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chapter one


NATHAN


Wake up, Nathan.”


My phone vibrated against the dark oak of the bar, pulling me out of the memory I frequently lost myself in. I blinked the room into focus, palmed the device, and slid my thumb across the screen as I took a generous sip of whiskey.


Get your ass home


My father’s text read as an order and was meant to be taken as one. It was also a message I’d been expecting for a long fucking time. I was shocked it hadn’t come sooner.


He was finally stepping in. The man who never bit his tongue around me had been unusually tolerant of my shit the past twenty-two months. But now he’d reached his limit—or, more likely, my mother had. She’d never say anything to me directly, of course. She would see my guilt and cave, allowing this to drag on indefinitely. Her only option was my father.


He was the better choice anyway. She knew I always listened to him. At least, I did before, back when we actually spoke to each other.


I pushed off the stool I’d been occupying for the past two hours and drained the remainder of my drink, dug the wallet out of my back pocket, and dropped two twenties on the bar, catching Levi’s attention.


We weren’t friends. I didn’t know the guy outside of this building. But when you frequent the same bar nearly every night, you pick up a few names.


“Thanks, man. I’ll see ya tomorrow.” Levi swiped the money off the wood and wiped the bar down with a rag.


“No,” I said, palming my phone and reading the text again. I met Levi’s gaze. “You won’t.”


* * *


“We’ve raised our children, Nathan. Your mother and I are too old for this. We’re supposed to be enjoying our retirement, but we haven’t been able to do that, now, have we?” My father’s voice echoed off the vaulted ceiling of my family room and loomed over me like thunderclouds.


He wasn’t screaming. He didn’t need to. His voice carried no matter what volume he used, and truth be told, he could’ve whispered this shit to me and I would’ve heard it as loud as I was hearing it now.


The truth was deafening.


“Now, we love that little girl—you know we do—and this is breaking your mother’s heart, but I can’t take this shit anymore. I’ve kept my mouth shut for long enough. You have a responsibility, Nathan. Marley needs you. Hell, she’s needed you, and you are goddamned lucky she hasn’t been damaged by this already. You can thank your mother for that—the beautiful angel that she is. She’s put her life on hold for nearly two years while you’ve been doing everything except what you need to be doing, and—are you even listening to me right now, Nathan? Nathan.” He grabbed my shoulder and shook me.


I barely reacted, slowly tipping my head back to peer up at him where he stood. I couldn’t get angry. I’d seen this coming.


“I’m listening,” I told him.


“Good. Because this ends now.” He braced his hand on the back of the chair I was sitting in and bent closer, getting in my face.


My father was a big man. A former college linebacker who didn’t look like he was pushing sixty-five. Two years ago, I would’ve shifted in my seat having him this close to me. Now I didn’t even blink.


“We’re giving you through Memorial Day, and then I’m taking that woman on a much-deserved vacation far away from here, and when we get home, we’re going back to being grandparents who visit with their grandchildren. Our child-rearing days are over, son. It’s time you step up. There is absolutely no reason why you should be at that restaurant as much as you are. This is long overdue.”


Shock overwhelmed me. I felt my teeth clench as my back went rigid against the leather cushion. “You’re giving me six days? That’s not enough time for me to line something up.”


“We’ve given you almost two years. I think that’s more than enough time.”


“Be reasonable.”


“Reasonable?” His eyes narrowed. “How about you be the man I raised, because I don’t even know who the hell I’m looking at anymore. I can smell the alcohol on you, Nathan. You’re lucky I didn’t call you on this shit a long time ago.”


“Why didn’t you?”


I was getting bold. There was a time I’d never take issue with anything my father did or the way he decided to do it. Right now, I didn’t even care if he hit me. I had checked out.


“I don’t question how a man needs to grieve his wife,” he answered without pause. “That’s something I don’t have experience with, and I pray to God I never will. But life moves on, son, and you gotta move with it. The drinking stops now. That won’t give you what you’re looking for. There’s no changing what happened.”


“Do you think I don’t know that?”


“I don’t know what the hell you’re thinking anymore. You’ve shut us all out.”


“And dropping this bomb on me is your way of getting me to open up?” I asked.


Movement caught my eye as my mother entered the room from the kitchen, balancing my daughter on her hip. Dad straightened up as Mom wiped at her nose with a tissue. She’d been crying. I could still see the tears in her eyes.


“This is a joke,” I said to my father. “I need more time.”


“You should’ve hired help already, Nathan.”


“And you expect me to find someone in six days? What am I supposed to do with her?” I tipped my head in Marley’s direction. She was resting her head on my mother’s shoulder. She looked nearly asleep. “I still have to work. It’s my restaurant, Dad. Who’s going to watch her?”


My father shrugged like he didn’t give a fuck about my problems anymore and folded his arms across his chest. “You’re a parent, son. Sometimes you just gotta figure it out as you go along. We don’t always have the answers.”


“You’re not even going to help me out until I find a sitter or something?”


“Vacation’s already booked. We won’t be here.”


My leg began to bounce.


I stared up at him, waiting for sympathy to call his bluff and back down his demand, but he was unyielding. Panic tightened the wall of my chest. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.


“I don’t know how to do this,” I whispered.


Not even that unusual admission changed his demeanor. He remained eerily still. My mother was another story. She immediately shuffled closer, most likely wanting to comfort me or give in and call this off. Her thirty-year-old son was breaking down for the first time in front of her, but she didn’t make it two steps before Dad held her back with his hand raised, keeping his eyes on me.


“You’ll figure it out,” he said.


“Dad, please … ” I was willing to beg. I would’ve done anything in that moment to have their help a little longer.


How could I do this by myself ?


“Nathan.” My father bent down and squeezed my shoulder. “You will figure it out.” He spoke with confidence. He was certain, not doubting me at all, and I wanted that to ease my mind, if only a little, but it couldn’t.


I knew I’d fail at this.


After goodbyes were said, I paced my house from end to end, trying to calm Marley, who began screaming the second the door latched shut.


My daughter wanted my parents, not me. She barely knew me.


