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        To Lauren

        May there be many more

        girls trips and dance nights

        in our future.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Mikah

      

      “Lutzgo.”

      I pause midway of tugging down my Ice Kings T-shirt and meet Coach Woods’s gaze. He’s over twice my age, shorter, rounder. His gray hair is always side-swept and he looks like a kind man.

      His kind, happy-go-lucky looks fooled me when I met him. After several conversations and meetings, I thought I’d met the man I always wished my own dad could be. Then I stepped on the ice with him. He yelled so much I was certain my butt was on the first plane back to Denmark. I’ve learned since it’s just his way. He fools us with his kindness, grows us with his fierce need to make us be our best, and in return, he earns our loyalty.

      “Yes, Coach?”

      “You work out this season?”

      “Often.”

      “Good. Good.” He slaps my shoulder as he passes me. “You’re good. Fast. This will be your best season yet. Promise you that if you keep up the hard work.”

      A wash of relief warms me to my core.

      He’s not a man to give compliments easily but I felt the way I skated today. I was one with the ice. Fast. Quick releases on the puck on the pass. Fast catches on the bad ones sent my way. It was grueling.

      I live for it. Always have since the first time I slid onto the ice. Literally. My dad put me on skates and plopped me on the ice. I did the splits and landed on my ass. Thirty minutes later, I was speeding around the small rink in our smaller town almost right in the middle of Denmark’s central region. It came to me naturally, but I still worked my ass off to make Denmark’s International hockey team in Europe. The Danish team isn’t the best team in Europe and only one or two a year get drafted to America’s National Hockey League.

      It’s been my father’s goal for me since before I was born. It’s been mine since I was five.

      Sweat still drips down my back as I bend down to grab my pants. T-shirts. Athletic pants. All embossed with the Ice Kings logo because the marketing and promo departments are constantly shoving new gear into our hands.  I have dresser drawers full of shirts and pants and baskets filled with hats. I have enough boxer briefs to last for a year without once doing laundry if I want the Ice Kings logo slapped all over my ass and balls.

      A jolt slaps my shoulder and my hands slip from my waistband.

      “You coming out with us tonight?”

      I turn to Sawyer Chauncy, one of our team’s first line defensemen. The guy who slapped my shoulder. His long brown hair hangs to his shoulders, soaking his shirt. “What? Where?”

      “Out. Want a few drinks but in quiet. You in? Maddox is coming and Taylor might too.”

      “Which one?”

      Jude and Jason Taylor are brothers, four years apart in age. Both are our starting wingers and two of the best men I have the honor of knowing.

      “Jason. Jude already took off. Said Katie has the weekend off work and doesn’t want to be away from her.”

      Where Jude fell in love with his college girlfriend during last season when he was injured, for the three years I’ve been on the team, Jason’s had a parade of women rotating in and out of his life.

      Which is more than I can say for me. I’ve had one woman. One incredible weekend.

      One weekend where I put aside the focus I’ve had on hockey since I was a little kid and took an opportunity that literally, fell into my lap.

      One weekend where I decided after being a virgin until the age of twenty-three, one-night stands are not my thing. Don’t get me wrong. I loved every second of learning how to work a woman’s body. Putting my fantasies to real-life experiences is something I’ll never forget.

      But in the end? I want to learn what one woman likes. Learn her body so well I can get her off and make her come and scream my name with an easy touch, knowing exactly what she craves and how she wants it. I at least want to know it means something to the woman I’m with.

      Which means, since the weekend I lost my virginity to a puck bunny who didn’t care at all when I gently kicked her out of my condo a couple days later, my weekend of fun over, I have not been with another woman.

      Honestly, I want what Jude has with Katie.

      What Chauncy has with his longtime girlfriend Debbie.

      And what Byron Maddox, our goalie, has with his wife, Hannah.

      “Yo, Lutzgo!” Speak of the devil. Maddox walks around the corner, fresh from the shower and wearing nothing.

      Maddox wears clothes so infrequently it’s possible I’ve seen his dick more than I’ve seen my own. “You coming tonight? I’ll swing by and pick you up later. Around eight.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m in. Sounds good.”

      I can drive myself, but if Maddox is offering that means he won’t drink. Something not a lot of guys do much of anyway during the season. But that means I can. And I have stress to kick to the curb.

      The beginning of the season is always the worst. The stress of wondering who improved more than me over the off-season—hint, not many, but it can happen. Which new players will be called up from the farm leagues. Who will be sent down. Who will still be traded, or their dreams destroyed completely. The first few weeks of training camp and exhibition games which are only a few weeks away has everyone on edge.

      Me more than most.

      My VISA allows me to stay in the United States as long as I stay on a professional hockey team. And there is no way I ever want to return to Denmark.

