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Chapter One


          

          DALTON

        

      

    

    
      The doorbell rang just as I was attempting to mop up the oatmeal splatter on the wall. Lilliana gave me a toothy grin and said, "Up."

      I groaned, shifting my focus to cleaning off her face, figuring I could change her outfit as soon as the potential nanny was gone.

      I lifted her into my arms, her sticky hands touching my beard. I'd forgotten to clean her fingers, but it was too late now.

      The doorbell rang a second time.

      I opened it to find my brother Cooper's nanny, Blake, standing on my doorstep looking well-rested and effortlessly casual in a sundress with a white purse slung across her body.

      I resisted the urge to smell my armpits. I couldn't remember the last time I'd managed to shower. Maybe when Lilliana was with her mother.

      My stomach rumbled. Had I remembered to eat this morning?

      "We were just finishing up breakfast." I stepped away from the doorway so that she could enter the house.

      "I can see that," Blake said with a knowing smile. "Would you like some help?"

      "You're here for an interview." I hadn't decided if I should hire a nanny. It was Cooper's recommendation.

      "Dalton, let me help." She held her hands out for Lilliana, who leaned in her direction.

      "She's messy," I warned her, letting Lilliana go to Blake.

      "Did you get any oatmeal in your mouth?" Blake asked animatedly.

      Lilliana giggled, then touched Blake's face as if she was the most fascinating person on the planet.

      I couldn't blame her. Anyone who was willing to pick up my daughter after a messy breakfast was amazing.

      In the kitchen, I quickly wiped the high chair, the floor, and the walls, seeing remnants of other breakfasts there too. When I was finished, I glanced down at my shirt that had random glops of oatmeal covering it. "Do you mind if I change?"

      "Not at all." Blake balanced Lilliana on her hip to wash her little hands in the sink.

      I drew my shirt over my head and ducked into the laundry room which was just off the kitchen to throw it in the washing machine. I bit off a curse when I realized there weren't any clean clothes in here. I didn't have a choice; I'd have to go back into the kitchen without a shirt on.

      "I put my shirt in the machine." I threw a thumb over my shoulders. "I'm going to grab a clean shirt from my room."

      She swallowed hard. "Of course."

      I took the stairs two at a time, convinced Blake thought this was the most unprofessional interview she'd ever been to. I grabbed a fresh navy-blue Kingston Construction T-shirt from my dresser and pulled it on.

      I took the free time to brush my teeth and wash my face. Then I remembered to apply deodorant.

      When Lilliana was here, my hygiene suffered. But I hadn't noticed until there was a beautiful woman in my kitchen. One I had no business even thinking about in that way. My focus should be on my daughter and not incurring the wrath of her mother, Oakley.

      Downstairs, Blake sat on the living room floor with Lilliana, who was playing with her pink-and purple-kitchen set.

      Blake raised her gaze. "Feel better?"

      "Much," I said as I sat on the edge of the chair. A shower would be the only thing that would make me feel more like me. "Ivy said that you might be able to help me out?"

      Her lips pursed as if she was still considering whether this was a good idea. "It depends on what you need. I'm nannying part-time for Ivy and Cooper, and if you don't mind me watching both babies at once from time to time⁠—"

      "I'm all for Henry and Lilliana spending time together. Oakley offered a set visitation schedule of every other weekend, but she’s been dropping her off whenever she needs time to run errands or to go out with friends."

      Blake's eyes widened. "That must be tough."

      My face felt hot. "I'm grateful for any time I get. It wasn't like this when Lil was born. I didn't get to see her nearly as much."

      Blake tipped her head to the side. "Is this arrangement working for you?"

      "It's tough because I have a job, and it's not fair to my brothers or my crew if I'm late or don't show up." Although my family gave me flexibility, I didn't like being viewed as unreliable.

      "It doesn't sound like a good situation for you," Blake said, reminding me that she was a child psychology student.

      I ran a hand through my hair, not wanting to think too hard about the questions she was raising. "I'm just trying to get through."

      "Do you want to talk to Oakley about setting a schedule that would be easier on you and Lilliana?"

      I really didn't want to. "I'm not sure how she's going to react, and I want to see my daughter."

      "You're afraid she'll block you from visitation?" Blake asked.