Her cries were deafening. She squirmed in my arms and pushed against my chest with more strength than a two-year-old should have. Her tears wet my neck and soaked into my shirt.


I kept walking. I didn’t know what else to do. She was typically already asleep by the time I got home at night. I didn’t know what soothed her.


My parents ignored my calls. You’ll figure it out. Guess that advice was going into effect immediately. I was on my own with this.


I lapped the family room thirty-eight times that night. An hour later, the house was finally quiet.


After laying Marley in her crib, I collapsed on my bed, fully dressed. I didn’t even bother taking off my shoes.


“Wake up, Nathan.”


I opened my eyes and turned my head on the pillow. The bedroom was dark.


I was alone.




chapter two


JENNA


Which animal do you think I should get on my face, Mama? A butterfly or a cat?”


Olivia, my daughter, studied her sun-kissed cheeks in the mirror above the sink as she washed her hands in the Whitecaps women’s restroom.


We were here for the Memorial Day carnival the restaurant was hosting, and Olivia had made it known how badly she wanted her face painted the second we arrived. Especially after she discovered Sydney was running that booth. Olivia adored my brother’s girlfriend.


“I think you’d look beautiful with either one,” I answered, handing her a paper towel when she finished up and walked over to me. “Which one did you want first? That’s probably the one you want the most.”


“A butterfly.”


“Then ask Syd for a butterfly.”


“But what if I change my mind and she’s already painted a wing? I’ll be doomed if that happens. Cats don’t have wings.” Face reddening in distress, Olivia huffed and shook her head like this decision was eating her up inside. Her bright blue glasses slid down her nose.


I fixed them for her, smiling. “Do both, then.”


Her eyes widened in hope-filled wonder. “I can do that?”


“Why not? You have two cheeks, don’t you?”


She thought on this plan, her gaze briefly drifting to the floor. Then she nodded quickly, looking up at me. “I totally have two cheeks. I can be a cat butterfly! I bet nobody else will think of that. I’ll be the only one and everyone will think I’m so cool, right?”


“Oh, absolutely. You’ll be the coolest girl here.”


Olivia pumped her fists into the air, hooting and hollering as she bounced on her toes. “This is the best idea ever!”


I followed her out the door, both of us giggling. When I noticed my son and Olivia’s twin brother, Oliver, was nowhere to be seen inside the restaurant, I assumed he really did need to use the restroom, even though he’d assured me he hadn’t.


“Oliver?” I called out, holding the men’s room door open.


There was a wall separating anyone doing their business and the spot where I was standing, so I couldn’t see anything. Thank God.


“Yeah?” he answered.


“Mama, can I go? I want Syd to get started on my face.” Olivia jumped from one foot to the other and tugged on the two dark braids hanging past her shoulders. Her flip-flops smacked against the tile.


“Go ahead, but stay with Syd.”


Even though my children were eight years old and knew better than to wander off, it was ingrained in me to remind them.


I waited until Olivia made it to the front of the restaurant before I turned back to the men’s room. “Is anyone else in there, Oliver?”


“Just a man.”


“Okay. And what’s he doing?”


“Really?” a deep voice answered.


I ignored it, which was what I typically did in situations like this, and pressed on. “Oliver?”


“He’s going to the bathroom, Mom.”


“What else would I be doing in here?” the guy said.


I rolled my eyes at his tone, feeling completely justified in my questioning, and leaned my back against the door, getting comfortable just in case my son was nowhere near finished.


“Do you want to get your face painted like your sister? I bet Syd could do something cool, like a shark or something.”


Water flushed. I heard the faucet kick on—someone was washing their hands.


“No. I wanna do the dunking booth. That looks fun.”


“Do you think you can dunk Uncle Brian?”


“I know I can dunk him.” Oliver’s voiced raced with excitement.


I smiled, picturing my older brother doing anything he could to make sure Oliver could drop him into the water. Brian always went above and beyond with my kids. He was the main reason we’d moved to Dogwood Beach three years ago, leaving Denver, my old life, and our parents behind. We’d lived with him for a while until I found my apartment, and in those few months, Brian and my kids became inseparable.


We were incredibly lucky to have him in our lives. And I frequently made sure he knew that.


I lost some of the smile I was wearing when the man with the eye-roll tone moved out from behind the wall to exit the restroom. He had thick dark brown hair that was styled short, wore black-rimmed glasses, and had a tall, really tall, lean build, with a good amount of muscle putting stress on the button-up shirt he was wearing. I stared at the outline of his biceps a little longer than I meant to as I flattened my back against the door, allowing him room to pass.


“Excuse me,” I offered politely.


His eyebrows shot up. “Do you always hold conversations like that in men’s rooms?”


“If my son is in one of them, then yes,” I answered, pairing my response with a fake smile. I didn’t owe this guy anything. “Either that, or I’m coming in there and making sure nobody’s doing anything they shouldn’t be doing. You can never be too careful—creeps are everywhere.”


The man’s gaze hardened as he looked back at me over his shoulder, like what I’d just said offended him. What did he care? I hadn’t actually walked in on him.


When he reached the door with the word “Manager” written in bold white, he stepped inside the office, disappearing out of view.


“Shit,” I whispered. Eyes pinching shut, I dropped my head back and groaned low in my throat.


I felt bad. I knew that man. Well, I knew of that man. I’d never met him, obviously. But I’d heard stories about Sydney’s boss, who didn’t just manage Whitecaps. He was the owner. All the girls who worked here spoke highly of him. I was good friends with most of them and had heard talk about this guy. In fact, they appreciated him so much, the girls had come up with the carnival idea for today as a way of boosting summer sales for the restaurant and giving back to a man they all very much liked.


And you just alluded to his place of business as being a possible hangout for child predators. Way to go, Jenna.


I wanted to apologize, or at least explain myself. I could also sprinkle in some heavy compliments. Even though we’d eaten here only once before, I thought Whitecaps was a really nice restaurant. I could embellish a little and say it was one we frequented. He’d never know the truth.


Oliver finished up and stepped out of the bathroom as I thought on this plan, showing the same amount of excitement his sister had about the carnival, his voice carrying through the restaurant animatedly. And evidently, a little on the loud side.


