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Preview:
Twenty-eight-year-old Sydney Smith decides that it’s time to move out of her tiny apartment and become a home owner. After she sets up a time to see a duplex house, Sydney’s surprised to see a male realtor instead of the female one she talked to on the phone about the property. But really, why care when he’s one good-looking specimen of a man? After introducing herself, Sydney learns he’s Blake Smith and also wants to see the house. Both have the same plans of renting half of the duplex to friends. When the realtor arrives, the couple learns that the receptionist made a mistake in scheduling due to their same last name, assuming they were husband and wife.
While looking at the duplex, sparks fly instantly between Blake and Sydney. They both fall in love with the duplex and want it. After the showing, Blake invites Sydney out to dinner to discuss their problem. He suggests they both buy the duplex, together. She can live on one side and he'll take the other side. Blake thinks having a woman close by will be beneficial for his young son, Noah. Sydney realizes Blake makes a good salary as an engineer, so he’s definitely not trying to get a house cheaper by splitting the cost. Blake learns she writes a column called “Sydney’s Sassy Suggestions to Singles.”
Although buying a duplex house with Mr. Hottie Engineer seems crazy, Sydney decides to think about it. Before making an offer on the house, Blake and Sydney spend time together to learn more about each other and to discuss if they can live under the same roof. Blake mentions they must have a platonic relationship because of his young son. Blake worries it might be difficult to have a sexless relationship with the attractive and sexy columnist. Even though they'll live in separate units, the temptation will exist on a daily basis. The present owners have a door adjoining the two sides because of their adult daughter and her children sharing the duplex.
Sydney’s already hot and bothered just looking at Blake. She suggests writing rules so sharing a duplex can work for the three of them.
The rules are excellent, but that adjoining door between the two sides creates havoc one stormy night. Their hot night might have been avoided if rule number two had been followed.
What will they do now—the rules are already broken?
Chapter One
Focus, Sydney. Don’t let random thoughts run through your mind. Get a grip. She sighed. It wasn’t going to be an easy task when she’d received a text yesterday from Mark saying it was over between them. Immediately, she called him and he had the nerve to say, “Don’t you dare write about our break-up in your stupid column.”
First of all, she could write whatever she wanted in her daily column. Okay, he had a point. Why exploit their past relationship in the newspaper? It might help her readers to realize she had the same dating problems as they did, but trashing her old boyfriend might not win her a new guy. Both men and women read her column about dating. A compromise should be fine. She could mention that texting wasn’t appropriate in breaking off a relationship. She wouldn’t use the louse’s name.
How could Mark use the adjective stupid about the advice she bestowed on thousands of readers daily? Well, maybe not thousands, but surely she had hundreds of singles reading her column. According to her editor, her advice seemed to reach a nerve in the singles’ world.
She didn’t get the guy. Tears rushed to her eyes. What was wrong with her? She’d recovered in the past when she had break-ups. And there had been several. Sometimes the guy had initiated the break-up, and other times she’d been the one to call off the relationship. But it seemed like Mark and she had a lot in common.
She exhaled a deep breath, trying to calm down. She could go purse shopping to relax. Opening the closet door, she glanced at her collection of purses hanging on a rack. Bad idea. She didn’t want a new handbag to represent another broken relationship. This time she wasn’t going to shop to feel better. Maybe she should follow her own editorial advice and shake her life up by making a positive change.
What should she do? She definitely needed to find another place to jog in the morning. She met Mark while jogging in their neighborhood park. Soon they were running together and dating. After less than two months, Mark was done with her. It would be too painful to see him each morning, and she wasn’t about to change her running schedule. If she didn’t jog first thing in the morning, she’d never do it later.
Before Mark entered her life, she considered looking at a duplex house priced below market value. With her inheritance from an uncle, she had enough for a down payment. She could rent one side to her friend, Anna. It would be great to have Anna around, but yet they’d have their separate places. Anna was due home in a month from Africa and wanted to get an apartment with her. She put a lock of black hair behind her ear, wondering if the house was still available.
Her brother cautioned her not to wait too long, because at the low listing price it might not be on the market for long. Moving out of her tiny apartment would be great and what better time than now, she thought. Even though the springtime hadn’t proved to be the best season for Mark to fall in love with her, at least it’d be the ideal time to move. If the house was still for sale, she’d give the realtor a call today to schedule a showing for tomorrow.
Smiling, she realized a bigger place would have more room for her purses.
* * * * *
After Sydney slammed her car door, she walked quickly toward the man standing in the driveway, noticing a pale blue shirt covering broad shoulders. He had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. The female realtor must have sent someone in her place to show the house, but she certainly didn’t mind. With his movie-star looks, he must sell tons of houses, she thought. “Hello, I was expecting Karen Patrick but glad you’re here. I’m looking forward to seeing the house.” Or try to, she thought. It might be a bit hard to take her eyes off this hunky realtor to view the house’s features.