      I nodded as my chest tightened. I couldn't imagine missing time with Lilliana. I cherished every second I got with her. My attorney, Ashton, warned me about how protracted court cases could be. I didn't want to squander time while we fought in court over a schedule.

      "You know you have a right to visitation," Blake said softly.

      It wasn't anything I didn't already know. But negotiating anything with Oakley was a minefield. "I have an attorney on standby to file the appropriate paperwork."

      "Your schedule with Oakley isn't any of my business." Then she sighed heavily. "The problem is that I need a place to stay, and if your schedule is as unpredictable as you say, then it might be helpful if I was already living here."

      "Ivy said something about that." I wasn't sure how I felt about a woman living in the house, but it would be convenient. "Let me show you the guest room, and you can decide."

      There were four bedrooms upstairs. Lilliana's was the smallest one next to my room. One was a guest room, and one was a catchall that was supposed to be my office. With the renovations to get the house ready for Lilliana to visit, I hadn't had time to deal with that room, so it was filled with boxes.

      "This would be yours." I opened the door to the guest room. When Ivy mentioned that Blake needed a place to stay. I'd hastily thrown this room together. It had a bed, nightstand, desk, and a dresser.

      Blake let out a breath as if she'd been stressing about where she'd live. "This is nice."

      "You'd have to use the guest bathroom across the hall, but you wouldn't be sharing it with anyone other than Lilliana."

      Blake moved farther into the room, opening and closing a few drawers, before she looked inside the closet. I'd installed shelving in the closets when I'd moved in. "This is nice," she said again.

      "I bought this place before Lilliana was born, and I had some free time on my hands. I like to build things."

      She turned to face me, her brow raised. "You built the closet organizer?"

      I shrugged. "I made one for Lil's bedroom, so that I could easily organize all of her onesies and diapers. Babies need a lot of stuff. When she was born, Oakley didn't let me see her that often, so I had time on my hands."

      "You're handy with wood," she said matter-of-factly.

      "I like working with my hands. I'm supposed to be designing a maze for the senior center. It will be a challenge but will keep me busy when Lilliana isn't with me."

      "It must be tough not seeing your daughter all the time." Before I could answer, she shook her head on a laugh. "Sorry, that sounded very therapist of me."

      "It's okay. It is hard." Not being with Lilliana was the worst. I felt like something was missing.

      "I need a place to stay, and I love your little girl already, so I think this would be a good fit."

      I breathed a sigh of relief. "I really appreciate it. As much as I want to spend every minute with Lil, I have to work, or I'm going to lose my place in the business." So far, Dad and my brothers had been understanding. But I needed to have some kind of consistent work schedule, which was impossible with the way that Oakley dropped Lilliana off on a whim.

      "Of course," Blake said as she headed downstairs.

      By the door, I balanced Lilliana, who was tugging on my beard hard enough to cause a sting of pain. "Ivy said you're still going to school?"

      "I took the spring semester off to figure out what I want to do."

      "I'd appreciate it if you give me notice if you're planning on leaving to go back to school." I had no idea what her program demanded, but I wouldn't stand in the way of her finishing school.

      "I'm here for the summer. Then I'll need to make a decision."

      I narrowly avoided Lilliana sticking her finger in my mouth. "When did you want to move in?"

      Her forehead wrinkled. "As soon as possible, if it's okay. I've been living off the island, and the commute isn't the best."

      "Whenever you're ready, I'm happy to help you get settled."

      "Thanks, Dalton. You're a lifesaver."

      Her words hit me in the chest. No one had needed me or expressed gratitude for anything I'd done for a long time. I'd been so wrapped up in Oakley's drama during her pregnancy, and then Lilliana was here, and I had to adjust to the demands of having a child. I felt like the opposite of dependable. My work ethic suffered because I wanted to be there for my daughter. I had to find a sustainable balance. I'd need to pursue a visitation schedule at some point.

      I was afraid of what Oakley might do. She was quick to threaten to take Lilliana away from me. That scared me down to my core. I hadn't shared the full depth of her threats with my family. They'd want to fight back, and I didn't think that was a good idea. As long as I saw Lilliana, that was all that mattered.

      "I'm happy that I could offer a solution for you, but you're helping me out more than you know."

      She headed toward the front door, grabbing her purse from the side table. "You'll figure this thing out with Oakley."