Just as I was about to head toward the office, the door latched shut.


Okay. Someone didn’t want to be bothered.


“How many tickets can we get, Mom?” Oliver asked. “Please say enough to do all the games. The games look so cool. They got a ring toss and the one where you gotta knock over the cans. I better warm up my arm.”


I smiled, fixing his glasses for him when the windmill motion he did nearly knocked them off his nose. His excitement prompted a better idea. I’d show my support for Whitecaps while giving my kids a day packed full of memories. A face-to-face with the owner could wait for another time.




chapter three


JENNA


Two Weeks Later




Looking forward to tonight. Are you sure I can’t pick you up?


Me too! I’ll meet you there. I need to drop off my kids at my brother’s house. He’s watching them for me.


Oh.


I didn’t know you had kids.





I frowned reading the texts. Did this guy not read my profile? I’d mentioned being a mom. Should I have bolded that information?


Forcing myself to stay positive, I typed my response. Maybe this guy still had potential. That Oh didn’t necessarily mean anything.




Yep. Two of them. Is 6:30 still a good time?


I’m really not looking for anything serious.





Translation: The thought of getting tied down to someone with kids disinterests me. This will only be a one-time fuck.


Disappointment came on swift, even though I should’ve known better. Every other guy I’d interacted with on CupidMatch.com had been a letdown, and seemingly only after sex. Nothing real or sustainable. It was my own fault for having any expectations here. But I was beginning to realize hope was a difficult emotion to turn off.


I believed in love. Why wouldn’t I have faith in it?


Not that I had any personal experience with it in terms of a relationship. I hadn’t been in love yet. Not real love. Crush-love, yes. The two voices booming from the living room were a testament to that. They were also the reason why I wasn’t as practiced in dating as other twenty-seven-year-olds. Being a mom took priority. But I tried to grab a date as often as I could. And even though the men of Dogwood Beach were turning out to be more frustrating than anything, I still put myself out there.


I was, however, beginning to regret the dating app route. That really wasn’t working out for me. And unless I became a different person, one who was looking for a meaningless hookup and nothing more, it wouldn’t work out for me.


I finished applying my mascara, then stood from my vanity stool as I typed out my response to this guy. A response that might not have been necessary, but just in case, I needed him knowing—I was no longer interested.




I’m going to have to cancel tonight. Thanks anyway.





By the time I walked down the short hallway that opened up to the living room, that app had been deleted off my phone.


“Uno out!” Olivia shrieked. She threw her playing cards down on the coffee table and pumped her fists into the air. “Whoop, whoop!”


“Aw, man! I was so close to winning.” Oliver collapsed sideways onto the sofa and punched the cushion. “I want a rematch, Livvy! You always win.”


“We can play tonight at Uncle Brian’s. I’ll pack the cards in my bag.”


“Good idea.”


“What if we did something else besides going over to Uncle Brian’s tonight?” I asked, stopping behind the sofa.


Olivia peered up at me. “But what about your date?”


“I don’t have a date anymore.”


“Why not?”


“I just don’t. I decided to cancel.”


“But you were really excited, Mama.”


“I know, baby, but sometimes things just don’t work out the way we want them to.”


Olivia glowered, reaching into the back pocket of her shorts. She pulled out a pen and a small notepad, flipped it open to a page, and violently crossed something out.


“What’s that? What are you doing?” I tried to see what Olivia had marked off, but she closed the pad before I caught sight of it.


“I had high hopes for him,” she mumbled. She tucked her notepad away after sliding the pen through the rings. Then she took a seat on the coffee table and pouted.


I fought a smile. My daughter was a hopeless romantic as well. I wondered if she was becoming a little too invested in my personal life.


“What are we gonna do if we don’t go over to Uncle Brian’s?” Oliver asked, rolling to his back so he could see me above him.


“Well, I thought since today is your first official day of summer break, we should probably celebrate somehow.” I paused for dramatic effect, looking between the two of them. “And I am pretty hungry …”


“Can we go out to eat?” Olivia sprang to a standing position and held her breath. Her eyes doubled in size.


“Mom, can we?” Oliver asked, scrambling to his knees. “Please? Please!”


I knew this would make up for the change of plans. Even though my children loved going over to my brother’s house almost more than anything, they were practically addicts when it came to restaurant food. There was something about ordering off a menu. And because I kept us on a strict budget—a necessity since I was a single parent of two very active children who were always involved in some sort of extracurricular activity—I didn’t allow meals out very often.


“Get your shoes on,” I gave as my answer.


“Whoop!” Olivia punched the air. She fell into a fit of laughter when her brother stood up and shook his butt. The two of them high-fived, then raced each other for the front door, where their shoes were stacked against the wall.


“Can we go to Whitecaps?” Oliver asked.


“Sure. Wherever you guys want to go.”


“I want a burger. They got the best burgers.” He pushed his heel into his shoe and stomped the floor. “You know I’m right, Mom.”


“I want a burger too,” Olivia said, tying her laces.


I quickly shot a text to my brother, letting him know he was off the hook in terms of babysitting duty, and then I grabbed my keys and purse off the small table by the door. A large antique mirror hung above it on the wall. I checked my reflection while the kids finished getting ready.


I hadn’t changed for my date yet, so I wasn’t wearing anything fancy. Just a favorite pair of jean shorts and a soft yellow flowy top that had the shoulders cut out and billowed at my waist. But my hair and makeup looked more done up than usual. My long brown locks were loosely curled, making the caramel highlights my friend Shay had given me a few weeks ago stand out a bit more. I was wearing foundation instead of my typical tinted moisturizer, but kept my skin looking dewy since I’d skipped the powder. My eyes were lined black. Lips shiny with gloss.


“You would’ve looked real pretty for your date, Mama,” Olivia announced, coming to stand beside me.


I smiled down at her and cupped her cheek, which was flushed from exertion. “Not as pretty as you.”


“Are you sad?”