He frowned. “I’m here to see it, too, as a prospective buyer. There must a mix-up.”
She raised her eyebrows, surprised he wasn’t showing her the house. “My appointment’s at two o’clock. Could you have the wrong day? I doubt Karen would schedule us for the same time.”
“I had one at four o’clock but left a message for Mrs. Patrick to see if I could move it up to an earlier time. When I didn’t hear back from her, I called the office. The receptionist said my name was written down for two o’clock.”
“Well, I guess she’s showing it to us together which seems unusual.” She shrugged. “But I don’t mind.” The brightly colored flowers by the porch got her attention. “I like what they planted. It’s beautiful.”
He nodded. “The duplex has great road appeal. It seems like a normal house on the outside.”
She turned at the sound of a car. “Looks like our realtor’s here.”
Mrs. Parker quickly parked and stepped out of her car. She wore a beige suit. While watching the realtor, Sydney thought how the realtor looked older than the photo on her house listings. Her phone voice also sounded young when she said to call her Karen.
Karen smiled as she walked towards them. “Hello. I’m sorry I’m a little late. A closing took longer than I expected.”
He said, “We were just admiring the landscaping.”
“Actually, the parents have a landscaping business.” Karen extended her hand to Sydney first and said, “It’s nice meeting you, Mrs. Smith. And you, too, Mr. Smith.”
What was going on? Why did Karen think they were a couple? She stared at the realtor. “We aren’t married.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. I assumed you were married.” Karen gave them both a puzzled glance. “You two don’t look anything alike to be brother and sister. Did you have different fathers? Or mothers?”
He shook his head. “We aren’t related. Is that why you scheduled us the same time? You thought we were married or related.”
“Aren’t you Blake Smith?” Karen asked, and then turned to Sydney without waiting for an answer. “And you must be Sydney Smith.”
Sydney loved it. How many people got to see a house with a great looking guy? “Hey, it makes sense. We both have the same last name so the receptionist assumed we were a couple. And you can call me Sydney.”
Karen said, “Well, this is a first. The receptionist said the husband called to check on the time.”
He raked his hand through blond hair. “I left a voice mail for you that I wanted to move up the time, but I’m guessing you didn’t get it.”
“I didn’t.” She opened the lock box on the doorknob and gave a nervous laugh. “Well, let’s go see the house.”
Sydney followed Karen, with Blake Smith right behind her. Geez, I hope I look okay from the back and don’t have anything sticking to my butt. Once she went out on a date, a price sticker stuck to her ass. How it got there, she never knew. Okay, this wasn’t a date but going out with Blake sometime might be a lot of fun. And she could use a good time after being dumped by Mark. Her self-esteem needed a boost.
“I’ll show you the parents’ side. The grandmother’s baby-sitting on the daughter’s side while she’s at work. The layout is identical in both. Let’s start in the kitchen,” Karen said as they left the foyer.
Sydney glanced at the appliances. “I like that the refrigerator, stove, and other stuff are all in white. And it’s a cozy room with the breakfast nook.”
“It’s a charming kitchen and, by the way, the countertops are granite,” Karen said.
Blake smiled. “I have a son who likes to eat, so this might be his favorite room.”
Shit. He’s married or has been. A family man, but hey, she liked children. “How old is he?”
“Noah’s seven years old.”
“My nephew’s the same age. I’m planning on having him and his sister visit when I get a bigger place.”
“I’ve been renting a townhouse but I want to buy a house,” Blake said.
“This is a wonderful house. The parents built it as a duplex so the daughter and her children could live on one side.” Karen opened a door to the pantry. “Isn’t this roomy? You can store all your son’s favorite snacks in here.”
Oh, Sydney saw where this was going. The realtor assumed the single gal might not be as motivated to buy the duplex as the guy with a son. She could eliminate the wife from the picture because he hadn’t mentioned her. Plus a wife would want to see the house for herself. “I could use the pantry. I’d like to buy items in bulk and save money.”
“You certainly could have a well-stocked kitchen.” Karen pointed to the area beyond the kitchen. “I love the open floor plan. Isn’t the fireplace beautiful? On cold winter nights all you have to do is hit the switch for your gas fire…easier than burning wood.”
Blake gave her a mischievous look. “I bet you wanted to chop your own wood for the fireplace.”
Sydney laughed. “I might have swiped some wood from my brother’s stack.”
Karen walked into the great room and waved her hand at a closed door. “They put an adjoining door here to make it more family friendly for their daughter and her children. But you can keep it locked.”