      "I hope so." But I wasn't so sure. I felt like a doormat. Oakley never considered my feelings or schedule when she did anything.

      Maybe Blake was right. I needed to set some boundaries. It would be good for me and my daughter.

      I was more than a little worried about how Blake would perceive my situation, but she'd been understanding and kind.

      Blake tickled the bottom of Lil's bare feet, sending her into a fit of giggles.

      "You're good with her."

      Blake shrugged. "I love kids."

      I opened the door for her.

      "I'll text you when I figure everything out. I won't start working for you until I'm moved in."

      "That works for me." I'd already talked to Ivy and Cooper about her fees.

      "It was very nice to see you again, Dalton. You're a good dad." She walked through the doorway before I could respond.

      She thought I was a good dad? That meant something coming from her. She was a psychology student. Surely, she saw things others couldn't.

      I was moving in a nanny so I could work. But I wasn't immune to Blake's beauty. She was an attractive woman who'd be living in my home.

      I had a feeling Oakley wasn't going to like this new arrangement. But I needed Blake here to deal with her erratic schedule. I needed to prove to my family that I was reliable.

      I'd need to keep things professional. My focus was on my daughter, not on the gorgeous nanny I'd just invited to move into my home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          BLAKE

        

      

    

    
      Today was move-in day. I was grateful for the room because there weren't many affordable places to rent on the island. Everything was designed for tourists, not graduate students who needed a cheap room.

      Thankfully, Ivy had mentioned Dalton's need for a nanny to me. Ivy hadn't wanted a live-in nanny since she only needed me part-time and her relationship with Cooper was new.

      But Dalton was very single. I'd seen him at a few family events over the last year, and he'd always been preoccupied with his daughter or the drama surrounding her mother.

      I'd been aware of what was going on, but not close enough to him to comment on it. But now, he was inviting me into his personal space. It would be impossible not to see what Oakley was doing and ignore it.

      But I was there to watch Lilliana. Dalton wasn't one of my clients. He wouldn't want me to psychoanalyze him, and it wasn't my place.

      I didn't have much to move, just clothing and books, and the room was already furnished. When I pulled up to Dalton's house, he was standing with Shep on the porch as if they'd been waiting for me.

      Shep moved past the driver's side door. "Pop the hatch. We'll get the boxes."

      I clicked the button for him, then grabbed my purse and duffle bag from the front passenger-side seat.

      The guys brought in the boxes, stacking them in the guest room.

      Shep dropped three on the floor with a huff. "These boxes are heavy. What are you moving, bricks?"

      "Books," I said.

      Dalton frowned. "There're no shelves in here though."

      "That's okay. I can leave them in the boxes." I opened the closet door. "You can put them in here for now."

      Shep stacked the boxes on the floor.

      "I can build shelves for you," Dalton said.

      "That's not necessary," I said, but Dalton had already left the room, probably to get another load of my stuff.

      Shep stepped back, his gaze on the stacks of boxes. "You should let Dalton build shelves. He needs something to do when Lilliana isn't here."

      That coincided with what Dalton told me himself. He enjoyed working with wood, and it helped to keep his mind off Lilliana when she wasn't with him.

      Shep nodded. "If Oakley gives him trouble, let us know."

      I wasn't sure how I felt about that. "Will do."

      When Shep left the room, I began hanging my clothes in the closet, thinking about what he'd said. Was it my place to keep his family informed about Oakley? Was I getting into something that would be more than I could handle?

      I didn't like the dynamic between Oakley and Dalton. I suspected that Oakley was used to pushing him around to get what she wanted. I was disgusted by that because he enjoyed spending time with his daughter.

      I unpacked my clothes, wanting the space to be neat before I went to bed. I didn't know when Oakley would drop off Lilliana again, and I needed to be settled in before that happened.

      Dalton popped his head into the doorway. "I'm going to grill out for dinner. Is there anything you don't like?"

      "Anything sounds good. Lilliana went back to her mother?" I asked carefully.

      "Oakley's mom was over, and she wanted Lilliana there."

      Did Oakley like to pretend that she was a good mom, having her daughter around when family was near but otherwise using Dalton as a babysitter? I shouldn't judge the situation because I didn't know nearly enough to draw any conclusions. But so far, I wasn't a fan of Oakley. She seemed manipulative.