“Not one bit. I get to go on a date with you two now.” I winked at her when she grinned big, and then I ruffled Oliver’s dark hair when he got beside his sister. “And have the best burgers in Dogwood Beach.”


“Oh yeah!” Oliver hollered, adjusting his glasses when they slid down his nose. “Let’s go. I’m starving.”


The kids rushed outside when I opened the door. I followed, grinning as I watched them sprint to the car and pile inside it. Their unrestrained excitement was infectious, and I realized halfway to the restaurant how much truth had been in the answer I’d given Olivia.


My children always made the best dates.


* * *


The oceanfront restaurant was busy, typical for a Saturday night, I was sure. The kids didn’t mind the thirty-five-minute wait though, and spent it playing I Spy on the wraparound porch while I stared out at the ocean.


I braced my elbows on the railing and watched the waves crash through a break in the dunes. The June air warmed my shoulders.


I loved the beach. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere but here now.


Olivia chose our car for the second time in a row and stumped Oliver, who called her a cheat and demanded a rematch. When it was her turn to guess, Oliver started with the same description—I spy with my little eye something silver—and I had to bite my cheek to stop myself from laughing.


It was precious, how well they got along. I had a feeling even if they weren’t twins they would’ve been this close.


Kali, one of the waitresses I was friends with, stepped outside and called our name, then led us to an open booth by the window. The kids sat across from me, both up on their knees, and immediately got started on the children’s menu coloring activity.


“Can we get soda, Mom? You know, since we’re celebrating.”


“I think we can do that.”


Oliver’s grin took up his entire face. He leaned closer to his sister, who remained focused on her drawing. “You hear that? I’m getting a Dr Pepper.”


“Me too.”


“No. You get something else. Then we’ll swap and get double the soda.”


“Okay. Good idea.”


I studied the menu, humming along to the Twenty-One Pilots song playing overhead.


“Hey, it’s my favorite Savages.” Tori walked up to our booth, flashing a smile at the kids. Our last name was Savage. She shot me a questioning look. Date? she mouthed.


I gave her a thumbs-down.


Tori shook her head in disapproval and mouthed, Seriously?


I’d become good friends with Tori after my brother got together with Sydney a little over a year ago. Tori and Syd were best friends. And now Tori was engaged to Brian’s friend Jamie, whom I’d known most of my life.


“Oh well. On to the next guy,” Tori mumbled, giving me a cheeky smile.


She knew how hard I was looking.


“We’re here celebrating,” Olivia shared, her crayon stilling so she could lift her head and look up at Tori. “School’s out!”


“Oh yeah, that’s right.” Tori turned to me. “Don’t you get off for the summer too?”


“Yep. Three months with my babies.”


I was eternally grateful for that job perk.


The attorneys at Price & Price LLC, the law firm where I worked as a paralegal, had offered me the option to work from home three years ago when I was first hired. I’d expressed concern about summer hours and affordable childcare, anticipating the worst and hoping for nothing. I’d thought for sure I’d be stuck working forty-hour weeks in the office and shelling out my entire paycheck to cover daycare. But they were impressed with my résumé and willing to work something out.


Unless I could somehow get paid to stay at home with my kids full-time, I was never leaving that job.


“Mom.” Oliver groaned. “We’re eight now. We’re not babies.”


“You’ll always be my babies, no matter how old you are.” I reached across the table and pinched his cheek.


“That’s weird.” He huffed, shaking his head.


Tori giggled, poising her pen to write on the ticket book in her hand. “Do you guys know what you want, or do you need a minute?” She looked from me to the twins.


“We’re ready,” Olivia answered.


I perused the menu while the kids rattled off their orders, thinking I wanted a burger but making sure of it. Everything listed looked delicious. It was hard to pick just one thing. I knew Stitch, the cook and Shay’s man, killed it in the kitchen. Everything he brought over to Sunday dinners at Syd and Brian’s house tasted amazing.


Movement near the back of the restaurant caught my attention. I leaned to the side to watch a little girl—a tiny thing, barely two years old if I were to guess—walk between the booths lining the window and the tables spread out in the middle of the room.


She was seriously adorable. Big blue eyes looking all around her. A head full of blond ringlet curls. With the cutest little summer dress stopping at her knees. She was also barefoot.


Huh. That was a little odd.


“Hi.” I cooed, smiling and waving as she stumbled closer.


Her mouth stretched into a toothy grin.


“Mo Mo, you’re killing me, babe.” Tori set her pen and ticket book on the table and scooped up the little cutie, propping her on her hip. “What did I tell you? You can’t be coming out here.”


“Oh, do you know her?” I asked, grinning at the girl. “Hi! Yeah, I’m talking about you, sweetheart.” I gave her little knee a gentle squeeze, and she giggled.


God. Seriously cute.


“She’s Nate’s,” Tori answered.


I followed her gaze to the manager’s office door, which was open just enough for a tiny body to slip through.


“His parents can’t watch her anymore or something, so he’s been bringing her here with him, and that is not working out, let me tell you,” Tori said. “The other day, she made it all the way into the kitchen before anyone saw her. Thank God Stitch grabbed her before she could put her hand on the grill.”


I gasped. “Oh my God. You’re not kidding.” I pictured the worst happening and felt my stomach tighten and twist.


“I don’t know what he’s doing,” Tori mumbled with sadness shining in her eyes.


I remembered hearing that Nate was widowed, and pain pulsed inside my heart. For him and his daughter. I glanced at the office door again.


“Excuse me? Can we get the check over here?”


“Shoot.” Tori looked behind her and smiled politely at the man who’d spoken. “I’ll be right there, sir.” Then she met my eyes again. “Let me take her back to Nate and get that guy’s check, and then I’ll be back over to take your order, Jenna.”


“Here, I’ll do it.” I reached for the little girl as I slid out of the booth. “I can take her to him.”


“Are you sure?”


“Absolutely.” I had an apology to deliver anyway. What better time than now? “What’s her name? Mo?”


“It’s Marley. I just call her Mo.” Tori passed her off to me and gave my forearm a squeeze. “Thanks, Jenna.”


