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      A Summer Love by Blake Connelly. The name and title stood out boldly on the cheap piece of paper at the other end of Londyn Bellerose’s nose.

      Son of a bitch.

      Blinking, she hoped the outcome would differ at the next flick of her gray-blue eyes. Nope. Her ex-boyfriend’s name was still there and hers wasn’t. Dammit. Now he would cast and direct the theater’s summer play. It wasn’t the big time, but if the play did well, Broadway bigwigs would attend. One playwright even snagged a job alongside the bright lights last year and hit it big. It was why every writer associated with the Wilder Theater participated in the competition in hopes of joining the red-carpet stars. Once upon a time, Ryan Wilder performed on Broadway. He still rubbed shoulders with the executives, though the connection wasn’t the best if judged by his theater’s overall condition.

      “Oh, hey, Londyn, sorry about that. Better luck next time, eh?” Blake said, popping his head over her shoulder. It was an annoying habit of his. One she didn’t miss when he left her for a short, cute blonde who was also his ex-girlfriend.

      “Congrats, Blake,” she ground out, twirling around. “I’m sure you really deserved it.” A crowd of playwrights and actors milled about, making her determined escape nearly impossible.

      “I’ll need a good stagehand,” he called after her.

      Coming to a halt, Londyn took a deep breath and resisted the urge to knock him on his ass. She could do it too. They both knew she cowrote the winning play, but he took all the credit. Another one of his nasty habits.

      “Or maybe a personal assistant,” he added, laughing.

      Ick. She cringed. That damn laugh she used to love now sounded like the mating call of a cicada. Repetitive, annoying, and shrill.

      She smirked. Not unlike his lovemaking skills.

      “But I don’t have a role for you, sorry,” he snorted. “You’re too tall.”

      She clenched her jaw so tight she swore it would shatter. A chorus of snickers accompanied Blake then. No doubt his posse of assholes was standing alongside him with shit-eating grins.

      Turning, she replied, “Thank God. I didn’t want to deal with another pompous, short prick anyway.” She flicked her long chestnut-colored hair over one shoulder and met Blake’s eyes. “They’re terrible kissers and worse lovers.”

      Blake’s mouth dropped open and his gaggle of guys roared with laughter.

      Scrunching her nose in disgust as a final gesture, Londyn whirled around and disappeared through the throng of thespians. Normally she wasn’t one to make a scene, but they were in a theater, dammit, and drama was necessary in such a situation. Her face burned with rage and embarrassment when she tripped over her feet as she turned the corner. She’d had enough for the day, and only one person could understand her plight.

      Ducking into the wardrobe room, she exclaimed, “I hate Blake.”

      That received no response from the woman sitting behind a sewing machine.

      “He’s a dick,” she said, plopping face first into the outdated orange couch.

      “You’ve known this, doll.”

      Londyn propped her chin on her fist and glared at her best friend of five years, Abi Baker. Her skin was a perfect dark-caramel color and she had the brownest of eyes to emphasize her origins. She was the result when dark chocolate mixed with white chocolate. Pure perfection. “Yeah, well, I didn’t think he’d steal my play.”

      At that, Abi’s sewing machine stopped. Her alert eyes whipped to Londyn. “He did what?”

      “He changed most of it—”

      “But still, Londyn.” Abi adjusted the needle and positioned the shirt under it. “You should talk to the director. He’d look into it, at least.”

      Sinking into the cushion that smelled of cheesy puffs, Londyn listened to the hum of the sewing machine. Even if she brought it to Mr. Wilder’s attention, it wouldn’t matter. The director, who was also the owner of the theater, adored Blake. Short, black-haired, blue-eyed Blake and his perfect smile. Even if the man investigated, Blake would prevail.

      “You can resubmit your play in the fall,” Abi reminded her.

      “If he didn’t choose mine this time, he won’t in three months.” She eyed the ceiling and wondered how in the hell a basketball got wedged up in the rafters.

      “Maybe you should send it to one of those Broadway directors we met last week. They seemed interested in you.”

      “Seeing how the old guy was checking me out and the other slipped me his number, I think they were interested in something else entirely.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “I’ve been at it five years, Abs.” Londyn closed her eyes. “If I can’t make it here, I sure can’t make it anywhere else.”

      A moment of silence settled over the two women, and Londyn wondered if she was right. The upcoming fall would mark the start of year six since she left Ankeny, Iowa for a bigger stage to write plays. The one time her script was chosen, Mr. Wilder took over all direction since she was still finding her footing in Queens.

      Well, her size eleven feet were plenty sturdy these days. The problem arose when she wouldn’t sleep her way or kiss ass to the top of the stack of plays awaiting processing.