      Dalton was caught between her and wanting to be a good dad. I felt for him, and I wasn't sure how long I'd be able to keep quiet about how this arrangement was affecting him and his daughter. But I was here in my capacity as a nanny, not as a psychologist.

      "Come down when you're done," Dalton said.

      He was a good man. He wanted to be a good dad and provide a home for his daughter, which only made him more attractive. The more I learned about him and his situation, the more sympathetic I felt.

      I finished unpacking my clothes and toiletries, leaving my art supplies in the boxes by my nightstand. I was already itching to get them out, but this wasn't my house. I wasn't sure that Dalton would appreciate it if I got out my supplies and started painting.

      I was just a guest here. I wasn't paying rent for the room. Instead, it was part of my compensation package. I commanded a higher income as a nanny because of my degrees, and I needed the work to pay for my student loans.

      Any time I thought about quitting my doctorate program to do something else, I was reminded that I should have something to show for all those student loans.

      "Dinner's ready," Dalton called up the stairs, and I closed the flaps on my blank canvases and went to meet him.

      He was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. "Did you get everything unpacked?"

      "Most of it."

      "You should have time this week unless Oakley drops Lil off at some point."

      I couldn't wrap my mind around not knowing when your child was going to be in your house. How did he plan anything without a nanny or a sitter? The lack of schedule would drive me crazy. But I got the impression he was just grateful for time with his daughter.

      I remembered vaguely Ivy and Cooper talking about times when Oakley wouldn't let Dalton see Lilliana at all, claiming that he didn't know how to care for a newborn. As if she'd had experience before Lilliana was born. The thought made my chest burn with irritation.

      We headed outside. His home had a pool and a hot tub with a lovely patio to entertain guests. He'd cordoned off the pool with a childproof fence, which I appreciated. It made me nervous to work in homes where the pool was easily accessible.

      "Do you have enough room?" Dalton asked, setting the chicken on the table.

      I sat down, admiring the food he'd prepared. Watermelon cubes, corn on the cob, and barbecue chicken. "It's just right. Thank you for letting me stay here."

      Dalton spooned the watermelon cubes onto his plate. "You're doing me the favor. I never know when Lilliana will be here, so it will be a huge help to have you living here."

      "I don't know how you managed by yourself," I murmured.

      "It was difficult." He passed me the watermelon. "Do you have everything you need? I can order anything you want."

      "I'm okay for now." I had visions of setting up my easel by the pool and letting Lilliana play with paint. But some parents didn't like their children getting dirty in that way. I'd learned to take my time before I brought up my love of art.

      I placed a little of everything on my plate, suddenly starving from the long day. "It was nice that your brother could help me move in."

      "Shep's a good guy. My brothers think he's not responsible, but he's been here for me since this whole baby thing came up. All of my brothers have been."

      "You weren't planning on having a baby?" I didn't know the situation with him and Oakley, but I was curious.

      "I was planning on breaking up with Oakley the night she told me she was pregnant."

      I raised a brow. "You're serious."

      He nodded, placing the cloth napkin on his lap. "I tried to make a go of it, because I wanted to be involved in their lives, but Oakley made it impossible."

      I cut the chicken into bite-size pieces. "How so?"

      "She raged at me whenever she wanted something. I was supposed to live in her apartment but not have any say in how things went. She wanted me to build the nursery when it was convenient for her. When I asked about how life would be after the baby was born, she was evasive. She said she was contemplating not putting my name on the birth certificate."

      I sucked in a breath. "That means you have to get a paternity test to prove you're the dad."

      Dalton nodded. "Then she said she might not want me in the delivery room. I had a feeling she said these things so I'd do whatever she wanted. She held all the power. My brothers suggested I get my own place and reclaim my independence. They said it would be better for Lilliana if one of the parents was stable."

      I nodded, neither of us eating yet.

      "So I bought this place and worked with my brothers to renovate the kitchens and bathrooms. We babyproofed the outlets and redid the floors so there weren't any issues when the baby is crawling or walking."

      "How did Oakley take you moving out?" I couldn't help but ask.

      "Not well. She raged at me, calling and threatening me. It was out of control, and it made me feel like I'd made the right decision. Of course, I worry about how she is with Lilliana. I'm not there all the time, and it scares me. I hope that her desire to manipulate only extends to me and not our child."