“No problem.” I put my attention on the little peanut I was holding, and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen. “Hi, pretty girl. Hi, Marley.” I spoke softly to her, trailing my fingertips down her arm to her hand. She squeezed my thumb.


“Hi,” she said, her voice husky and soft.


Holy Lord. I could eat this girl up.


“Mama, she’s so cute!” Olivia tickled her feet and Marley giggled.


“She’s breathtaking.” I tucked a bundle of blond curls behind her ear while Marley plucked at the chain I wore around my neck. “I’m going to take her back to her daddy. You two stay here, okay? I’ll just be a couple minutes.”


“Okay,” Olivia answered. Oliver leaned over his drawing and kept coloring.


“Oliver?”


“Yeah, Mom. Got it.”


I made my way to the back of the restaurant.


“Where are your shoes?” I asked Marley as I walked between tables, dropping my head close to hers. Her soft hair tickled my nose. “You need shoes. The floor is dirty.”


“No, no shush. No shush.”


“Mm. Does somebody like the word ‘no’?”


“No, no, no. No!” Her voice grew louder and broke with a giggle.


“You’re cute even when you’re talking back. How’s that possible?” I asked her, shifting Marley to my right side when I reached the manager’s door. I knocked on it even though it was partially open already and peered inside the office.


Toys littered the floor. Blankets. A crib mattress. It looked more like a nursery than a workspace. There was even one of those round gated play yards in the corner of the room with one of the sides unlatched and open.


I guessed that was how Marley had made her great escape.


“Hi. Remember me?”


Nate was seated at his desk, concentrating hard on one of the papers in front of him. He lifted his head when I spoke. Recognition narrowed his gaze. “Men’s room, right?”


“Good memory.”


“You’re hard to forget.”


My back straightened. Whoa. What? Is Tori’s boss hitting on me?


Not that I would object. This guy was crazy attractive. I’d be thrilled if he was hitting on me. I’d be surprised too. I didn’t think I’d made a good first impression that day.


Nate cocked his brow, as if to read my confusion. “I’ve never been asked what I’m doing while I’m in there.”


Ah, right. Now that comment made more sense. “Well, now if it happens again, it won’t be weird,” I joked, smiling.


His gaze lowered to my mouth, held for a breath, then fell away. “Did you need something?” he asked, putting his attention back on the paper.


He was busy. That was clear. I should probably get to the reason why I was bothering him so he could get back to work.


“A couple of things,” I said, pushing the door open further and moving inside the room. I sidestepped a few stuffed animals. “First, I believe this belongs to you.”


Nate looked up again, saw Marley in my arms, and cursed, rushing to his feet. “God, how do you keep getting out?” He rounded the desk and took her from me.


“They’re like little escape artists at this age.”


Marley pushed against Nate’s chest and squirmed in his arms, fighting his hold immediately. When she started whining and going red in the face, he sat her in the play yard, closing the latch so she couldn’t walk out. He dropped a handful of alphabet blocks in her lap to occupy her.


“Sorry if she bothered you,” he said, returning to his seat.


“She didn’t bother me. She’s adorable. I miss that age.”


Nate’s brows ticked up as if he couldn’t understand my response.


“I also wanted to apologize for the other day,” I began, moving closer. “I don’t know if what I said insulted you, about creeps being everywhere. I know it sounded like I was alluding to them being here, and I didn’t mean it like that. Ever since my son turned eight, he’s been adamant about not going into the women’s room with me, and I just … well, you get it. You’re a parent.”


Nate stared at me, his face expressionless.


Okay, maybe he didn’t get it yet.


“It’s just hard to turn off the side of me that panics whenever I don’t have eyes on my kid,” I explained. “Your restaurant is really nice. I’m sure perverts don’t gather here.”


His mouth twitched. “That’s a relief to hear. Putting security in the men’s room might’ve caused some alarm.” Leaning back in his chair, he adjusted his glasses and looked ready to say something else, but turned his head when Marley started whining again.


She was standing at the gate now, gripping it and giving it a good shake.


I watched Nate get to his feet and drop nearly every toy she had into the play yard. He spoke under his breath, too low for me to hear, but I could tell from his tone how exasperated he felt.


Marley kept whining. She stomped her foot and shook her head at him when he held out a stuffed giraffe. He swapped it out for a book, turning to a page and pointing at one of the pictures. She wasn’t interested. Marley fell back onto her butt as tears hit her cheeks. Her legs kicked against the floor with fury.


Nate pinched his eyes shut, ran a hand through his hair, and looked down at her. He appeared lost, and possibly on the brink of a meltdown himself.


He was overwhelmed; that was clear.


“Has she eaten dinner? Maybe she’s hungry,” I said, walking over to the play yard. On instinct, I bent over the gate and held out my arms. I wanted to soothe her somehow. I at least wanted to try. I hated seeing this sweet thing so upset.


Marley immediately stood up and came to me. When I got her on my hip, she settled down and played with the chain around my neck again.


“I don’t know what she is,” Nate replied. He held up his glasses and rubbed at his eyes. “I guess she could be hungry.”


“If you want, I can take her out there and she can eat with us. It’s just me and my kids.”


“Really?”


“Sure. What does she like off the menu?”


He looked at Marley, thinking hard on that question. “Normal two-year-old stuff?” Our gazes met. I saw the embarrassment in his eyes before he looked down and away. “Sorry. I really don’t know what she likes. I haven’t spent much time with her.” He gripped the back of his neck, mumbling, “I’m sure that’s obvious right now.”


His shame was palpable.


Something about the way Nate spoke, the humiliation in his voice, the rejection—he wanted to know his daughter. He wanted to have the answer to any question I could ask him about her, and he didn’t know how.


Impulse loosened my tongue and pushed the words out of my mouth before I had the chance to really think on them. Although, even if I had paused, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t have spoken my next words.


Everything inside me that made me who I was wanted to help him.


“Tori mentioned something about your sitter situation changing?”


His gaze came up.


“I know you don’t know me, but I could watch her for you. I work from home during the summer …”


“Are you serious?” he asked on a rush, his shoulders pulling back as he stood taller.