      The coach’s compliments feel good, but they’re not enough. His opinion of what the team needs is not the only one that matters.

      “I’ll see you at eight, then.”

      “Where are we headed?”

      “George’s. A night to chill.”

      Some night the guys go to clubs. Loud music. Sore throats the next morning from having to scream to be heard. Fans. Puck bunnies. I do not want that tonight. He must see my shoulders slump with relief.

      “Hey. You okay?”

      Out of everyone on the team, I’m closest with Maddox. When I showed up, fresh off the plane from Denmark, I was only twenty years old and Maddox was already one of the best goalies in the league. He’s also the largest guy on our team, the meanest looking and his personality is not much nicer. The man is gruff. A boar in the most fragile of tea shops. The first six months on the team, I was certain he hated my guts. Over time, he started treating me like his younger brother, Seth.

      “I am fine.” I grab my gear back and shut the oversized locker. “Busy. Sore from working out.”

      Not all are lies.

      “You look good out there. Gelled well with Hendrix. You have nothin’ to worry about, eh?”

      “Thank you.” I slap his shoulder and start to head out. If he’s coming at eight to get me, I have enough time to get home, throw in an additional bodyweight-only workout, eat, and shower before he gets there.

      “See you later.”

      I’m looking forward to it. My teammates are my family. Not built by blood and expectations, but mutual respect.

      Plus, George’s bar is great. He’s never let it leak that’s where we like to hang when we want to be with the team and their wives or girlfriends even though it could mean a huge jump in business for him. Which means we can relax, have a few drinks, talk about whatever we want and not have to worry about fans demanding our time and attention.

      George gives us that. He’s either old and seen too much to care about a bunch of pro athletes, or maybe he’s a fan of the Raleigh Rough Riders and doesn’t care about hockey. We show him our appreciation in large tips and not being complete slobs.
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      Paisley

      

      It has been a day. Actually it has been a week. That kind of bone-weary, exhaustion-settling sensation that occurs at the end of the first week back to work or school after an extended absence kind of week.

      I barely have the energy to scan my key fob that gets me access to my private and well-secured loft building in the epicenter of Charlotte. Waving to the afternoon manager takes herculean effort but I manage the task and give Pierre a faux-happy hello on my way to the elevator banks.

      Thank goodness for my uncle Trent, though. He elected to take a three-year position in the Philippines, creating new centers for the tech company where he’s based in Charlotte. His moving out of the country and not wanting to sell his fancy loft in his upscale building gave me the opportunity to housesit for him while I attend graduate school and do my student teaching at an inner-city school.

      Trent refused to allow me to contribute any money for rent while he’s gone which means my meager finances stretch a lot further. Plus, since it’s in Uptown and close to everything, including my school, my car is currently being stored at my parents’ house through the school year.

      By the time the elevator reaches my floor, the tenth floor where there are only two apartments, I’m dragging the nylon bag that carries my lunch leftovers and the leather office satchel my parents gave me as a gift. I should take more care with it since I know it cost a lot, it’s hard at the moment to care.

      My eyes are barely half-open, my hair styled so nicely earlier this morning in an attempt to look decent my first weeks of school is now tangled. Sweat is dripping down my spine and probably staining the blouse I’m wearing in that same attempt.

      Not that it matters or went noticed. Most graduate students still dress in rumpled sweats and tees, not caring about their appearance. We still spend hours in class, more hours in the library doing research and even more hours writing and researching after hours. I was always taught to dress for the job you want, not the job you have, and I want to excel in teaching, not slump my way through school.

      I might not have come from money, but I do come from a family with a lot of pride and honor in who we are.

      I unlock my door and enter, dropping my satchel inside the door. After flipping on a few light switches, I drag my feet to the kitchen and plop down my lunch bag. My mouth is parched since I forgot my water bottle on the kitchen counter this morning when I left. It’s ninety-eight degrees outside and my last classroom of the day faces west and has broken blinds. I just spent hours where it felt more like one hundred and twenty. Every minute I spent in my chair increased my exhaustion exponentially.

      But it’s Friday. Four o’clock. I have survived my first two weeks of my second year and now I have the entire weekend to do nothing but study, research, do laundry, and clean.

      “Thank goodness,” I mutter. I empty the earlier forgotten water bottle, refill it, and as I’m chugging the water in my desperate need to rehydrate from all the sweat I lost today, I pull open the freezer to decide on tonight’s dinner.

      Frozen fire-grilled steak and rice bowl? Enchiladas? Spinach ravioli?

      “Ugh.” I close the freezer door and pull up Uber Eats instead. I’ll eat the frozen meals when I’m desperate or when my bank account is on its last breath before a stipend check arrives. I’m not quite there yet.