      I wasn't sure what to say. It wasn't a great situation. "You have no reason to think that she's not a good mother. You can only react to the facts you have. If that changes, then you can make a decision. Did she let you in the delivery room?"

      His mouth turned down. "Not until after."

      "Do you know if she put you on the birth certificate?" I couldn't help but press.

      "I think she had a change of heart in the hospital. After Lilliana was born, I thought things would get better, but as soon as she went home, it was the same. She never hesitated to tell me all the reasons why I couldn't be trusted with Lilliana. She always had her mother there to help her, and I felt useless."

      Now I understood why he let so many things slide. He was scared she'd take things to an extreme, not letting him see his daughter at all. I wondered if she'd claim he wasn't a good father to prove her point. She seemed like the kind of person who could make things difficult. I tended to think he should have gone the legal route, but it wasn't my place to give an opinion. I had to remember my role in this situation.

      Talk turned to Lilliana. He discussed her favorite foods, her bedtime, and the toys she liked. We finished eating and then carried our plates inside.

      I wanted to ask about his stance on electronics, but the doorbell rang.

      "I'll get it," Dalton said, leaving the room.

      I heard the tread of his footsteps, the door open, and the murmuring of voices. The voices got louder.

      "I saw the car outside. Who's here with you?"

      Dalton's voice was lower, soothing even.

      I rinsed the dishes and put them into the dishwasher, preparing myself for a confrontation.

      I heard the hurried footsteps moving toward me, and my heart rate picked up. I put the last dish in the washing machine and straightened. I refused to let this woman get to me.

      "I thought I heard someone in here. Who's this?" Oakley waved a hand at me.

      Dalton held Lilliana, and he looked unsure what to do.

      "I'm Blake, Lilliana's nanny when Dalton has to work. You must be Lilliana's mother." I held my hand out to her.

      She refused to shake it. "I am."

      I let my hand fall. "Are you dropping Lilliana off for the evening?"

      Her face pinched. "I'm going out tonight, and I need someone to watch Lilliana."

      "Dalton's happy to have Lilliana." I started walking toward the front door, fully expecting Oakley to follow me. "Thanks for dropping her off."

      Oakley spun at the front door, almost as if she realized she'd been manipulated into leaving without her finishing her tirade.

      "Lilliana needs a bath and to get to bed," Dalton said stiffly.

      I opened the door. "Thank you so much for bringing her. It was a pleasure to meet you."

      Oakley stepped through the doorway and hissed to Dalton, "I'll be talking to my lawyer."

      But I closed the door before Dalton could respond. I moved toward him, taking Lilliana from his arms. "You want me to start her bath?"

      "I don't expect you to work when I'm here."

      I rested a hand on his arm. "You need a few seconds to breathe. Come up when you're ready."

      He closed his eyes. "Thank you."

      Then I turned my attention to Lilliana, who was watching me curiously. "I'm Blake. Do you remember me from the other day?"

      "Blay," Lilliana said clear as day.

      "You're so good with words," I murmured as I carried her upstairs to the hall bathroom. There were toys at the bottom of the tub, so I filled the water and helped her remove her clothes and diaper, then lifted her into the tub where she could play with the toys.

      It was late, probably past Lilliana's bedtime. I didn't like that Oakley had dropped her off without any notice. I was a big believer in keeping kids to a predictable schedule. It had helped me in more jobs than I could count.

      I'd had to chew on my lip not to say anything about Oakley's unannounced arrival. It wasn't my place to say anything, and she was already incensed that I was staying here.

      Lilliana happily played with her toys while I grabbed a washcloth and squirted soap on it. I tried to wash her, but she wrestled the cloth from my hands. I was just washing her hair when Dalton came into the room.

      "Are you okay?" I asked him.

      He dropped to his knees. "I am now."

      "You want to rinse her hair?" I asked as I rolled back on my heels and stood so he could take my position. It was important for him to be the dad. I was here in a supporting role.

      "Thanks for helping."

      I stood. "I'm going to change into something more comfortable. We can chat after Lilliana's in bed."

      Dalton nodded gratefully as he filled a cup with water and poured it over her head. He kept one hand on her forehead so the suds wouldn't get in her eyes.

      My heart contracted at the protective gesture as I left the room. I needed a break from Dalton being a father. He was too sexy for words.