“Yeah. I wouldn’t mind. Honestly, I’d probably really enjoy it. I love kids.”


“Yes.”


A laugh bubbled in my throat. I waited for his expression to relax and shift out of serious. It didn’t.


“Oh, okay. Um … well, if you need references or anything, you can ask any of the girls about me. Sydney is practically my sister-in-law. She’s dating my brother, Brian. I’m sure you’ve seen him around here. And I hang out with Tori, Shay, and Kali all the time. You can trust me with your daughter.”


“Okay,” he said easily.


I wanted to smile at him—I was happy to do this for Nate. But I couldn’t help wondering how desperate he might’ve been feeling. He wasn’t hesitating at all to accept my offer, or even taking a minute to consider it. I felt sad for him. Nate clearly wanted to do better by his daughter. He couldn’t even tell me what she liked to eat.


I began to wish I could’ve offered my assistance sooner. Everyone needed help sometimes. I knew that from experience.


“Did you want to watch her at your place?” he asked, cutting into my thoughts.


“I should probably watch her at yours. My apartment isn’t really toddler proofed anymore.” Lucky for me, I could take my work anywhere, and frequently did in the summer. Parks. The beach. Playgrounds. I worked on the go so my kids could stay on the go.


“That works for me. Whatever you need.”


“Great.” I smiled at him, gave that smile to Marley, who was playing with my earrings now—she was so girlie, I loved it—then turned back to Nate. “Okay, I’ll get her fed so she’s not a little grouch-bucket anymore, and then I guess if you want to go ahead and give me your address, I’ll see you Monday?”


His face fell. “You can’t start tomorrow?”


“Oh, do you … ?” I paused, realizing today was Saturday. He obviously needed help on the weekends too. “No, tomorrow works. I can do tomorrow.”


Breath left him loudly, as if he’d been holding it in.


“It’s just temporary,” he said, moving over to the desk and jotting something down on a Post-it. “I won’t need every day covered for long. Just until I hire someone to help me out in here. I’ll be able to cut back my hours once I do that.”


“No problem,” I answered, meaning that.


I obviously hadn’t anticipated this becoming an everyday thing, but even if it would’ve been a permanent summer gig, I didn’t think I’d have any issues. My kids went along with anything. They were easygoing. And I was more than comfortable around toddlers. I’d handled two at once before.


Plus, I wanted to spend time with Marley. God, who wouldn’t? She was absolutely adorable.


Nate tore the note loose and walked it over to me. “Here’s my address. I’m only ten minutes from here. If you could be at my house by eight thirty, that would be great.”


“Sure. That works.” I tucked the Post-it into the back pocket of my shorts, boosting Marley on my hip when I was finished. “Does she have any allergies to anything, or can I feed her whatever she’ll eat?”


“No allergies. I do know that.”


“Okay, great.” I smiled at Marley. “Do you want to go eat? Are you hungry?”


“Eat!” Her legs kicked out excitedly.


I began to turn away with her but stopped. “Oh.” My hand shot out. “I’m Jenna, by the way. Sorry.”


“Nathan.”


His grip engulfed mine. This guy could probably palm a basketball, no problem. Wow. What a weird thing to think, Jenna.


I cleared my throat as we separated, checked the floor behind me for toys, and then backed up toward the door. “Okay. I’ll get her fed and let you get some work done.”


“Thank you. I … ” He closed his mouth with a pained expression, as if he was afraid to speak or even hear his next words. His Adam’s apple bobbed heavily in his throat.


I froze.


I wanted to hug him, or at least promise everything would be okay. He looked like he desperately needed to hear that. And the desire to do more than what I was offering already stole my breath.


“I really appreciate this. Thank you,” he said quietly.


Before I made this awkward and actually initiated an embrace, I settled on an honest “anytime” while holding in the anything that wanted to follow.


I’d help Nathan however I could.




chapter four


NATHAN


I didn’t deserve her help. I didn’t deserve help from anyone anymore. Taking care of Marley was my responsibility. It should fall on me.


But fuck, I didn’t know what the hell I was doing. And whatever I was doing wasn’t working.


I was pretty sure my daughter hated me.


Not that I could blame Marley. What had I ever done for her? If she thought I was a dick for letting her mother die … yeah, I deserved that. Sadie’s suicide was my fault. I should’ve helped her and I didn’t. I left Marley without a mother, and then I completely checked out as a father. I couldn’t stand myself for it.


Every word I spoke to her tasted like regret. I wanted those twenty-two months back. I wanted to fix this, to be better.


God, I needed to be better.


The last two weeks had been a nightmare. I’d tried getting Marley in at every day care in Dogwood Beach, but everything was booked solid for the summer. Every babysitter Care.com had to offer in my area already had a job lined up. All of them. The only option left was to bring her to work with me.


I was fucked. Between Marley sneaking out and getting into shit and her constant screaming whenever she actually remained in my office, someone was close to calling the cops. I had prepared myself for that and for unemployment. One or the other was happening. I couldn’t see this working out any other way.


Then Jenna walked in and saved my ass. That entire conversation felt like a dream. I didn’t know this woman at all, and she was offering me the lifeline I desperately needed.


Jesus Christ, I could’ve kissed her. Did she have any idea what she was giving me? A day later and I was still shocked by her kindness.


I pushed my arm through the sleeve of my shirt and fixed my collar. Just as I checked my watch to note it was nearly eight thirty, the doorbell rang. I’d been half convinced our conversation had been a dream. A part of me hadn’t expected her to show up.


God, this woman is a saint.


I rushed downstairs and paused in the buttoning of my shirt to open the door.


Jenna stood on the porch with two young kids flanking her. I recognized the boy from the restaurant on Memorial Day. That was definitely the strangest conversation I’ve had to date. Based on the tight, uncomfortable smile he was giving me, I’d guess he felt the same way about it. The little girl, on the other hand, couldn’t have been grinning at me any bigger.


“Morning,” Jenna said. Her eyes fell to my open shirt and she frowned. “Sorry. Are we early?”


“No. No, you’re perfect. Come in.” I stepped back and held the door open. The little girl moved inside first, tipping her head back further when she stopped in front of me.