      After I order my meal, I head to my bedroom where I strip out of my skirt and blouse into a much more comfortable pair of yoga shorts and a tank top with a built-in bra.

      In the bathroom, I wash off my half-ruined makeup and reapply moisturizer. My hair that looked so cute this morning, curled in loose beach waves now looks like I spent hours rubbing balloons all over it before jumping into the dryer without a dryer sheet. And that’s with it being pulled up halfway through the day into a bun.

      Thanks North Carolina, for the humidity that never quits. I pull my hair back into a low and loose ponytail.

      The corner soaking tub silently calls to my tired limbs and I promise myself after I get food in me, I’ll spend the rest of the evening taking a bubble bath while having a glass of wine and reading my new romance novel. I’ve been waiting all week to dive into it.

      “Soon, dear friend.” I lovingly pat the edge of the tub on my way out. I’m a bubble bath lover to the extreme and weeks like this are exactly why. There’s nothing more relaxing than soaking in hot water until the knotted stress at my shoulders and lower back from sitting all day long melt into the tub.

      The very idea and reminder that I get to spend days relaxing pushes a pep in my step as I head back down the long hallway to the living area.

      Trent’s home is absolutely gorgeous. Not only does it have a stunning view of Uptown, but the horizon casts a beautiful glow at sunrise when the sun rises above the endless trees in the distance. I’m lucky to have an uncle who loves me enough to offer me up his place instead of having to commute into Charlotte from a suburb, the only place I could afford rent, or live in a cramped apartment with other grad students. Living with my girlfriends in college was one thing, but they’re now all starting their careers while I continue to get a Master’s in Education, and I don’t want to be studying while they’re out having fun.

      Essentially, life is good, better than I ever expected I could have growing up the daughter of a plumber and a dental hygienist. And it will be fantastic once my sushi and noodle bowl arrives.

      Give me all the carbs. I’m a hungry girl.

      A loud thump echoes from the hall and my brows furrow before my feet quickly take me to my peephole. Yeah, it’s possible I’m a stalker, but my neighbor across the hall is to die for gorgeous.

      He’s young like me and I’ve seen him wear a pinstripe suit looking mouth-watering sexy. It’s a debate I have with myself whether he’s sexier in the suit carrying a weekend bag when I see him come and go or if it’s the black athletic pants, skintight T-shirt he wears while carrying a large duffel bag that’s even more glorious.

      Honestly, the man is too beautiful for words, and while I’ve never gathered up the courage to say hello to him, I can’t say I don’t semi-stalk his departures and arrivals whenever I hear his door close.

      By the time I get to the peephole, there’s a blur of movement in front of my door and then my cell dings with a text. I grab it quickly only to roll my eyes. Pierre is super nice, but he’s not exactly the best doorman in our building. Which means the blur of movement outside my door is the delivery man.

      I should be notified before they reach the elevators, but Pierre gets distracted easily.

      Without thought, I open my door, thank the boy who looks only a year or two younger than me for my dinner and give another wistful look at my neighbor’s now closed door.

      Someday I should gather up my courage to go say hello. Maybe ask him for a cup of sugar or an egg. Bake some cupcakes for him or find some excuse to introduce myself instead of the hellos we exchange as we cross paths in the hallway or elevators.

      He always seems to be leaving when I’m returning home or vice versa.

      Further, unfortunately, I’ve never successfully baked a thing. I’m allergic to eggs, and when it comes to courage? Well, I’m not sure I got the lion’s share of that growing up.

      Maybe someday I’ll think of a viable excuse, but until then, there’s sushi, noodles, and bubble baths to keep me company. I flip on Netflix, drown out to the afternoon evening news, something I find equally depressing and intriguing while I eat my dinner. When I’m full, I pack away half of it for leftovers. Then I fill my wineglass and grab my Kindle. It’s bath time, and then a night of solo Netflix and chill for me.

      As I make my way down the small hallway to my bathroom, my ears perk up at a soft, odd noise. I give a quick scan around the living area and entryway and I double check that the television is off. It’s not sirens from outside, at least not that I can tell, but it seems to be coming from inside my apartment.

      Like someone screaming, or crying, but far away. It’s muffled and soft, but it has to be loud for me to hear it. Other than his door slamming when he comes and goes, my unknown and hot neighbor is usually quiet. The strange sound grows louder, and I can’t brush away my curiosity. I set down my glass of wine and peer out the door.

      What in the heck? My jaw almost hits the wood floor surface at my feet. I pull back and rub my eyes. There has to be a mistake to what I’ve seen.

      Without further thinking, I throw open my door and hurry to his. A blanket draped over the car seat sitting outside his door moves. The ear-piercing squealing sound is no longer unknown.

