug with yellow flowers all over it from one of the few cabinets I’ve unpacked, I pour a full cup of the dark black roast, then grab my phone and scroll through an online list of the local pool and fencing contractors. After finding a couple of possibilities, I add their names to my to-do list. Once I am fully awake, caffeinated, and thankful for the slight boost in energy, I rinse my empty cup and place it in the sink. 

Heading back upstairs into my bedroom, I find a hair tie then pull my hair into a ponytail, and slide on my running shoes. I need to clear my head, and nothing does that faster than a long run. 

[image: image]

THE JOG HELPS. I GET about five kilometers in. By the time I return home, my legs are as tired as my mind. But, at least my thoughts have faded from a certain young neighbor. Instead, my personal to-do list and business to-do list keep cycling on auto repeat as I struggle to come up with a plan for getting everything done this summer. I still don’t know if buying a fixer-upper was as good of an idea as it seemed, but if I ever get it completed, it will be stunning. And worth all the work I’m putting myself through. 

I take another cool shower to wash off all the sweat, then change into a pair of dark green shorts and faded yellow T-shirt that are both so covered in paint smears that I’m not sure what they looked like when I bought them. Pulling my wet hair back into the ponytail, I head out to the garage at the back of the property, directly behind my attached garage. I still have a few hours until it’s a respectable time to call any companies, and I have a lot of furniture to work on.

Opening the large garage door, a smile spreads on my face as my muscles relax. No matter how busy I get, entering my studio always calms my nerves. The rest of the world fades away. There’s only me, my paints, and ideas.

Like every other day, numerous pieces greet me, all in various stages. Two matching nightstands that have been sanded and prepped, a large French provincial dresser that is ready for wax, a dining table, buffet, and my newest piece: an antique record player cabinet. 

Shelves line the back wall, covered in paints, brushes, and other supplies. I make my way over there while I chew on my bottom lip, trying to decide which project to tackle. Grabbing my favorite medium, oval brush, my fingers glide over the soft bristles as I glance at all of the pieces. 

The nightstands. Although I would love to finish the dresser, that piece is for the showroom. And I can easily complete it while other stuff is drying. The nightstands are commissioned with a deadline of next Friday. With a simple nod, I grab the picture of my client’s deep royal blue, cloth headboard from my work bench and select a few different paints. 

My concept is fairly simple, a matching royal blue for the sides that will be closest to the bed, then diagonally fade to white on the outer edges of the two nightstands. Across the blend on the drawers, I’m going to stencil some scroll filigree in metallic gold with matching gold hardware. They will be bold, a little edgy, and completely stunning.

Grabbing all the paints and brushes I need, I set them down in front of the nightstands, then flip on the bright lights. I pull my apron from its hook on the wall and drag over my favorite rolling stool. Leaving the garage door open to let the fresh, early morning breeze in while I listen to the birds continue their song, I unscrew the lids and dip my brush into the deep royal paint. 
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Ethan

I wake up bright and early the next morning. One thought consumes my mind. Delilah.

I had thought about her all evening, even jerking off to fantasies of her pretty lips all over me before falling into a deep sleep. And damn, I want to make that a reality.

During the school year between practice, classes, and homework, I don’t get any time to date. Sure, girls line themselves up for me after each game, but casual hookups are not the same thing. While I have my last summer off, that’s gonna change. And the new neighbor is the perfect place to start.

I never got a chance to talk with her last night. Every time I caught sight of her, Ma was pushing one of the single male neighbors at her. I love my mom, but her matchmaking skills are just as blind as her decorating skills. I mean, come on, Delilah has to be only a few years older than me, if that. Yet Ma kept throwing forty-something-year-old farts at her. If I know my ma, she won’t stop until she hears wedding bells. She’ll find any excuse to spend more time with the girl. That means I have to work fast.

Pulling on a pair of gym shorts, I head upstairs to the kitchen. Having the entire basement to myself has its perks. But it would be a lot nicer if I had a small kitchen down there. I thought about building one. Even designed it all and drew up the blueprints, making sure I paid attention to all the existing pipes so it would be easy to install. One of my bros does concrete work and offered to build the counter. But it seems like a waste for only one more summer. After I graduate, no way I’m still living at home with my parents. 

For the summer, I’m just gonna keep running upstairs any time I’m hungry. Besides, it’s not too bad. My parents’ kitchen is eons nicer than the one in the house my teammates and I share during the school year. As I cook a simple omelet and bacon, my mind drifts back to the new neighbor. 

There’s something about her that I can’t get out of my mind. She’s stunning, thin with just enough muscle definition. Tan but not like it’s fake and dark blond, almost brown hair that reaches down to her boobs. As good as they looked in those little triangles of her top; I’ve been dying to see them ever since yesterday afternoon. Everything about her is so natural and beautiful, but so different from all the girls at school. They spend way too much time and effort on their hair, makeup, and clothes. She has that type of understated, raw beauty you can’t fake. She’s the type of girl I could see on my arm now, schmoozing my future bosses and taking on the world with me. Not the type I would have to wait a good ten years for her to grow up and start acting like an adult. I swear, all the girls at school are just that: girls. But not Delilah, she is all lady. 