She shrugged. “The adjoining door is fine with me. If I buy I’m going to rent half of the duplex to my friend, Anna. The rent money will help pay my mortgage payment.”
“That’s my plan, too. I might want to rent to a guy I work with.” Blake continued, “It’d be a good source of income to have monthly rent money.”
“Let’s go down to the basement.” Karen turned to Blake. “I bet you’ll be interested in seeing the exercise room. And the parents are leaving their equipment.”
Do I look like a sedentary person? Sydney wondered while on the steps to the basement.
Karen pointed out a bathroom before entering the exercise room.
Blake looked pleased as he touched the dumbbells. “I might drop my gym membership if I buy this place.”
She’d show Karen not to overlook her fit body. She hopped on the treadmill and pushed the start button. While running a little faster than she wanted, Sydney said in a loud voice, “I jog daily, but having a treadmill would be great to have on crappy days.”
“I try to jog while Noah’s in school.”
Karen stared at her for a moment. “Sydney, if you’ve had enough running, maybe we could go back upstairs.”
She quickly switched off the machine. Before she could stop herself, her body smacked against Blake’s chest. He put his arms around Sydney to stop her from falling. Feeling a bit dizzy, she looked up at him. “Sorry, I slipped when I stepped off.”
“That’s okay. But I think I should tell you that something else slipped.” He gave her a sexy grin while looking at her blouse. “You’re unbuttoned from all the exertion on the treadmill.”
She glanced, seeing what Blake saw. The button over her breasts had popped open. Her face felt hot and probably now matched her pink shirt. It must have shrunk in the dryer. She’d noticed the blouse was a bit snug when she put it on this morning.
While buttoning, she mumbled, “Thanks.” She pulled slightly on the shirt, then looked at Karen. “Could we see the master bedroom next? The picture online looked great.”
Karen said, “It’s a gorgeous room.”
As she followed Karen, Sydney thought about Blake’s hard chest. He definitely had told the truth about belonging to the gym. He must work out several times a week to have such a solid body.
Once in the master bedroom, Karen glanced upward. “Notice the tray ceiling and the recessed lighting.” Opening a door, she said, “There are two walk-in closets so neither of you will lack for space.”
Good, she could stop looking at the bed and quit imagining a naked Blake in it. Feeling Blake’s chest had aroused her. Being in this bedroom wasn’t helping her condition. Her body needed cooling off so she was happy to look inside the closets. They were huge. “Wow, this is awesome. There’s so much room for my stuff.”
“Sydney, you’re going to appreciate the master bathroom. It has a garden tub, separate shower,” Karen said. “And the other side is exactly the same dimensions for the bedrooms.”
After following Karen, Sydney stopped by a fancy chair in front of the mirror. “I can sit here to put my makeup on. How nice.”
With his hands resting on the counter between the double sinks, Blake said, “I can’t get over how big the bedroom and bathroom are.”
Blake was absolutely correct. If she had a husband, it’d be perfect, but she might as well face it. This place might be too much house for her. What if Anna didn’t want to rent the other side? She glanced at him. “It’s definitely bigger than where I live now.”
“Don’t forget the price is fifty thousand dollars below market value.” Karen touched her necklace. “Wait until you see the deck off the bedroom. I doubt you two will be able to tear yourselves away.”
As they left the bathroom and walked through the bedroom, Blake chuckled. “Hey, Sydney, you won’t need to use the treadmill. You’ll get enough exercise just walking through here a few times a day.”
The door opened to a deck overlooking a wooded lot in the back of the property. A breeze ruffled her hair. She took a deep breath, enjoying being outside. “The view’s incredible. I can enjoy the fresh air and sit out here while I write.”
“What do you write?” Blake asked.
“A column.”
Blake stood so close his shoulder brushed hers. Her heart raced at his touch.
He arched his eyebrows. “What’s the column about?”
While Sydney hesitated, Karen blurted, “She gives dating advice. She’s good. My single daughter loves her column.”
His blue eyes widened. “That’s great. I haven’t lived in the area long, but I’ll be sure to start reading it.”
Sydney was pleased with Blake’s reaction. Mark had laughed when he learned what she wrote and asked, “You get paid for that?”
She’d glared at him and said, “Hey, I work hard on my column. And I write about relationships which obviously are important. They are the foundation of future, deep love between couples.”
After leaving the deck, Karen showed them the other smaller, but still roomy bedroom, which was now used as a study.
Sydney said, “I’d like to keep it as a study, but then I won’t have a bedroom for my niece and nephew. It’d be great to have them spend weekends here.”
Blake cocked his eyebrows. “How old are they?”
“Jessica’s five and Aaron’s seven.”
Karen clenched her jaw slightly. “Maybe you could have your study in the basement. Or live on the other side. The daughter has her two girls in the second bedroom.”