      It’s a baby. In a car seat. Left outside my neighbor’s door and there’s absolutely no one else in sight.

      What in the hell is going on?

      This baby can’t keep screaming like this. Its cheeks are already bright red, turning purple and huge tears fall down its cheeks, so I fling off the blue and white checked blanket, figure out how to unstrap the straps from his chest and gently lift him out. I’m guessing it’s a boy based on all the blue. Hard to tell when babies are so small, and he is small. It’s been awhile since I babysat infants, but I worked afternoons at a daycare when I was in high school and always loved being in the infant room.

      “Shhh. Hey, little guy,” I croon in his ear and gather him up. My body has gone lava hot and I look back down the hall toward the elevator. There’s not a single soul in sight, but he was left here for a reason. “It’s okay.”

      I bounce the baby in my arms and readjust the blanket wrapped around his legs. When I do, an envelope flutters to the floor and I grab it without thinking.

      Mikah.

      It’s the name scrolled on the outside of it which makes my brows pinch. Have I finally figured out the name of my hottie neighbor? Or the baby in my arms?

      Only one way to figure it out.

      I turn toward the door and lift my hand to knock. I definitely should have stopped by before to ask for that sugar or egg.

      This is not the way I want to meet the guy who makes me wet on sight.
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      Mikah

      

      Water runs down my arms and drips from my hair. I’m wrapped in a towel at the waist, clinging to it at the hip as I race down the hallway. The incessant pounding on my door began when I was in the shower and hasn’t stopped since I finally got sick of trying to relax and ignore it.

      There’s no reason for it either since the building has security. No one should be allowed inside without me being notified. But it doesn’t always work perfectly even though the security is one of the main reasons why I bought the place.

      My thighs burn from the quick movements. I probably shouldn’t have put in the extra time once I arrived back home, but I’m determined to be the best. Always. Despite the sacrifice. Still, I need ice, a heating pad, and a gallon of water to rehydrate.

      I reach the front door, tighten my fist at my hip where my towel sits and fling the door open.

      “What is wrong?”

      The pretty girl I have seen ducking inside her apartment across the hall whips around. Her blonde hair comes first, tied back at her neck and her green eyes are huge.

      She is so pretty. No. That word does not say enough. She is verkelig smuk. Very beautiful. Vidunderlig.

      Immediately catching my gaze is a squished up, red face, with huge dark eyes and an odd-shaped nose. That is all I can see peeking out from beneath a blue and white striped hat.

      I have never seen her with him before. She seems so young. Around my age, I thought. My mouth drops open and I point. “You have a baby?”

      She is snuggling the baby close to her and at my words, she moves the baby away. Her expression changes into something I don’t like. Not even a little bit.

      It feels like doom.

      Like the look on my father’s face the day I didn’t make the junior league hockey team despite being the only kid my age invited to tryout—two years younger than anyone else.

      That look should not be so familiar on a stranger.

      Whatever it is. It is not good.

      “No,” she says. It’s the first word she’s ever spoken to me other than hello, but it’s as pretty as the rest of her. “I think… well, I think he’s yours?”

      “What?” I’m already stepping back. I had only opened the door far enough to poke my head through but as I move back my door opens. “I do not have a baby.”

      “I’m guessing the note I found when I heard this little guy crying out here is going to say you’re wrong about that.”

      What note crazy neighbor lady? Before I can ask, a white envelope in one of her hands is held directly in front of my face. I reach for it, and at the same time, get a drastic waft of cool air across my waist.

      “Oh shit,” the woman says, holding a baby… gaze dropping to my—

      “Shit!” I crouch down and grab the towel, holding it in front of me. I am now naked in front of a woman claiming I have a baby. I’m pretty sure I passed out in the shower. I had to have slammed my head into the marble tile and this is all a dream.

      Everything since I opened the door is entirely impossible. Plus, I’m now naked. If I could write a list of top ten worst first impressions to make on a pretty woman, I’m pretty sure this will take the number one slot.

      Not to mention my naked state.

      “Oh!” She spins, putting her back to me. The baby in her arms starts crying and I am speechless.

      One weekend. I was careful. She claimed she was too.

      What in the world am I supposed to do? There is no playbook for situations like this. And that’s all I know. Studying hockey. Studying games. Being better. Faster. Stronger. People… they are not where I succeed.

      “Sorry. I am so sorry about that. But that—” I point at the squished up face. “But this cannot be my baby.”

      Her blonde hair sways as she bounces the baby who is now crying louder. “Well, there was a note in the baby’s blanket. He was crying outside your door and there is a diaper bag next to it. And like I said, he was outside your door, not mine, so…”

      “I haven’t…” I close my mouth.

      I am not admitting to this girl who I’ve always thought is so pretty that I have only had sex with one woman.