“Hello.” Her voice was soft and a little shy.


“Hey.” I gave her a polite nod.


She stared up at me and kept grinning.


“Olivia, scoot over, baby.”


Hearing that request, the girl stepped over and got beside me. The duffle bag she was carrying hit the floor at her feet with a thud. The boy came inside next. His mouth dropped open as he peered around the room.


“Whoa. Your house is huge. Mom, this is almost as big as Uncle Jamie’s house.” The boy looked up at me then, his hand gripping the strap at his shoulder. His bag appeared to be just as full. “His house has, like, twelve rooms. How many rooms you got here?”


I smirked. “Not twelve.”


“How come?”


“Oliver, that’s … a little rude,” Jenna scolded. She shuffled him over, stepping inside now herself, and offered me an apologetic smile after I closed the door. “Sorry. No filter.”


“That’s okay,” I answered. Honestly, her kids could say or do whatever they wanted. No way was I asking her to leave.


“So, these are my two. You’ve sort of already met Oliver.” Jenna stood behind him and squeezed his shoulders while he kept gazing around the room. “And that’s Olivia. She’s very excited to be here, if you couldn’t already tell.”


I looked down at the grinning face beside me, smiled politely back, and watched her eyes widen behind bright blue frames. When she dropped down and started digging through her bag, I turned back to Jenna and asked, “How close in age are they?”


They were the same height. Had the same glasses. Same color hair and chocolate-brown eyes. They could’ve been …


“They’re twins,” she answered.


“Jesus. And you’re still sane?”


Jenna shrugged and laughed lightly, tucking her hair behind her ear. I could see freckles on her nose and cheeks and the flush as it colored her skin just now. I didn’t think she was wearing any makeup at all. Still, even without it, I would’ve turned my head.


Awareness paused my breath. I blinked and looked away. When was the last time I noticed a woman’s looks? Nearly two years. That answer was simple.


“How about I show you around?” I asked, checking my watch once more, then getting back to the shirt buttons I still needed to fasten. “I got a little time.”


“Sure. Where’s Marley?”


“In her room.” Away from me, which was where she preferred.


“Mom, can we go out on the deck?” Oliver asked.


Jenna looked to me and waited.


“Yeah, have at it,” I told him.


Oliver took off immediately, calling out for his sister to follow him.


Olivia peered up from the notepad she was writing in. “How old are you?” she asked.


“Thirty.”


She looked from me to Jenna, then back to me briefly before putting her attention on the notepad again. “That’s perfect,” she mumbled, jotting something down, my age possibly.


My brow furrowed. Is she worried she’ll have to ask for it again?


“Olivia, go with your brother, please.” Jenna shuffled forward and spun her daughter around. Then she picked up the duffle and carried it over to the couch, dropping it there, along with the messenger bag she was wearing cross-bodied. The sleeve of her top slipped in the process, revealing a small butterfly tattoo on the back of her left shoulder. Jenna reached up to fix her shirt, peering back at me when she was finished.


Our gazes locked. I quickly cut my eyes away, putting my attention on Olivia.


The little girl moved fast through the family room, weaving in between the furniture as she finished taking notes and pausing only when she reached the open slider that led outside to the deck.


“Whoa! We can see the ocean, Ollie!” she yelled. The glass door slid closed behind her, cutting off her brother’s animated response.


“Can we go get Marley?” Jenna asked. “Is she awake yet?”


“Yeah, she’s been awake.” I led Jenna through the family room and into the kitchen.


“Your house is really nice.”


I glanced over my shoulder and watched as she ran her hand over the long marble island. She gazed in wonder at the row of cabinets mounted on the wall.


“It’s not twelve rooms nice,” I joked.


“Your kitchen is beautiful. Do you cook a lot?”


“No. My wife did.”


Her bottom lip caught between her teeth and her gaze fell away. Just by her expression, I could tell she knew about Sadie. She’d probably heard about it from one of the girls. She’d said they were friends.


We ascended the stairs in silence.


“Bathroom,” I said, pointing at the first door on the left at the top of the stairs. “This is Marley’s room.” I stopped at the door across the hall and twisted the knob, pushing it open halfway before I met resistance. “What the … ?” I leaned inside to figure out what the obstruction was but didn’t need to. Marley crawled around the door. “Shit.” I pushed it open further and glared at the empty crib.


“Good morning, pretty girl.” Jenna bent down and scooped Marley up. “Have you been playing in here all by yourself ?”


Marley giggled.


“She must’ve climbed out of her crib.” I pinched the bridge of my nose as the threat of a migraine pulsed beneath my scalp. What the fuck? Really? “She hasn’t done that yet. I thought I had more time before I had to worry about this. How the hell am I supposed to keep her in here now?” I gestured inside the room.


I’ll never be able to close my eyes again.


“Is the mattress lowered all the way?”


My brows lifted at Jenna’s question. Fuck. Is it?


I walked over to the crib and examined the notches on the inside rails. Then, kneeling beside it, I looked under the mattress and grinned at the sight. I had one level remaining.


“Thank God.” I dropped my head back and sighed in relief.


Jenna laughed from the hallway. “Not ready for a big-girl bed yet?”


“No. Never.” Not if it meant Marley getting around at night. She’d leave me for sure. I stood up and headed out of the room. “Let me grab an Allen wrench and take care of this before I go.”


“She hasn’t eaten yet, has she?”


“No, not yet.”


“Okay. I’ll take her downstairs while you do that.”


“Great.”


Jenna went one way and I went the other.


I grabbed the small toolbox I kept under the sink in the master bath. After lowering the mattress and fixing the bedding, which Marley had pulled out of the crib and spread out around the room, I finished getting ready. Tie on, I slid my glasses into place and headed back downstairs.


The kids were seated at the kitchen table. Oliver and Olivia had their bags in front of them, rifling through each other’s while they carried on conversation. Marley was in her booster seat. She was watching the other two, completely engrossed in what they were doing, while Jenna stood beside the chair, feeding her bites of waffle.


