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        Meet the Bang Brothers—five hot hockey-playing brothers who are allergic to commitment.

        The brothers are about to face off against their newly-retired mother…who suddenly has plenty of time to play matchmaker. Add in their baby sister and some secret dating, a single dad, an accidental pregnancy, a marriage of convenience, and a wrong bed—or two—and these siblings are not going to know what hit them!

      

      

      
        
        Lace ’em Up

        Show ’em How

        Hit ’em Hard

        Lock ’em Down

        Light ’em Up

        Hook ’em Hard
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        Dear Diane,

        It's hard to believe you're gone. More than hard; it's devastating. Lars says time will ease the band of pressure that cuts across my chest when I think of you. But no amount of time will make me miss you any less. I suppose the passing years will only result in an acceptance of reality.

        I lost my best friend.

        Just the other day, I picked up the phone to tell you about the twins' mess at school. It involved crazy glue (stolen from the teacher's supply closet) and googly eyes! Needless to say, Jakob was NOT happy. He's been so serious and severe the last few years; it's a good thing he has the twins to make him crack a smile now and then.

        Anyway, I picked up the phone to tell you, and then I remembered. Oh, the waves of anguish are unbearable and relentless whenever I remember. My therapist says that's normal. In fact, it was her idea that I write to you. She said it could be cathartic. Healing.

        Little does she know we'd cork a bottle of wine and spill our guts, no doubt dissolving in laughter, whenever one of us needed to heal a heartache. Your bad breakup with Joe. My sadness when Jakob divorced. Your mother's passing. Leif nearly being expelled from university. We've seen each other through all the ups and downs.

        It's difficult for me to move forward and start a new chapter without you.

        But I bought this diary. And now, I'm sitting here, at the kitchen table, writing to you.

        The house is quiet. Lars left early for practice. And the kids… they're all grown up. After years of pinching their cheeks and reminding them that mother knows best, they're out into the world. Blazing trails and finding their footing.

        That's another reason I can't accept you're gone. You, Diane, with your flashing blue eyes, loud, boisterous laughter, and penchant for mischief — how can you be gone? I contacted your niece and nephews after your funeral. They were kind and gracious. But they don't remember you the way I do. I'm not sure anyone does. And that sits heavy on my chest, keeping me up at night.

        What's a life without love? Without friendship? Without family?

        Lars and I are coming up on thirty-five years of marriage. I know how fortunate I am to have married the love of my life and then stayed married for thirty-five wonderful years. I'm blessed to have birthed six healthy, beautiful children who all pursued their passions and are making their way in the world.

        And yet, I can't help but wonder — are they fulfilled?

        None of them are close to family. None of them have found or kept love. They're…adrift. Just like you were before I forced you to join my family. "An honorary Bang," you laughed. But I saw the happiness it brought you. It was the same happiness I felt. 

        King's in his thirties and hasn't had a serious relationship since college. Jakob is a single parent struggling with raising children on his own. Jensen and Annie are still thick as thieves but on opposite ends of the country. Leif avoids commitment like the plague. And Tanner's living his best life, partying like it's his job.

        When will they settle down? Find the type of happiness I've known for over half my life? I don't mean to sound old-fashioned — although I can admit that I am in many ways, but I want more grandbabies. And to know that my children are fulfilled. Happy. In love.

        I want them to find what Lars and I share. Love, respect, commitment. Trust.

        I want them to have everything I wished for you, Diane. And perhaps the most challenging part of letting you go is knowing you didn't have the great big love you desired.

        It's true what they say: life is too short.

        Which is why I have an idea. A plan, really, although I haven't told Lars yet. I think the kids — all of them — need help. A mother's touch, so to speak, since I obviously know best. And, with Lars coaching the junior league, he's either at the rink or traveling with the team. Most of the time, I'm on my own. It's lonely without you to come by for a cup of tea or meet for lunch. Depressingly so.

        My therapist thinks a change of scenery will help.  She thinks I should shake up my routine.

        And so… what if I visit them? The kids. I can help them. Cook their favorite meals. Look after the boys so Jakob can go on a date or two. Give them the nudges they need or, in some cases, the well-placed shoves. It will be an adventure, Diane! For all of us.

        I just need to run it by Lars, but… soon, I'll write to you from King's place in Oakland. Isn't that grand? I'll be living my best life in the sunshine well before the first snowstorm hits Minnesota. If you were here, I know that would delight you!