      One weekend. My twenty-third birthday. The weekend my teammates finally convinced me to let go. It was no secret before then I was a virgin. I’ve played for the Carolina Ice Kings since I was twenty. Hockey is my life. Always has been. It’s been my sole focus. But our season was off to a rocky start. I wasn’t playing well. And for the first time, I allowed myself to be pulled into the mayhem of after game partying. I allowed Newman and Maddox, my teammates, to drag me to a bar… and then I brought a woman home with me.

      Angela. She taught me what she liked, and I was a quick learner. Then I realized I liked it a lot of different ways. She was more than willing to let me experiment, let me figure out everything I liked and how to please her.

      Two mornings later, she woke up, and after I told her thank you, she smiled and laughed a gentle laugh. There were no promises.

      But I also did not think there would be consequences. Not of this magnitude.

      “I…” I have no idea what to say but quickly scramble. First, I need to get dressed. In lightweight clothes because I’m sweating like I’ve finished a workout. As I tighten the towel around my waist, I realize I’m shaking. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Her pink lips spread into a smile and I’m momentarily distracted from the fact I’m naked and there’s a strange baby screaming in my hallway.

      Her smile is that distracting.

      “Well, you could go get some clothes on. Take the note and the baby and let me get back to my Friday night.”

      Right. The note. The baby. Possibly my baby. This cannot be.

      She does have a point.

      “Come in? For a moment? Please?”

      I do need to get dressed so I step back and hurry down the hallway hoping like hell she does come in, then I send up more prayers that this is a joke. A horrible prank by a teammate. Newman would do this to me because he would think it’s funny.

      But where would Newman get a baby? And why?

      I am in trouble. Big trouble. Too many thoughts jumble in my mind as I reach my bedroom. I drop the towel and grab the first pair of sweats and shirt I can find, tugging them on, fearing for an attack of my heart. It is too fast. Racing.

      I might need a doctor.

      I need to get control before I see the pretty woman who I am certain might also be crazy.

      Who brings a baby to my door and tells me it’s mine?

      Crazy people. That’s who.

      This is not happening. It cannot be. My season starts soon. Training camp. Pre-season. Six months of games, three nights a week, traveling.

      I cannot be a father.

      My hip bumps my dresser as that thought hits and I settle my ass to it, barely holding myself up. My knees might give out. I might faint.

      Father.

      I cannot be a father.

      “Shit.” I scrub my face, heel of my palms press into my closed eyes. I cannot be a father. A dad. En far.

      But there is also only one way to find out. From outside the door, the cries of the baby, who is definitely not mine, have quieted. I make my way toward the woman who might need to see a doctor for making up such a story to scare me. Perhaps she wants money. I will give her all of mine to take the baby away.

      As I think it, another pain hits my chest.

      If it is mine… do I want it to go away?

      I reach the living room and pull to a stop. The girl is swaying slowly, hips swishing back and forth. Her back is to me, but as she moves, I see the blue and white blanket swish with the rhythm of her body.

      It is quiet now, which is good.

      “Who are you?” I don’t like calling her the woman. I’ve wondered her name for months since she started appearing in that doorway so close to mine.

      She turns to me and in her arms is the baby. She’s holding a bottle and the baby is drinking. Quiet little sounds come from it and she grins down at the baby in her arms before tilting her head at me.

      “What?”

      “You. What is your name?”

      “Paisley. Are you Mikah?”

      She must want money if she knows my name. Perhaps she’s a fan. A puck bunny—that’s what my teammates call the girls who follow players and only want one thing from them.

      “How did you know?” I wish she wasn’t so pretty. Sometimes it hurts to talk when all I want to do is look at her.

      She points to an envelope on the table. The note.

      “It’s on the outside. I didn’t know if it was your name or the baby’s, so I took a guess. Are you… are you okay?”

      “A stranger shows up at my door with a baby in her arms, saying it’s mine. How okay am I supposed to be?” I wander to the table while I ask. I’m surprised by her gentle laugh.

      “I suppose this isn’t your typical Friday night.”

      She is funny. If I didn’t think I might throw up, I might laugh. No. This is not my typical Friday night. Mine are for resting. Not life-changing drama.

      I say nothing and grab the envelope. I stare at it for a moment. Perhaps if I do not open it, I can pretend this didn’t happen. My fingers shake as I tear it open.

      The envelope is larger than normal and thick and I’m careful as I pull out several folded papers.

      The top one is the most important though as I instantly see my name, written in scrolling black ink.

      

      Mikah,

      His name is Angelo.

      

      Emotion punches me in the chest. Angelo. I turn, see the woman. No, I see Paisley still rocking back and forth. Her gaze is on me, hand on the bottle still in the baby’s mouth. No, Angelo’s mouth.