I finished rolling up my sleeve to match the other one as I moved around the island, stopping at the Keurig and powering it on. I grabbed the travel mug out of the cabinet and loaded up a K-Cup. The smell of coffee permeated the air.


“You wear glasses too?” Olivia asked, her voice pitching higher.


I turned my head and watched as she flipped that notepad open again.


She whispered, “Oh my gosh,” not waiting for a response and obviously not needing one before she clicked her pen and scribbled something down.


What the hell is she always taking notes about?


Jenna set the plate on the table after feeding Marley another bite and walked to the end of the island, where she had a spiral notebook open to a blank page. “Is there anything I need to know? Medications she takes or a nap schedule she follows?”


I shook my head and blew across the mug. “No medications. A nap schedule? Like, she’s going down every day at the same time?” I chuckled. “That’s hilarious. I usually just let her go until she drops. It’s easier than fighting with her.”


Jenna’s brows lifted. She appeared to be holding in a laugh. “Oh, well, you know, kids like routines. They actually thrive on them. Plus, it’ll just make your life easier. So, if it’s okay with you, I’ll probably get her on some sort of schedule.”


“Works for me. Honestly, whatever you want to do. You’re basically saving my life here.”


She smiled and shrugged off the comment, as if everything she was doing for me was nothing, and God, it wasn’t. That couldn’t have been further from the truth.


“We haven’t talked about compensation yet,” I said. “If it’s fair to you, and please be honest with me, I’m willing to pay you two hundred to two-fifty a day for this, depending on how long you’re here.”


Her lips slowly parted. “That’s … more than fair. You don’t need to pay me that much.”


“I priced daycare in this area. I know how much it costs.”


“It doesn’t cost two hundred dollars a day. I’ve priced it too.”


“No, but you’re doing more for me than a daycare would. They wouldn’t keep her on weekends.”


She tilted her head, thinking on this. “Okay, but still, that’s a lot of money …”


“I wouldn’t feel right paying anything less,” I told her, hoping to shut down any further argument. “She’s a lot of work, Jenna. It isn’t like she’s just going to sit still for you. Not to mention how last minute this is. Please, let me do this the right way. I won’t be able to sleep at night if I feel like I’m cheating you.”


Her smile came on softly. “Okay.”


“And anything you buy for her—food or whatever—just save the receipts and I’ll pay you back.”


“I’ll do that.” She picked up the pen lying across the notebook and held it out to me. “Do you want to write your number down? In case I have any questions or need to get in touch with you.”


I stuck the lid on the mug and set it aside, then took the pen from her and stepped closer.


“I haven’t given my number to a woman in eleven years,” I confessed without any fucking thought at all. My hand froze inches from the paper.


Why the hell did I share that information? Maybe she didn’t hear it …


I looked up. Green eyes stared back at me, widened with full awareness.


I cleared my throat and wrote my number down so fast, it was barely legible. “Can you read that?”


“Yep.”


“Great.” I dropped the pen and pushed the notebook away, exchanging it for the mug and stepping back. “I should get going.” Before I revealed anything else completely irrelevant.


She offered me an easy smile, as if I hadn’t just made this awkward as fuck. “Should I feed her dinner too?” she asked. “What time were you planning on getting back?”


“I never make it home for dinner.”


“Oh.” She frowned. “Okay.”


Shit. Is that too late for her? “Is that a problem?” I asked. “Like I said before, it’s only temporary. I won’t be working late once I get someone in there.”


I wondered if she could hear the panic in my voice or see it written all over my face—I was certain it was there—because Jenna recovered so quickly, I wouldn’t have known how she initially reacted to hearing how late I was going to be unless I’d been watching her the way I was doing.


“No, that’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” Her smile was carefree.


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah, I’ll make dinner. It’s really not a problem.” She spun around when Marley started whining for more waffles. “Seriously, Nathan. We’ll be fine.”


“All right, great.” Relief lightened my limbs. Noting the time on the stove, I felt around my pockets, making sure I had my keys, cell, and wallet. “I need to head out,” I announced. “If you need anything, just call me.”


Jenna looked up at me, holding on to the grin she was giving my daughter. “I will. Have a great day.”


“Thanks again for this.”


“It’s nothing, really.”


“It’s not nothing. It’s … the farthest from nothing. Trust me.” I adjusted my glasses and smiled at her. “I’ll win this argument. Don’t even try it.”


She fought a grin, then mimed zipping her lips.


I was nearly to the door when Jenna called out, stopping me from retreating any further. I turned and watched her rush into the room with Marley on her hip.


“Wait! She didn’t say goodbye.”


I almost laughed. I didn’t believe my daughter cared one way or the other about giving me any send-offs, but then I wondered if maybe I should’ve been the one giving them to her.


Why didn’t I? Shit.


Jenna stopped in front of me, smiled, and coaxed Marley with a “Tell Daddy buh-bye.”


Marley blinked at me with the same eyes as her mother. “Buh-bye, Daddy.”


“Give him a kiss.”


I stared at Jenna. “I don’t think—” My next words got caught in my throat when Marley leaned forward, no hesitation whatsoever, reaching out with one arm and gripping my neck. I pitched closer and bent lower, so fast I nearly knocked into them. Sticky syrup lips smacked on my cheek and smeared. Jenna offered an “oops” as they pulled away and winced like this would bother me, but fuck, I didn’t even care if my daughter got syrup all over my shirt. How could this bother me? It couldn’t.


“Bye, sweetheart,” I said to Marley, then looked at Jenna. My heart pounded against my ribs. “Thank you.”


She gave me a smile before she turned away and left the room.


* * *


It was just after ten by the time I made it back home that night.


I could’ve stayed at Whitecaps later. Truth be told, I could’ve worked all night if I knew Jenna would’ve been okay with it—I had a lot to catch up on. I’d barely gotten anything accomplished the last two weeks. But I couldn’t ask this woman for more. I worried if I was already asking too much.


The entire bottom floor of the house was lit up when I pulled into the driveway.


I sat in my truck after cutting the engine, dropping my head against the seat and staring through the windshield. My breathing slowed.
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