        I miss you, my friend. I'll write more soon.

        Love, Stella

      

      

      Stella’s letter to her best friend Diane begins her journey to visit her children across the US and Canada. This letter was written before Book 1 (Lace ‘em Up) starts. All the storylines in the Bang Brothers Hockey books spill into each other. However, you can also enjoy Jakob and Gardenia's story as a standalone. Show 'em How is book two in the Bang Brothers Hockey series. It takes place in the Portland Icehawks world and is book 6 in that series. Happy reading!
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      I’m a professional hockey player and a single dad with two rambunctious five-year-old boys who’ve driven away every nanny who has stepped foot in our house—except one: the one I don’t want to keep, but they do. Tatted and pierced, Gardenia Bliss is everything I dislike in a nanny and a woman. She’s a mouthy whirlwind, an obsessive recycler, a buyer of organic-only food, and a lover of loud music. She’s disrupted my household and destroyed my comfortable routine with her spontaneity. Even worse, we have a one-night history. I want her gone, but I also want her naked, which is all kinds of messed up.

      My plans to send her packing are thwarted by a road trip and no other options available. By the time I return, she’s completely entrenched herself in my house, my life, and my dirty thoughts. She has to go, but I haven’t found a way to extract the boys from her clutches. They adore her.

      Then my meddling, matchmaking mom shows up for the holidays and enlists Gardenia to help her find the perfect woman for me. The two of them are forces of nature I’m powerless to combat. They’ll never know the truth—I don’t want those other women. I want Gardenia, but I can’t have her. She’s all wrong for my boys and me, but tell that to my stupid heart.
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      Jakob

      I stare silently at the email that’s burning a hole in my phone and singeing my heart. Figuratively speaking.

      My divorce is final. After a year of grief, wrangling, sadness, and frustration, it’s over. Theresa walks away with half of my money and none of our children, which makes it worth every penny of losing those millions.

      I’m currently on a road trip. Last night, Boston, the team I play professional hockey for, lost to Seattle. We flew into Portland late last night and will play them tomorrow night. I wish we were playing tonight as I don’t need any spare time on my hands right now.

      I don’t join my single teammates who are heading out to a bar, nor do I want to hang with my married teammates for obvious reasons.

      I never pictured myself as divorced. I married for life, until I didn’t. I tolerated everything Theresa did until I discovered she’d been cheating. That’s a no-go for me.

      Hanging out alone in my hotel room doesn’t appear to be an option either. I try, but I fail. I don’t want my own company tonight, nor do I want to be around sympathetic teammates. I call the concierge and find a few possible activities within walking distance. I pull on a light jacket, as April evenings in Portland are chilly, and head out.

      A block down the street, I’m drawn to rock music blaring from a bar. I peek in the windows. A live band is playing, and they’re not bad. Playing drums is my hobby, and this band might serve as a good distraction for a few hours. I like all kinds of music, but classic rock is my jam, and they’re playing some oldies but goodies.

      I open the door and stride inside, pausing to look around the packed room. There’s an empty seat at the bar, and I hurry toward it. I squeeze in between a leather-clad bearded guy who belongs in a biker bar and a rocker chick who fits right in. I ignore them both and lean on the counter, signaling the bartender, and order a whiskey on the rocks. It’s that kind of night.

      I turn on my stool to watch the band, mostly the drummer. As a kid, my family dubbed me Banger, since I was always banging on drums when not playing hockey. I haven’t played those drums in years, but I still love drumming.

      This drummer is pretty good. What he lacks in skills, he makes up for in enthusiasm. The rocker chick next to me is dancing on her seat and bumps into me multiple times.

      “Sorry,” she mutters without looking in my direction, but I look in hers. Then I do a double take. She’s wearing a short leather skirt and a low-cut black lacy top. Her cleavage is impressive, and I can’t help but stare. I haven’t been with a woman in over a year, and this one has a great rack. Desire I haven’t felt in a long time stirs inside me. My dick hardens, and I lick my lips.

      The band goes on a break, and she turns back to the counter to order another beer.

      “I’ll get that,” I tell the bartender.

      She turns as if seeing me for the first time and sizes me up. We study each other for a long moment. I hold out my hand.

      “I’m Jake.”

      “I’m Dee.”

      “Well, hi, Dee. The band is pretty good.” I indicate the long-haired rockers lounging near the stage with multiple scantily dressed groupies clinging to each and every one of them.