      I changed into a T-shirt and sweats, then opened a book, but I was unable to focus on any words.

      A while later, there was a knock on my door.

      "Come in." I set my book on the nightstand.

      Dalton came in, gesturing at the bed. "May I?"

      "Sure."

      He sat on the edge of the bed. "I'm sorry about that."

      I tipped my head to the side. "Oakley coming in unannounced or yelling about me being here?"

      He sighed, his hands clasped. "All of it."

      "Did she know about me working for you?" I asked.

      He glanced over at me, regret in his eyes. "She does now."

      "You should talk to her, tell her why I'm here, so she understands why you need a nanny."

      "It won't make a difference."

      "Why would she talk to her lawyer about me being here?" I asked.

      He shook his head. "She'll want to use your being here against me. She's probably jealous that I have a woman living with me."

      I frowned. "I've worked many live-in nanny jobs. Nothing inappropriate has ever happened."

      "That won't matter to Oakley. She likes to create issues where there are none."

      "If it's a problem for you, I can move out." I wasn't sure where I'd live, and my commute would be awful if I was off island again.

      "I don't think that will be necessary, or at least I hope not."

      My impression was that Dalton felt out of control in this situation. I hoped I could bring a little security back. "Why don't you talk to your attorney tomorrow as well. It wouldn't hurt to be prepared for what she's planning."

      "That's a good idea." He stood, his hands stuffed into his pockets.

      "I'm here this week and can watch Lilliana whenever you need me to."

      "I'm worried that Oakley will revert to an every other weekend schedule.”

      "She seems to like dropping her off whenever it's convenient for her with no regard for your schedule." I personally thought that was by design. A subtle nod to how important her life was compared to everyone else's.

      His gaze snagged on mine. "You're so confident about this."

      "I've spent a lot of time studying human behavior. It's actually not that complicated once you're attuned to it."

      He considered me for a few seconds before looking away. "Thank you for being there for us tonight. You didn't have to step in. You could have gone to your room, and I wouldn't have blamed you. Oakley's mine to deal with."

      "Mmm. I didn't like the way she was talking in front of Lilliana. It's not good for her to see you two arguing."

      Dalton considered me as if he hadn't thought about that before. "You think this situation isn't good for Lil?"

      "She feels the tension in the room even though she's so young. She might not understand it, but she knows."

      "I was worried about that."

      "It's okay. You've got this. You just need to be the steady presence in her life, the one she can count on to be there for her."

      "A steady, calm presence. That's a tall order. But I'll do my best."

      "That's all she needs from you. You're worried about her. You want the best for her. You're a great dad."

      He ran a hand through his hair. "You've only been here for a few hours. How can you be so sure?"

      "I can tell a lot about a person in a short time period."

      He moved toward the door. "Lil's in bed, and I'm going to lock up."

      "Do you need me to watch Lilliana in the morning?" I asked, unsure of his work schedule.

      "I need to go to work early, before Lilliana's awake. Then I'll call Ashton and see if I can get an appointment to see him tomorrow."

      "That's good," I said, pleased he was taking my advice. I didn't like how Oakley had threatened him.

      "I'll text you when I'm on my way home. You don't need to cook dinner for me. But you'll need to feed Lilliana breakfast and lunch."

      "I can do that."

      He opened the door.

      "What should I do if Oakley shows up here tomorrow? Is she allowed to take Lilliana whenever she wants."

      He let out a breath. "I usually give her back when she comes over, but let me talk to Ashton and get an answer on that. I'm not sure about anything anymore."

      "You'll figure it out," I said, and he nodded. "Night."

      Dalton had a lot going on in his life. It was already difficult being a single parent, but Oakley made everything worse. I didn't want my presence to compound those issues.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          DALTON

        

      

    

    
      I felt better knowing that Blake was at my house taking care of my daughter. She'd be good for Lilliana. I suspected she'd be a steady presence while Oakley was an unpredictable hurricane.

      She'd grounded me last night, giving me time to decompress after Oakley left. I felt steadier and stronger than I had in a long time.

      If Blake hadn't stepped in, Oakley would have raged at me much longer, and it would have been harder for me to get her out of my house.

      But Blake had taken charge in that quiet way she did where you didn't even know you were being handled.