      A boy. I might have a son. My jaw tightens and I turn back to the letter that is now burning my fingertips.

      

      He is yours. I promise, even though I’m sure you won’t believe me. I’ve done the best I can. I’m sorry. I can’t keep him. I thought I could, and I tried. I can’t do this. So Angelo is yours. All yours.

      I found out I was pregnant in December and I debated contacting you and then I wondered how much you’d hate me, or if you’d want to do the “right” thing and make us a family. And I didn’t want either. We had a weekend, and I enjoyed it, but the family life… I’m sorry, but that isn’t what I want. So I tried to take care of him on my own but I don’t think I’m cut out to be a mom.

      I’m easy to find, but as painful as this is to say, and how horrible of a woman, a mother this makes me, I don’t want him back.

      I have included his birth certificate and social security card. If you need to contact me, my name is on his certificate.

      Angela

      

      Angela. A hockey puck lodges in my throat and the paper in my hand crumples. She knew. She never said. She didn’t come to me. Not even for money.

      I ball the paper in my fist and as I do, I see the paper beneath it.

      Birth Certificate. It looks legal even though my name is not on it and I’m not sure how I feel about that. Does it give me hope that she’s lying? Or does it piss me off that she didn’t even allow him to claim me in name?

      Angelo Martin.

      If he’s mine, it should be Lutzgo.

      Another swell of emotion tightens my chest, prevents my breathing. My breaths come in short spurts and I press my hand there as I turn, remembering Paisley is still here.

      Holding my son.

      “What the hell am I going to do?”

      Her eyes widen and my knees buckle. Thank God for the couch that is right here because I grip the armrest before I go down and move to the couch.

      “His name is Angelo,” I tell her, although I don’t feel like it’s my voice saying these words. It certainly doesn’t sound like my voice. “And he was born in July.”

      And then I stare at the both of them.

      I believe the woman who wrote the letter and what it says. The woman in front of me looks so comfortable, so beautiful holding my baby, and I have never held one in my life. I have no idea what to say.
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      Paisley

      

      Mikah. Angelo.

      The bundle in my arms squirms but I can’t pull my eyes off the guy on the couch who looks approximately point three seconds away from passing out right where he’s sitting. He’s gone from looking at me like I’m crazy to gaping at me like I’m an alien.

      “Angelo,” I murmur and the bundle in my arms kicks his legs. He’s so sweet and easily takes to the bottle. When Mikah took off to his bedroom to get dressed, a visual I am intently trying to forget I ever saw otherwise I won’t be responsible for my actions because good Lord… wow… that was a pretty sight, I dug through the bag I’d dragged in and found bottles with a note typed and taped to them saying he drinks four ounces of formula every four hours. I filled the bottle with water, dumped in two scoops of formula and while I shook it, the baby stopped crying, like he already recognized the sound.

      He took to it easily, but now he’s shoving the nipple out of his mouth, so I pull it back and hold him for a moment.

      “Do you want to hold him?” Mikah is frozen on the couch like he’s turned into a statue and who can blame him.

      A birth certificate is in his hands and while the note he read is crumpled into a ball and on the floor, he clearly must believe whatever it said.

      I’m dying of curiosity, but it’s not my place.

      “I don’t know how.” He sounds so tortured my heart hurts for him.

      I don’t know this man at all and I’ve fantasized about him more than neighborly appropriate. But can I leave him alone with this baby? Does he want to be alone with his baby?

      “I can show you,” I say and my voice is almost a whisper. In my arms, Angelo lets out a low grunt and I remember what I was doing with him. Lifting him, I gently hold him so he’s upright, chest to my shoulder. I rub his back from his bottom toward his shoulders, pressing lightly in the middle. He needs to burp, and Mikah hasn’t moved to help.

      “I don’t…” Mikah shakes his head and then laughs. It’s an airless sound that sounds like he’s choking. “I don’t know you. I don’t know him. I didn’t know… I know… I know nothing.”

      “Hey, hey,” I repeat to get his attention. At my shoulder, Angelo burps and I hold him there, patting his bottom. There are diapers in the bag and he should be changed. The man on the edge of a possible panic attack in front of me is more important.

      Why I feel so invested is the weirdest thing. Perhaps because I can’t just leave a baby with a stranger who has admitted to knowing nothing.

      How did this bizarreness become my life? All I wanted for tonight was a bubble bath and a romance novel. For a moment I question why I bothered checking out my peephole, but then I imagine what could have happened had I not and I shiver. No, I’m glad I found him, and I’ll go home soon, once Mikah is calmer and able to think of a game plan.

      “Is there anyone you can call? Someone who can help, I don’t know… get you settled?”