      “They’re not bad.” She shrugs, giving the impression she’s seen better. So have I, but this is a small bar in downtown Portland. They’re not going to be a top draw for the big groups.

      Mesmerized, I watch her cherry-red lips and envision them moving across my cock. I shift my weight in an attempt to take some of the pressure off my crotch, but nothing helps. I’m horny, and my decimated male ego desperately needs proof I’m still attractive to women.

      Dee crosses her legs, and the movement draws my attention. They’re shapely legs, like the rest of her, and I’m entranced. I haven’t felt anything for a woman since Theresa and I split up, but I’m quickly forgetting her name. Does this mean I’m healing?

      I meet Dee’s amused gaze. She knows I’ve been looking her over, and she’s not offended, more like intrigued, which is a good sign.

      We throw back our drinks, and I order another round. She scoots closer, and I lean into her. Her hair is long and blond with streaks of purple. I itch to run my fingers through it. I lift my hand and twirl a lock around my index finger. She draws in a sharp breath. Every cell inside me stands at attention, waiting for her next move. She’ll either pull away or lean into me.

      She leans into me and plants her small hand, palm open, on my chest. Her mouth begs me to kiss her, and I’m ready to do just that.

      “You’re the last person I expected to see here.” A male voice made husky by too many cigarettes and who knows what else stands slightly behind us. He and I appraise each other. He’s thin and five-ten. His long dark hair hangs about his face, and his clothes scream rocker or wannabe rocker. I’m not sure which, but he’s definitely Dee’s type.

      Dee whips around, and her eyes go big before anger takes over. “What’re you doing here, Coffin? Slumming it?”

      “Got bored. We’re playing at the Palace tomorrow night.”

      “Well, good for you.” She turns her back to dismiss him.

      “Still mad at me?” He pushes between us and places a possessive hand on her thigh. I watch this entire exchange with curiosity and disappointment. I’m in the middle of some tiff between this guy and Dee. I’m not interested in being dragged into something like that.

      “I’m not mad. I’m through.”

      “You’ll never be through with me. You can’t get enough of me.” He snorts, and my dislike for this asshole grows exponentially.

      “Go back to one of your many girlfriends and get the fuck away from me.” She points toward a table filled with women, many of them glaring in our direction.

      “Hey, babe, calm down.”

      “Leave.” Dee crosses her arms over her chest and glowers. This guy Coffin doesn’t move. He smirks and leans in to kiss her. Dee pushes him away.

      “You heard the lady. Leave her alone.” I stand to intimidate and give him the full effect of my six-foot-two muscled athlete’s frame. He has the good sense to regard me warily.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he says.

      “None of your business. I’m with him, and we were just leaving.” Dee grabs my arm, and I allow her to lead me away. She doesn’t look back, and neither do I.

      Once we’re outside and down the block, she stops.

      “I’m sorry for using you like that.”

      “I assume he’s an ex.”

      “You assume correctly. He thinks he can snap his fingers, and I’ll come running back, but not this time.”

      I nod, not knowing what else to say. I don’t want to end the evening so soon and rack my brain for a way to keep her around. My intentions aren’t the best because my brain is concocting all kinds of ways to persuade her to sleep with me tonight. I’m out of practice, but what I’m lacking in charm, I make up for with sheer determination.

      “Let’s get another drink,” I suggest and indicate a sports bar across the street.

      She hesitates, as if sports bars aren’t her thing, then nods.

      I locate a table for two in a dark corner. After ordering a couple beers, I slide my chair next to hers. My eyes are drawn to her cleavage once again, as her girls are impressive. The tight lacy tank is so low, another fraction of an inch will expose her nipples. My throat is dry, and my body craves hers. When the server delivers our beer, I gratefully take a long pull.

      Dee’s hand rests on my knee under the table and slowly slides up my thigh. She’s close to touching the bulge in my jeans. If I shift forward slightly, her hand will be right where I want it, but I don’t because I still have some gentlemanly traits left inside me, despite my raging hormones.

      As if scripted, we lean forward at the same time. Her mouth devours mine with a hunger that matches my own. I move closer, and now her hand strokes my crotch. We’re kissing with the fervor of a couple of horny teenagers in a movie theater or the back seat of a car.

      Fuck. I’m dying here.