      Oakley barely remembered to threaten me with her attorney. Not that she had much of a case against me. I gave her child support every month based on the state calculation.

      I wanted to ensure that Lilliana had everything she needed.

      I left a message for Ashton early this morning, and his assistant returned my call, saying I could come by this afternoon. After lunch, I cleaned up as best I could and drove to his office.

      When I arrived, his assistant ushered me. Behind his desk, his degrees were framed and hung,  flanked by two large picture windows. The furniture was heavy, dark wood.

      Ashton stood and shook my hand, then gestured for me to sit across from him. When I was settled, he asked, "What's going on?"

      I clasped my hands on my lap. "I hired a live-in nanny to help me with Lilliana since Oakley drops her off whenever she wants."

      He raised a brow. "You're still not on any kind of a schedule?"

      I sighed, running a hand through my hair. "No, and she doesn't give me any notice as to when she'll drop by."

      Ashton pulled out a legal pad and a pen. "I assume you did your due diligence when you hired someone?"

      "Blake’s taking a break from getting her doctorate in child psychology at the University of Florida. She's worked multiple nanny jobs in the past and came highly recommended. My brother hired her as a part-time nanny for Henry, and that's how I found out about her. She's been around my family and Lilliana for over a year now. And she's not cheap."

      "I assume it's easier to have her living with you since Oakley drops by whenever it's good for her?"

      "I can't keep coming into work late or not at all. I want to see Lilliana, but I need to be reliable. My family has been understanding up to this point."

      Ashton held up a hand. "I'm not saying you're making wrong choices."

      "Oakley has this way of making me feel like everything I do is wrong, and she could go to a judge at any minute and get Lilliana removed from my care."

      "I'm starting to wonder if that's even her goal, or it's the threat that's the point," Ashton remarked.

      "Blake stepped in last night and was able to get her out of the house before she upset Lilliana. But not before she threatened to go to her attorney. Is there anything she could do about me having a nanny?"

      Ashton chuckled. "I assume Oakley is jealous about you living with another woman. She's probably always held out hope that you'd come to your senses and go back to her."

      "That's not going to happen." I ground my teeth together. I just wanted to co-parent our daughter.

      "She doesn't know that," he said simply.

      I sighed. "So what now?"

      "Her attorney has already reached out to me to say that you're living with someone inappropriate, and that you should have discussed any babysitting arrangement with her first."

      My brow furrowed. "If she had asked me about Blake in a normal tone of voice, I would have told her everything I said to you. I'm lucky to have Blake, and so is Lilliana."

      "I imagine Oakley will continue to escalate as long as Blake is living with you."

      "I was able to go to work on time for the first time in months today. I'm not willing to let Blake go." There was another reason I didn't want to admit. I liked Blake. Not only was she good for Lilliana, but I also suspected she would be good for me. She was showing me another way to be with Oakley. I was eager to learn from her.

      I'd been second-guessing myself for a while now, and Blake had given me peace of mind. I had a feeling if she stuck around, I'd be stronger when it came to Oakley. I wouldn't let her walk all over me, and maybe that was a good thing for me and Lilliana.

      Ashton stood and braced his hands on the desk. "If you appear to be the stable option, a court will look favorably on you."

      "I don't think I'm ready to go to court yet." Ashton had effectively scared me with his stories about other similar custody cases.

      He started to pace. "This situation is untenable for you. Oakley's dropping Lilliana off whenever she wants to and picking her up when it's convenient for her. What if she drops her off at a jobsite?"

      "She hasn't done that yet. She usually calls me, and I meet her wherever she is," I said carefully.

      He paused and leveled me with a look. "I know you don't want to do this, but you have to set boundaries with her."

      I grimaced. "I don't want to do anything that would jeopardize my time with Lilliana."

      His secretary knocked and came in with a note. Ashton read it, then set it aside as his assistant closed the door softly behind her. "I get that, but you have to do this. If not now, it's just going to get worse."

      I sighed, because on some level I knew he was right. I was delaying the inevitable.

      He waved a hand. "The other issue is that you have a woman living with you."

      "She's Lilliana's nanny," I said, my jaw tight, not liking him focusing on Blake.

      "Oakley's not going to describe her that way."

      "So what are you saying?" I asked, dread seeping into my gut.