      My knowledge of babies is vast, and I’m suddenly no longer tired. I blame the adrenaline and fear and craziness of the last twenty minutes for the energy burst, but I can’t leave him looking so lost. For a moment, awareness brightens his brown eyes that are closer to gold than brown and he falls back into the couch. He rattles off a few guys’ names, lets out a word I don’t think is English which makes me more curious. He has an accent, not heavy, but it’s obvious and the more he mutters in what I’m certain is another language, the more attractive he becomes.

      A man with a great body and an accent? I’m done for.

      He pushes off the couch. “Maddox. He’s supposed to be here soon, anyway. He has a kid. He will know what to do. My other teammates… not so much.”

      “Teammates?”

      Mikah stops moving like I’ve paralyzed him with my question and then he blinks like he’s forgotten I’m standing here, holding his son… the same son he hasn’t looked at, or reached for, or touched yet.

      “Teammates,” he confirms and steps away grabbing for his phone on the kitchen bar. His apartment is not surprisingly an exact replica of my uncle’s, only flipped in reverse so it’s strangely odd standing in his living room filled with black leather furniture, feeling so at home and yet in a strange land compared to my uncle’s creams and browns and more lavish, formal furniture.

      He says nothing else but grabs his phone. As if his son and I are a last-minute thought, he turns to me. “Can you stay here? Hold him until I make a call?”

      He seems so uncertain. With his pulled in thick, blond brows and those sparkling blue eyes, I’m a sucker for him already. “Sure, Mikah.”

      He grins then and nods, takes a step toward me. His hand raises and for a moment, he moves to touch Angelo and pauses. “I know nothing of babies. Nothing.”

      “You won’t hurt him by touching him.” Since I’ve already burped him, I resettle him in my arms and move the blanket from his face. He’s probably warm in there, so I gently unwrap the blanket and give Mikah a better view. “He’s really cute.”

      And he is. Chubby cheeks. Cutely pursed lips. He’s making that sucking motion with his mouth even though he has nothing to suck on. His eyes are closed and he’s sleeping, probably a milk coma from the bottle. He becomes even cuter when he lifts his fist, turns toward it and sucks on the edge of his thumb.

      “Angelo,” Mikah mutters. “Good name. Strong.”

      He comes forward and soon he’s so close to me, peering down at his baby for the first time with such rapture on his face it makes my eyes turn wet.

      He brushes a thumb over his cheek and the guy looks so young and so scared. Angelo shifts toward him and Mikah jerks his hand back, grinning at what appears to be an embarrassed little smile at the surprised motion.

      “He’s my son.” He swallows thickly and I drag my gaze to his eyes. He sounds so surprised. So scared. My heart squeezes in my chest. “Angelo.”

      He clears his throat and returns to focusing on his phone. “I need to make a call. You will stay?”

      It comes across more like a command than a question. “Sure, Mikah. I can stay.”

      “Good.” He presses a button on his phone, hurries toward the hallway and at the last moment turns back. “Thank you, Paisley.”

      I grin and then Angelo squawks in my arms, dragging my focus back to him.

      “Hey little guy,” I say to him. Mikah vanishes down the hall and Angelo’s noise-making becomes louder. I go to the diaper bag and take it to the kitchen bar, jostling and bouncing him to keep him quiet. While he fusses, eyes still closed, I dig through the monstrous bag, setting out everything I can find.

      It appears whoever dropped him off came prepared because on many of the items, there are typed notes taped to them. I lay out stacks of burp cloths with a warning He doesn’t spit much but when he does, have several nearby. It would make me smile if it didn’t make me think of a woman who could abandon her baby while cracking jokes.

      Fury rolls through me. How can someone do this? How can someone be so callous to not even have the guts to hand a baby off personally and explain herself? She births a baby and leaves a note? What would have happened had I not been home? Or if Mikah had been gone?

      Anger makes my limbs tremble. I don’t even know any of the players in this, so I shake it off and continue setting out everything she has. Perhaps if Mikah can see he has a decent start; he will feel better.

      There are two cans of formula, six bottles. On top of the burp cloths there are the long sleeve sleepers that snap all the way up. Way too warm for August in the south so I dig until I find short sleeve onesie shirts. Some pants. The tiniest socks I’ve seen in my life. There are pacifiers inside a plastic bag with the note loves when he fusses. Consider the he in question is still squeaking and sucking on his fist, I tear open the bag and hand him a pacifier, guiding it to his mouth. He latches on immediately and sucks to his heart’s content. While he’s happy, I grab his car seat and lower him down into it and keep it on the floor at my feet. It gives me two hands to use so I can easily empty the rest of the bag. I find wipes and diapers, but he’ll need more. So many more diapers than the dozen she provides with a note of brand and size and weight limits.