      Putting my arms around her, I pull her closer and groan as she squeezes my dick through my jeans. I run my fingers up her bare leg. She parts them to give me better access. Her panties are wet with desire, and I’m pretty sure I’m getting some tonight.

      Dee draws away and gazes at me with a dazed expression. “I went to the bar tonight to hook up with one of the band members. I’ve been pining over Coffin for too long.” Her expression turns to horror as if she realizes she’s revealed too much. “I guess that’s TMI.”

      “Well, you’re in luck. I went to that bar tonight to forget about my ex-wife. My divorce was final today.”

      We stare at each other for several long moments.

      I take a chance with my next question. “I have a hotel room not far from here. Are you interested?”

      She jumps to her feet. “Lead the way.”
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        I have it from a reputable source that Portland has traded talented forward Jamal Brown to Boston for Jakob Bang. Did GM Brian Werkle even bother to look at Bang’s stats for the past year? He’s been a shadow of his former self, and this trade is mind-boggling if you’re an Icehawks fan and even if you aren’t. Boston won this deal. —Aria at All Hockey News

      

      

      Jakob, Six Months Later

      I’m on the struggle bus.

      My game sucks. My life’s complicated. My kids are holy terrors, and my nanny gave notice.

      As if this isn’t enough, the GM summoned me to his office today and informed me I’ve been traded to Portland.

      Portland fucking Oregon? That’s like a completely different world from the one I’m used to. I love Boston. My rowdy twin boys love Boston. And now I’m exiled to the Pacific Northwest where I hear it never stops raining, and the gloom is constant and unyielding.

      I text my four brothers and one sister in our group chat to inform them of the trade before they hear it elsewhere, along with separate texts to my parents. Immediately my phone blows up with calls and texts. I ignore them all. I don’t want to communicate right now.

      Next thing I know, I’m disembarking a plane in New York to join the Icehawks on their road trip. Walking into the team hotel, I feel as if I’ve been dumped into an alternate reality. Any moment I’ll wake up, and this’ll all be over. I’ll be back in my house in a Boston suburb.

      I glance around the lobby, not sure what to do next, until I spot a familiar face waving at me.

      “Banger!” Jason “Wildman” Wilder shouts as he strides toward me. The volume of his voice causes heads to turn. I ignore everyone but him. He grins as he approaches. We know each other, though not well, and we’ve never played on the same team. Wild has won a couple Cups and was traded to the Icehawks before the season started, so we have being traded to Portland in common.

      “Good to see you. Thanks for giving up your privacy tonight.” I offer my hand, and he shakes it vigorously. Jason is one of those guys who lives life large. There’s nothing about him that’s subtle. I know that much.

      “No problem. It’s only one night, and I figure you can use the company.” Jason winks, and I nod my agreement. The hotel is completely booked, and there isn’t a room available tonight.

      “I can. This has been a shock, and I haven’t absorbed things yet. I have so much to do. I have to move my kids to Portland and get them settled in, but I’m stuck on a week-long road trip.” Saying this trade is a shock is an understatement.

      “That’s brutal. At least I don’t have kids and a wife.” His smile is sympathetic, but he has no idea how hard this really is. Jason’s rep as the league playboy precedes him. Unlike me, he’s a guy with very few responsibilities, and he likes it that way.

      “No wife. Just kids. Twin boys. They’re a handful, but I love them to death.” Most of the guys who move around a lot are fortunate to have a wife to handle all the details while they concentrate on hockey. Not me. Not anymore, and Theresa wouldn’t have been much help anyway. She’d much rather be shopping or partying.

      “And you have custody?” Jason asks.

      “Yeah. Theresa’s not even on this continent.”

      “Ah.” Jason doesn’t have a response, and an awkward silence ensues. “Well, let’s get to the room.”

      I gladly follow him to the elevator. We order room service and a six-pack. I’ve forgotten how long it’s been since I’ve eaten and wolfed down everything in sight, along with the beer, which gives me a comfortable buzz and temporarily lifts my gloomy mood.

      I call my boys, wish them good night, and promise we’ll be together again soon. Ever since their mom deserted them, they’ve suffered from separation anxiety. They fear one of these days I won’t come back, and my words of assurance don’t comfort them.