“I’m glad the two bedrooms are close together. I want Noah in a room close to mine. My wife died from cancer when Noah was only four years old. He’s all I have.”
“I’m so sorry about your wife.” She wondered if that was why he wanted to move. Maybe there were too many memories of his wife where he lived now with Noah.
Karen gave Blake a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry about your loss.”
After they walked out of the house, Karen stopped by a hot tub. “They’re leaving the hot tub.”
“That’s great,” Blake said. “I can relax after working out.”
Her parents had a hot tub but it’d be nice to have her own. “I’d love to soak in it after playing sports.”
Blake gave her a thoughtful look. “What sports do you play?”
“Right now, I’m on a church softball team and, during the winter, I play on a co-ed basketball team. What about you?”
“Racquetball—whenever I can fit it in.”
Karen motioned to them to join her on the huge deck. “The sellers told me they enjoyed throwing summer parties here.”
Sydney thought how cute the deck would look with big clay pots of flowers. “With this view and deck, I’d love to give a party. And I’d enjoy sunbathing here.”
Karen ignored her comment. “Blake, I bet your son would love to play in this big yard.”
He nodded. “I was just picturing tents pitched back here for a campout for Noah’s Cub Scout troop.”
“Excuse me,” Karen said as her cell phone rang. “I better take this call. It’s a client I’m showing a house to next.”
When Karen stepped out of earshot, Sydney turned to Blake, “You’re using the kid a lot to discourage me from buying the house.”
Blake grinned. “Is it working?”
She grinned back. “No, but it is for Karen. She definitely favors you. I think she’s expecting you to have a better cash flow to buy the house or better credit to get a loan faster.”
“I liked your party idea. Sounds like fun. If you buy the house, am I invited?”
“Clever man, changing the subject. I guess that means you won’t have any hard feelings if I get it.” She was elated he wanted to see her again. But she wanted to play it cool, even though she definitely wanted to feel his arms around her again. She’d never mentioned in her column about meeting guys while house shopping, but maybe going to open houses could be productive for other singles. Young professionals needed houses after all and didn’t want to rent forever.
“To be honest, I like this house a lot.” His blue eyes met her brown eyes. “We seem to have a lot in common—exercise, this house, we both like kids. You do like kids, don’t you? You talked about having your niece and nephew over to visit.”
“I love kids.” She frowned. Where was Blake going with this?
Karen returned. “Sorry for the interruption. I don’t think I told you the owners built this duplex four years ago. They put the highest quality materials into this house because they planned to stay here. But their daughter is getting remarried and moving out of town. They found a house they want to buy closer to where she’s going to live.”
“My parents couldn’t come with me today. I wanted them to see it before I make an offer.” Sydney turned from Karen to see Blake’s reaction. She felt mean but Blake also wanted this duplex, and she had a feeling he planned to make an offer soon. She needed to get the jump on him. “But I hate to wait so I want to set a time to write up a contract on this house.”
Chapter Two
“We have a problem because I also want to buy this duplex.” Blake smiled at Karen. “You don’t have a duplicate house so we can both be happy, do you?”
“I wish I did.” Karen sighed before turning to Sydney. “You can go ahead and have your parents look at the duplex tomorrow. And you need to see the other side yet, too. Although it’s pretty much identical to what you saw today.”
Blake nodded. “I’d like Noah to look at it, too.”
“We can talk privately soon about how much each of you can give for a down payment and find out if there’s any problem with credit.” Karen played with her silver watchband. “Does that sound fair?”
“It sounds fair to me,” Sydney agreed. “Thank you, Karen.”
“Yes, thank you. I know we’ve made things difficult for you.” Blake said.
“Do you have any papers with the room measurements?” Sydney remembered when she went house shopping with her brother and his wife; the realtor gave them a folder with the lot and house information.
“I do,” Karen answered. “I’ll get the folders for you when we leave. I left them in the car. I have my Blackberry there and we can go ahead and schedule the time for your family members to see the house.”
After following Karen to the driveway, Blake stood close to her. “Sydney, we need to talk.”
His manly smell was doing something to her brain. Why did he have to excite her just by standing near? “I’m sorry if it seems I’m being selfish. You need a house for you and Noah, but I just can’t help myself. I love this place. It just seems like my house.”
“I have a proposition that might work for both of us, but not sure until I talk to you.” His blue eyes widened. “I’d like to take you out to dinner. Outback Steakhouse and Red Lobster aren’t too far. You can decide which one. We can both drive to the restaurant.”
She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know. Are you sure that you aren’t going to try and talk me out of making an offer?”
He laughed. “No, it’s something I think might be a win-win situation for both of us.”
What the heck… she had to eat. “I am hungry. And I’m intrigued to learn what your plan is so we can both be happy.”
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