      Which makes me wonder how big the little guy is. I haven’t even seen his body. He’s been so snuggled in the blanket and since he’s happy, now is probably a good time to check him out. I pick him back up and grab a small travel pack of wipes and a diaper and take him to the couch. I unwrap the blanket from his body and grin at his chubby legs that kick and flail as soon as I lay him down on the blanket.

      “Hey there,” I croon, holding onto his chest with one hand so I can prepare everything else. “You’re a kicker, huh? Will you be a runner when you get older? Maybe a soccer player? Hmm?”

      I smile down at the little baby with blue eyes so dark I’m sure they’ll change to a different hue. I imagine him growing up, a spitting image of Mikah possibly, but that’s ridiculous.

      He could end up looking like his mother for all I know. It’s not like I’ll be around to see him grow up.

      Goodness.

      “I’m going kind of nutty, Angelo.” I’m rewarded with a gummy smile that peeks out from the edges of the pacifier. I tickle his tummy and then his chest. He squirms, wiggling beneath my hand and pulling his legs up.

      “There you go,” I say, tickling him more. He’s so itty-bitty which makes sense if he was born in July. It’s late August, so at most he can only be seven, maybe eight weeks old.

      I make quick work of the diaper change, saving the fun of that job for Mikah for later. He’s wearing lightweight pants and socks, so I tug both off and unsnap his plain white onesie, pushing it up to his tummy.

      “You’re so cute,” I whisper. I have the sudden urge to kiss his tummy, inhale his sweet baby scent and I barely restrain myself and finish up the diaper change.

      Once he’s re-dressed, I lift him back into my arms and relax into the couch, lifting him so his face is again on my shoulder and I run my hand up and down his back. He’s so small, my hand is almost the same size as his back but mostly I love the tiny size of his bottom.

      There’s something about babies I’ve always loved and adored. They’re so sweet, just needing love and food and sleep and even though some are difficult, this little guy in my arms seems to be a very relaxed and happy baby.

      He burps again as I hold him and lifts his head.

      I smile down at him and I’m struck by the beauty in his eyes and wrinkled face with cheeks barely starting to fill out, but man… is he cute.

      “Hey there.” I run my finger along his hairline and his baby fuzz eyebrows. He wiggles and I support his neck with my hand. “Are you happy? I hope you’re easy and sleep really well. Sounds like your daddy might not know what to do but I promise, I’ll help in any way I can.”

      Not sure how that’s possible considering I have school and work and research, but this little guy is tugging at my heart in a foreign way.

      Maybe because I found him. It’s the caretaker in me. I need to know people around me are happy and healthy and my friends constantly tease me that if anyone gets sick, I turn into mom mode and run them chicken noodle soup or have it delivered. I wash their laundry and keep their places clean. I’m the one Maggie calls to watch her cat when she goes to Ohio to visit her parents at Christmas. Occasionally, I do the grocery shopping for Mr. Tolken downstairs when his wife visits her sister in Florida.

      Angelo starts kicking his legs and squirming against me, so I stand and rock him again. He seems to like it when I sway back and forth, but now when I do it, he fusses more so I bounce him, walking laps around the condo. I sing him “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” as I bounce and roam, my eyes taking in everything in Mikah’s apartment. The walls are bare and there’s essentially nothing outside the black leather sectional and an oversized black leather chair. There are black metal coffee tables and side tables with glass tops. I cringe at the sharp corners. Then there’s the television stand with the same metal and glass and exposed cords, bundles of them, hooked to what looks like multiple gaming systems with a massive big screen planted on top. It’s a baby hazard palace once this guy will become more mobile.

      “You’ll need to tell Daddy those are unsafe,” I say, smiling and kissing Angelo’s head. It can’t be helped. Baby smells are yummy and tempting. “He’ll need to put bumpers on the table and corners so you don’t bang yourself around and get hurt. Yes, he will. We don’t want you getting owies now, do we?”

      A snickering sound comes from behind and I freeze. How long has he been there?

      I turn slowly. Mikah is several feet away, arms crossed over his chest and head ticked to the side.

      “Owies?” he asks and I swear I see him fighting a grin. Or a laugh.

      “Well, yes. He can bonk his head on all the sharp corners and get hurt.”

      “I do not know much of babies, but I do not think he can move.”

      His smile pops through and it’s as beautiful as the rest of him. Mind-scrambling.

      “They also grow quick.” I mean to tease him back but his smile falls.

      He dips his chin toward Angelo. “I have a friend coming to help. He and his wife, they have kids. Will you… will you teach me how you do that?”

      “Hold him?”

      “I should learn before he’s able to run away, yes?”

      I laugh at his joke, spoken in that heavily accented English and move to him. “Sure, Mikah. I can help teach you.”
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