      Time heals all wounds, or so my mom says. One of her many tidbits of wisdom. If she has her way, she’ll move in and take care of the boys. I’ve resisted no matter how bad things have gotten. I know my mom. She’ll butt into my business, and I’ll never get a moment’s peace. As much as I love her, I love keeping my private life private. Mom wants everyone to be as happy as she and my dad are, but I’ve been burned once, and I’m not interested in subjecting myself to that torture again. We don’t all get to have the happily ever after my mom believes in. If I sound cynical, it’s because I’ve learned the hard way that love isn’t all it’s cracked up to be unless you’re one of the few lucky ones.

      Unfortunately, my current nanny situation may give me no choice but to call Mom, but I haven’t resorted to making that phone call yet.

      Wild and I make small talk, catching up on our current situations.

      “How long have you been divorced?” Wild asks.

      “Separated for over a year and divorced for six months. I found out she was having an affair with her personal trainer. I divorced her, and the two of them moved to Hawaii and opened up a gym with Theresa’s half of my money.”

      “That’s brutal.”

      “Yeah, she wanted to reconcile, but I’d never trust her after that. So I refused. Theresa took me for everything she could, which wasn’t as much as she hoped since I had full custody.”

      “I can’t abide liars and cheaters. Those things are relationship killers.”

      “I agree.” I hold up my bottle, and we clink them together in salute.

      “Was it hard to get custody of your kids?”

      “No, she didn’t fight for the boys at all. She was all about the money and living the party lifestyle. Kids would curb that.”

      “Damn, I feel sorry for your boys. My parents have been together forever. I don’t know what it’s like to be a child of divorce, but it can’t be easy.”

      “Mine too. I’m doing the best I can, but this trade couldn’t have happened at a worse time. Their current nanny gave notice. I don’t know how the fuck I’m going to find a place, move the boys, and get them settled in while playing hockey, not to mention find and employ another nanny. My boys are…rambunctious and somewhat difficult. It’s been a trial locating the right nanny. They don’t care for the current one, but they’ve made it their life’s mission to drive away every nanny who comes in the door. This one has lasted longer than most.”

      “Have you spoken to Inez? She’s the owner’s assistant, and she can fix anything. She’ll find you a place, get your stuff moved, and hire a nanny. That girl is a force of nature.”

      “No, I haven’t had the chance. It all happened so suddenly without warning.” I don’t point out that I just got here and haven’t had time to do much of anything.

      “That sucks. Call her. I’ll give you her number. She’ll move mountains to make things work.” He taps on his phone, and seconds later Inez’s contact info arrives on mine.

      “Thanks, I’ll call her first thing in the morning. The boys fly to Portland the weekend after we return from this road trip. My furniture and belongings are being packed by the moving company. I need a place to move them.”

      “We also have a close group of WAGs. They’ll help too. I’m sure of it.”

      “That’d be great.” Feeling as if I have a plan, I relax somewhat. Things will work out. They always do. Shit, now I sound like my mother.

      But they will work out. They have to. Failure isn’t an option.

      First things first, find a nanny, which I know by experience will be easier said than done. I hope Inez is the miracle worker Jason claims she is, because I’m going to need a few miracles.
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      Gardenia

      This nanny job will save my ass from a multitude of things, and I need it badly. Thankfully, my friend Inez came through and recommended me.

      I have experience with children, as I have the dubious honor of having four half sibs ranging in ages from three to seven. My dad remarried a woman twenty years his junior, and she had kids. He’s wrapped as tightly around her perfectly manicured finger as her embarrassingly large diamond ring. As the oldest child in the house, I became nothing more than a servant and nanny for this woman until I turned eighteen and left for good.

      My last job at a preschool ended when I reported the owner for her abusive and inappropriate treatment of children. The preschool shut down. I lost my job. For a month, I attempted to find another position, but the word was out. I’ve been labeled as an untrustworthy troublemaker, and so far no one else has been willing to give me a chance.

      I barely scrape by as a waitress at a diner, so my bills are piling up at an astronomical rate. My savings is depleted, and I’m not making enough to pay my rent due in three days.

      My aspirations are to own my own preschool by the time I am thirty. Now, at twenty-eight, I’m going backward instead of forward. I have bills to pay and few options available. Okay, no other options. Making this position even more attractive is the generous salary the hockey-playing single father has offered.

      I’m not a fan of athletes with their inflated egos and entitled attitudes, but Inez insists this guy isn’t like that. I’ll judge for myself. Not that I can afford to be picky.