      She picked at her cuticle as the memories surfaced of her fresh eyes on the New York skyline. That lasted a whole two days before she realized the NYC theaters wanted more than college experience to join their crew. She’d done plenty of dramas, comedies, and musicals, but writing was her passion. So she’d moved to another borough and tried her luck in Queens. Thus far, she was 100 percent sure she wasn’t Irish by blood. The string of rejections of her plays from larger theaters reiterated that luck wasn’t on her side. At least not at the moment. She held out hope that eventually, she’d hit the jackpot and would leave the Wilder Theater behind for good.

      “You’re brooding,” her friend pointed out.

      Londyn rolled to her side and watched Abi tie off a stitch. The woman was a wonder. She’d even made them matching sundresses for the upcoming summer months. There wasn’t much her best friend couldn’t create with thread and needle. “Yeah, so?”

      “So go home, order Orange Dragon Chinese, pop in a chick flick.” She paused. “Oh, and don’t eat all the chocolate before I get done here.”

      A smile found Londyn’s lips as she sat up. “This is why I love you.” She stood and quickly kissed Abi’s cheek. “You always know what will cheer me up.” Grabbing her purse, she added, “Don’t stay too long. My self-control is really lacking tonight. I’m liable to do anything. Three orders of pot stickers sound delicious right about now.”

      “Save me some,” her friend called.

      Breezing out of the room filled with enough wardrobe changes to clothe a packed theater, Londyn navigated the backstage maze to one of the exits. Once outside, she let out a sigh of relief and slipped on her sunglasses. The sunny disposition of the June day did wonders for her sulking mood.

      As she walked up the street, a loud squeak from the theater door caught her attention. Looking over her shoulder, she eyed the group of stagehands loitering in front of the door, homemade cigarettes in hand. Though she was positive nicotine wasn’t the ingredient in the rolled paper.

      The neon sign above the exit blinked, warning that the bulbs were on their last legs. The same could be said for the whole place. The dumpster to the left smelled of food from the Indian restaurant down the street, and stray cats sunned along the cracked sidewalk. No, this wasn’t Broadway. It wasn’t even Off-Broadway. It was way, way, way Off-Off-Broadway’s cousin once removed. As in a run-down community theater in Queens.

      Hailing a cab, Londyn’s journey to the one-bedroom apartment in Forest Hills went smoothly. After paying the driver, she climbed up the two flights of stairs and unlocked the front door. Abi’s cat, Oreo, meowed at her entry.

      “Hey, buddy,” she greeted, dropping her purse.

      The black-and-white cat who looked as though he wore a fancy tuxedo jumped on the counter and nudged her hand with his furry head. Absently, Londyn stroked the puffball and surveyed the tiny apartment. She and Abi met at an improv group, and she moved in the following week. They were soul mates, if those existed for best friends. Abi’s love of all things fashion only helped when it came to their love for the theater.

      When not at the theater, her dark-haired roommate worked at a retail-clothing store while Londyn passed her time at a café up the road. All in all, their arrangement worked, even if neither of their dreams was happening. Yet. Abi wanted to design for the runway, while Londyn dreamed to write and direct plays for the masses. Broadway was her end goal, even if it was a lofty one.

      “Have a good day?” she asked as Oreo followed her to the bedroom. Since they couldn’t afford a two-bedroom, they cut the room in half with an antique changing screen they’d found at a local flea market. After a bit of a cleanup, the divider worked like a charm. Neither had a steady boyfriend, so the cramped space suited their situation just fine. Ninety percent of the time, the screen was bunched up to allow for better communication between the roommates. Oreo’s large cat tower also helped chop up the room since it was positioned between the two beds. The chubber liked to jump from bed to bed and then back to his perch as often as possible, so they left it in the middle of the room.

      “Because I didn’t. It sucked like a leech in Cass Lake, Minnesota.” She kicked off her shoes and collapsed on the bed. Oreo hopped on her back the next instant. “Damn, even you walk all over me,” she mumbled with her face in the pillow.

      The cat chattered, then proceeded to knead her back before curling into a ball and purring.

      “I know I should’ve said something, but it isn’t worth it. The play is decent, but not good enough for Broadway.”

      Oreo licked the back of her neck and Londyn laughed. When life sucked, it helped to have a one-sided conversation with a cat who loved her to pieces. Mostly because she snuck him lo mein and chicken leftovers.

      Rolling her eyes, Londyn reached for her phone and saw a new voice mail from her aunt. It’d been a month since their last chat; for the duo who usually spoke every other day, she was overdue. She listened to the short message, then dialed Glenda’s number. The woman took her in at ten years old and never let go. She had to commend the then thirty-seven-year-old for putting her career on the back burner until Londyn was back to normal following the car accident that took her parents’ lives.