      "It would be better if she was your girlfriend or even your fiancée. Oakley couldn't complain about her living with you then."

      "You're saying that I need to be engaged to my nanny?" I asked skeptically.

      "I said it would help your situation. Then she's no longer your employee; she's the woman you're dating. People would expect her to be in Lilliana's life, and her record is impeccable. She's studying childhood psychology, and she's worked various nannying jobs where her past employers rave about her."

      "She's amazing." I knew that with her only being in my house for a day.

      He sat in his chair to type something into the computer. "Why don't you think about it and get back to me? In the meantime, I can file this paperwork for custody and visitation. It will bring stability to your life."

      "That sounds good."

      Ashton pulled out his legal pad again. "Let's go over a few details about how things are going now. How often is Lilliana with you?"

      "Oakley drops her off when she has to work, she's going out with friends, or has an appointment. Honestly? I've stopped listening to her explanations. I'm just happy to have my daughter. Oakley usually wants her back if her mother is visiting. I think she wants the appearance of being a mother, but not any of the work." I was a little surprised that Oakley had lost interest in being a mother, but it allowed me to step up and be the father I wanted to be.

      Ashton scribbled something on the pad and underlined it several times. "She's banking on you not wanting to go to court."

      "What will happen if we go to court? As the mother, will she get full custody, and I'd be relegated to every other weekend? I like having more time with Lilliana."

      "There's always a risk when you go to court. But there's a good chance that, before that happens, you could renegotiate a schedule that works for both of you."

      "I'll think about it."

      "In the meantime, why don't you work on setting boundaries around exchanges? If what she’s doing isn’t convenient for you, then let her know."

      "What if she wants to take Lilliana, and it's our time?”

      "Tell her it doesn't work for you. It's your time, and you have plans with Lilliana."

      I stretched my neck, unsure if I would be able to do that. "You don't think she'll get mad?"

      "I've found that people tend to follow boundaries when we set them," Ashton said firmly.

      I knew he was frustrated with my hesitation. It was what I admired about him as an attorney. He didn't take shit from anyone, and I needed to do that too. "I hope you're right."

      "If she calls and wants you to take Lilliana, your answer is always yes, and when she wants her back, make sure it's a convenient time for you. This will be an adjustment for both of you. Try to remain calm when you're explaining this change to Oakley. Don't let her get to you."

      "I'll do my best." For the first time, I was seriously considering taking his advice.

      "Keep your head up. This is where we want to be. She's relying on you for the majority of the caretaking. Now you have to emerge as the stable choice for Lilliana. You're building a home with Blake."

      "If I convince Blake to be my fiancée, what do we do when the case is over?" I asked, genuinely curious about what he was thinking.

      "You break up. Relationships end, but you do it in a mature, calm way. No drama. No mess."

      That sounded ominous for some reason. "I'm not saying I can convince Blake of anything⁠—"

      "If she wants to talk to me, I'd be happy to." He stood, and I knew our time was over.

      "I appreciate you taking the time to go over this with me." The last few months, Ashton had doubled as my therapist. Was I doing the right thing?

      Ashton shook my hand, and I headed out of the office, my head swimming. I could stand to be stronger when it came to Oakley, but how would she react if I said that Blake was my fiancée? She'd lose it, and I was afraid of the fallout.

      There was no guarantee that Blake would even agree to my terms. In fact, I had a feeling she wouldn't. She was a psychology student after all. Ashton's plan was a little crazy. Who would go along with it?

      But then again, what harm would it cause if we pretended to be together? It would get Oakley to back off, and it would be better for Lilliana. If I could present the best case going forward with the judge, maybe I could win this thing. Maybe I could finally relax and enjoy being a father without the worry and stress. Get out from under the constant threats.

      I returned to work, trying to focus on the job, but my mind kept wandering to Ashton's suggestion.

      We were already living together. It wasn't a stretch to say that we were dating. What would it entail other than acting like a couple a few times in public? The more I turned it over in my head, the more reasonable it sounded.

      I ignored the nagging voice in my head that wanted to know what would happen if the judge found out it was all a lie.

      I parked in the driveway, excited about the future. If I could get through with filing the initial paperwork, I might get what I wanted. A real schedule when I could rely on seeing Lilliana and maybe some control over this situation. That was something I'd lost the day Oakley said she was pregnant.
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