      Besides, my wages from this job will allow me to attend spring semester at Portland Community College as I work toward my degree in early childhood education and take a step closer to owning my own preschool. I plan on offering my services until the semester starts. He’ll be able to find a permanent nanny by then.

      I rap on the door of the large, two-story home on a quiet street in a Portland suburb. Tall trees block the view from the street, making for a private setting. I like that, along with the expansive lawn. Lots of room for kids to roam and play.

      The door opens, and two five-year-old boys stare up at me with a glint of mischief in those big brown eyes. They’re adorable, but I believe Inez. She’s warned they’re a handful. I see through the innocent expressions to the naughty boys underneath. I love kids with spunk, so I’m not deterred. They’ll be fun, and the job won’t be boring.

      “You don’t look like a nanny,” one of the boys claims, as he assesses me with a practiced eye, as if he’s been through this before.

      I open my mouth to respond, but the other boy speaks up. “She looks better than that old hag we had in Boston.”

      “That’s enough.”

      I turn my head in the direction of a deep male voice, an oddly familiar voice. I can’t quite place where I’ve heard it before, but the second I lay eyes on him, I know.

      A girl never forgets a one-night stand with the most gorgeous man she’s ever seen in her entire life. He’s too good-looking to be real. But he’s very real and studying me with a critical eye. Recognition dawns on his face, followed by horror. I’m horrified, too.

      His boys push forward, wanting to meet me. All I want to do is to run out that door and never look back, but I need this job, and I need the money.

      I force a friendly smile and hold out my hand to the boys. “Hi, I’m Gardenia. You must be Rowen and Ryder.”

      The boys nod.

      “I’m Rowen.”

      “I’m Ryder.”

      They’re identical, but I’ll figure out who’s who. I’m good at telling twins apart as there are always subtle differences. I have step sibs who’re also identical twins, but once you get to know them, they’re very different.

      “Boys, go play in the backyard so I can talk with Ms. Bliss.” Jakob Bang scowls, giving the distinct impression he’s already come to a decision. I’ll have to work doubly hard to change his mind if I choose to stay. All that money, I can’t turn it down because of an awkward night we spent together months ago.

      The boys complain loudly, but Jakob insists by bribing them with a new video game if they comply. They scramble away, pushing and shoving each other.

      “You’re Dee.” He states the obvious.

      “And you’re Jake.”

      “Jakob,” he corrects. “Only my closest friends and family call me Jake.” He drives home the point that we aren’t friends, even though we shared our bodies with each other.

      “And only my closest friends and family call me Dee,” I shoot back.

      He almost laughs before his expression turns grim again.

      “I don’t see how this is going to work.” Jakob sighs and runs his hand through his thick dark hair.

      “I have the same thoughts.” Along with thoughts of how he felt as he drove into me over and over again until I was screaming his name during an epic orgasm. I’m torn. This job is the answer to all my problems and gives me a good foothold into my future.

      But Jake—Jakob, do I trust myself around him? Images of what we shared plays in my mind every single day. The man was so incredible in bed, I haven’t had sex with anyone since for fear they can’t measure up to the high bar he set.

      I recall Inez’s words. Jakob is gone half the time on road trips. He won’t be around much. Surely I have enough willpower to avoid an entanglement with my employer, no matter how hot he is and how talented his dick is.

      “Look,” we both say at the same time and laugh.

      “You first,” Jakob insists.

      “I need this job. You need a nanny. This situation isn’t ideal, but it’s only temporary.”

      “Temporary?” He’s caught off guard. It appears Inez didn’t explain my plans to him.

      “I’m enrolling in spring semester at the community college. I’ll only be available through mid-January, which gives you plenty of time to hire a more permanent nanny.”

      Jakob rubs his chin and regards me carefully. “I don’t know.”

      “It was one night. So what? I’m willing to pretend it never happened if you are.”

      He turns his back on me briefly as if to clear his head. Damn, but he has a fine ass and thighs. Inez has told me that skating builds some incredible muscles in those areas, and Jakob is no exception. I should’ve realized he was a professional athlete.

      Jakob faces me again and studies me so hard, I squirm. “They can be a challenge.”

      My surprise is evident. I don’t expect his response, but I rise to the occasion. My insecure and risk-averse side is setting off warning bells about how bad of an idea this is. My other, more confident and daring side is jumping at the chance, but I stop short of imagining an encore performance of our one night together. He’s hiring me to be his nanny. Nothing else.