Even the way she kept looking me up and down yesterday was different from the chicks at school. Being a starter on Purdue’s basketball team, they throw themselves at me constantly. Literally, throwing their clothes and bodies at me after every single game we win. Somehow, I can’t ever picture Delilah doing that. No, she even made checking me out more sophisticated. The way she bit the inside of her bottom lip as her eyes glided over my body; I grow hard just thinking about it. I’m proud of the way I look, but damn, nobody’s ever made me feel that good before. Everything about this girl is different. It makes me want to know more about her and see that look every single day. At least every day this summer.

Flipping my bacon in the pan, I try to think of what I do know about her but come up short. All I’ve figured out is that she’s hot and has to be single the way Ma was pushing guys at her. Plus, she lives right behind my parents’ house. I don’t know what she does or how she can afford a house in this neighborhood. Carmel is one of the most expensive suburbs in Indy. Although she did pick the dumpiest house on the block, which gives me the perfect opportunity. After standing over the island shoveling all of my breakfast in my mouth, I hurry out into the garage. I don’t know what time she wakes up, but I want to surprise her. 

On my walk up to her house yesterday, I noticed that her grass is really long. It’s obvious from the condition that she doesn’t have a lawn company yet. I’ve mowed yards in this neighborhood enough over the years to help pay for my education and sports. I know the drill. The first one to put the effort in gets the job. Same as dating. 

You can talk and flirt all you want. But, unless you show a little actual effort, it won’t get you far with a real woman. My dad made sure he drilled that into my head enough growing up. 

Grabbing the lawnmower, I head out into the backyard. After doing a quick trim on my parents’ lawn, I open the fence separating our properties and head into Delilah’s yard. 

It’s worse than I remember. The grass stands a good foot tall in some places with weeds all over it. It almost swallows her patio beside what used to be a pool. Years ago. Before the previous owners packed up one night and disappeared. At least they didn’t trash the house like most foreclosures. With a little bit of work, the place will be good as new. 

I make a pass by the pool and cringe at the smell, noting all the cracked tiles. It’s going to take more than a good cleaning to get that operational. Maybe I can offer to let her swim at my parents’ place until she gets it fixed. I smile at the idea of seeing her in that bikini again. Yeah, I’m definitely gonna use every card I have to catch this chick. Those lips are too beautiful not to see wrapped around me. 
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Delilah

My first coat looks amazing. The colors are blending perfectly with no brushstrokes. And the curved, diagonal fade appears so modern and bold. It almost resembles waves in a dark storm, deep royal swirling into a frothy white; I feel giddy merely staring at it. I’m getting ready to tackle the sides when I hear an engine outside.

It sounds almost like a motorcycle. No. Too rough and high pitched for a bike. I put my brush down and listen. The sound wanes in long strokes, like it’s moving back and forth. Definitely a lawnmower.

I shrug and get back to work. At least I’m not the only one in the neighborhood waking up early. Hopefully that means no one will complain about my noise. It used to drive my ex-husband crazy. He hated all the sanding and sawing at odd hours. Shaking my head, I push back all the memories of him demanding I ‘stop playing around with painting shit, and get a real job.’ It may not be the reason we divorced, but it sure didn’t help matters. 

Dipping my brush in the royal paint, I spray a little water mist over the side of the dresser and glide the soft bristles over the rounded surface. I get lost in the process, loving how the deep blue rejuvenates the tired piece with each long brushstroke. It never ceases to amaze me how even a solid color can change a piece so drastically, creating so much depth with all of the shadows and highlights from the mouldings and curves. As I’m touching up a small drip along the bottom, I notice the lawnmower’s noise has gotten more noticeable. It’s now much louder, almost like it is right outside. 

But that can’t be right. My backyard is huge. And the garage is in the far back part of it. No one should be anywhere near me.

Placing my paintbrush across the open cap, I stand, toss off my apron, and hurry out of my studio. It takes me about two seconds to realize what is happening. Almost five minutes pass while I stare with my mouth gaping open before I can react.

Ethan is mowing my lawn.

Wearing nothing more than a pair of long gym shorts and tennis shoes. 

My eyes remain glued on him, taking in every inch of his toned body, mesmerized by the depth of his muscular frame created by the still early morning light. Then he makes a loud pass a few feet in front of me. 

The mower blade shoots grass clippings in the air. They swirl around, floating in the breeze as they make their way toward my open studio. 

No. No. Not good. My heart races as my mind goes into panic mode. I cannot get grass, dirt, or anything else on the wet paint. It will completely destroy everything that I have done today. This is bad. Bad, bad. Turning, I dash back toward the large building and yank the garage door down. 

As it slams shut onto the concrete floor, I rest my head against the frame and close my eyes. While I try to catch my breath, I force myself to think about how to react. My first instinct is to yell at him for almost ruining my commissioned pieces. Hopefully not ruining my tables. Besides, for whatever reason he is currently topless mowing my yard, I’m sure he has no idea what’s inside the garage or that he could have harmed my work. And I’ve never been good at the whole ‘bad guy’ tactic. I’m always the nice parent. I suck a deep stream of air in my nose, slowly exhaling it out my mouth while my hands come up and rub my temples. Deep yoga breaths. Deep yoga breaths. In with the good thoughts and out with the bad.

I have to figure out why he is in my yard.

Maybe he is hoping to get a job mowing my yard for the summer? Of course, I fight back another slap to the face, and instead settle for shaking my head as I stand upright. Kids do that all the time. 

I start to turn around when I realize that the sound of the mower has stopped. As I spin and open my eyes, I watch Ethan stroll up to me, the lawnmower sits turned off on the edge of my driveway.

“Morning,” he calls
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