      “I’m up to it. I have experience with energetic boys, and I appreciate their enthusiasm and curiosity.”

      His expression oozes skepticism. He gives me a once-over, still scowling, before motioning for me to follow him. We walk into a kitchen that’s light and airy, not to mention bigger than most apartments I’ve lived in.

      “Have a seat,” he says tersely.

      I sit down at a small table in a bay window. Jakob sits opposite. He consults some papers in front of him. I catch a glimpse of my résumé and wait for him to ask the usual questions.

      “I see you have extensive experience working with children.”

      I nod. “I’ve worked with small children since I graduated from high school.”

      “Hmmm.” He’s still scowling, but I’m hopeful since he hasn’t given me the boot yet.

      I launch into my spiel outlining my philosophies on childcare, healthy meals, and education. He listens but doesn’t react. In fact, I can’t tell what this dude is thinking. At least his scowl has morphed into a more neutral expression.

      “I assure you I’ll treat your children as if they’re my own, concentrating on their happiness and security and disciplining firmly and consistently when needed.”

      He cocks a brow and continues to stare. When I finish, his gaze slips downward and back up. I don’t know if he’s judging my ability as a nanny based on my unconventional appearance or remembering our night together.

      I have a unique style that’s all my own. Kids love my tats, my funky thrift shop clothes, and my frequent changes in hair color. Adults, not so much. Jakob is obviously my opposite when it comes to appearance and most likely lifestyle choices.

      I sit up straighter, not apologizing for who I am. He can take me or leave me, but do I hope he takes me. I really need this job. My time and money are running out.

      “I have references.” I hand over a couple pieces of paper from former nanny jobs.

      He thumbs through them, taking his time. I fidget and hope he doesn’t notice how nervous I am. Our past dalliance doesn’t matter. I’ll show him that if he gives me a chance. His children will be my top priority.

      “These are glowing references, but they’re from years ago. Do you have anything more recent?”

      I stiffen and choose blunt honesty over some standard bullshit answer. “I worked for a preschool for five years. The owner died, and her daughter and son-in-law took over the business a year ago. I reported them for questionable practices, and they were shut down.”

      His surprise couldn’t be more obvious. “What kind of practices?”

      “I’d rather not discuss, but I felt they were endangering the children in their care, which is unacceptable to me.”

      For the first time since I arrived, approval shines in those brown eyes of his. Good Lord, I’m reminded once again how pretty this man is. Too pretty for words. Do all hockey players look like him? If they do, how does Inez manage to keep her hands off them? How will I manage to keep my hands off this guy if I’m living under his roof?

      He grills me further, and I think he’s adjusting to the idea of his prior hookup as his nanny, but he’s hard to read. When we finish, I stand, shake his hand, and he shows me to the door.

      “I need a little time to think. Seeing you is—” He stops as if struggling for the proper words.

      “Uncomfortable? Unexpected?” I supply a few choices.

      “Yeah, all of that and more.”

      “Jakob, I assure you what happened between us would’ve never happened if we’d both been in a better mental space at the time. I assume we’re both in that better space now and can handle our brief encounter like the consenting adults we were.”

      We hadn’t shared much during our night together. We’d been too busy fucking like rabbits, but he did admit his divorce finalized that very day, and I admitted seeing my ex Coffin sent me into a tailspin.

      He shrugs. “I’d prefer not to handle it, but forget it happened.”

      His declaration stung in an odd way, but I hid my disappointment. “I’d be more than happy to forget about it. If you’re worried I might pick up men and bring them to your place when you’re out of town, I assure you that will not happen. In fact, that’s not my usual MO.”

      His gaze drops to his hands for a moment, as if he’s embarrassed. I realize that’s exactly what he’s worried about. My own gaze falls to those very hands that once roamed all over my bare skin and gave me some of the greatest pleasure I’ve ever known. I have to stop thinking about him in this manner. There’s a tingling between my legs, and I can’t allow desire to destroy this opportunity.

      “Well, thank you.” I hesitate in the doorway and turn back to him. “Keep in mind. This is only temporary. I’m asking for employment through mid-January, and I need this job.” Damn, did I ever sound desperate.

      “I’ll take all of that into consideration.” He glances at the door, a direct hint for me to move along, so I leave.

      My steps are heavy as I trudge down his slate pathway to my car. In my heart, I fear that’s the last I’ll hear from him.
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