      “There’s my favorite niece,” Glenda greeted. “How are you, sweet girl? I’ve missed talking to you.”

      The cheerfulness in her aunt’s voice instantly brought up the day’s events, and tears welled in her eyes. In one rushed breath, Londyn spilled the horrid details of the script fiasco. Tears slipped down her cheeks and her nose dripped by the time she finished.

      “Oh, honey, that sounds terrible. I’m so sorry,” Glenda consoled. “Do you want me to come up there and kick his ass? Because I’ve really hit my stride in my kickboxing class.”

      She smirked. “No, Auntie, your ninja skills won’t be necessary. I got a good jab in before I left.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      Oreo nuzzled the back of her head, and she reached over and scratched his chin.

      “So, I was thinking. Why don’t you come back to Iowa for the summer?” Glenda suggested.

      Londyn didn’t even blink before responding. “I can’t. I have a life here.” Glenda was her mom’s sister, but the two couldn’t have been more different. While her mother was a quiet teacher, her aunt spoke her mind and took no prisoners. All in all, Londyn was grateful to be a combination of both ladies who had formed her life and personality.

      Glenda sighed on the other end. “Oh, I know, but Londyn, you’re a waitress at a coffee shop that doesn’t pay you enough, your ex just got his big break with your play, and I miss you. You need a little time away from New York.”

      While she thought it over, Londyn listened to the wail of the train outside her window. She barely heard it after all this time, but the rails still wobbled the apartment and sometimes sent items off-kilter. If she was honest, a summer away from Queens didn’t sound so bad. It felt a little like running away, though. She tended to have more of a flight response instead of fight.

      “But what about Abi?” she began. “She’d be all alone, and rent—”

      “I’ll cover the rent and your friend will be fine.” Her aunt giggled. “Hell, she’d probably agree with me.”

      “Well—”

      “Come home, find an easy job, or none. I don’t care. Soak up some rays by the pool at the country club with me, and then we can take a few weekend trips. It’ll be fun.”

      Londyn rubbed her hands over Oreo’s fur until he hopped off the bed. “What about—”

      “Just the summer. Three months, sweetie. You hate making coffee, or so you’ve said every time you call. You need a break. No, you deserve a break.”

      Fidgeting with the ring on her pinky finger, she sighed. It’d do her good to get away from the city. She’d never admit it, but she was struggling to find her place there. She thought it’d be easy once she was accepted into the theater community, but that never really happened. Time to reflect on her future may do her good.

      “All right, fine. But just until the fall. I have another play I can fine-tune while I’m in Iowa. I have a feeling it’ll knock the socks off the director the next time around.”

      “Yay! And yes, it will. I have faith in you. Now, travel plans.” Glenda babbled on about what fun they’d have, then confirmed that she’d already booked a flight for her niece. It was for the very next day, leaving little time for Londyn to collect her thoughts, much less clothes.

      By the time they signed off, Londyn wasn’t sure what to do next. Her aunt made plans a mile a minute, and she was lost halfway through the woman’s ideas.

      “Pack. I should pack first.” She pulled out the suitcase from beneath her bed. It was blue, dusty, and full of black-and-white cat hair. Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “Oreo, have you been sleeping under my bed again?” The chubby cat opened one green eye from his perch on the cat tower. “Great. No time to get a new bag or even do laundry.” She shrugged. Knowing her aunt, Glenda would buy a whole new wardrobe for her. The woman loved to shop. Londyn planned to wear a bikini most of the time anyhow.

      The clock above the door struck five in the evening and her stomach growled. Dialing their favorite Chinese restaurant, she ordered the usual vegetarian lo mein, chicken fried rice, hot and sour soup, and of course, gobs of pot stickers. She needed food in Abi’s belly before she shared her news, and Chinese was the perfect segue to a good mood.

      That task done, Londyn rifled through her drawers and tossed clothes into the bag—which Oreo dubbed his own when he lay amid her bras—until it was full. After gathering toiletries, the suitcase was ready to go.

      “A summer in Iowa.” She grinned. Home. It had been too long. Sure, she visited on holidays, but she never stayed more than a couple of weeks. She wasn’t excited to see her old friends and their perfectly successful lives, but Glenda was her favorite person and one she missed dearly when she’d moved.

      Walking to the living room, she scanned the shelf of movies. She chose one sure to please Abi, but it was also one of her favorites. Opening the DVD tray, she placed 10 Things I Hate About You in the slot and pushed it in. It’d been a while since they’d watched that particular movie, but chick flicks were as common as breathing in their apartment. No matter what happened or the type of day they had, a romance movie could cure it.

      Grabbing the bowl of chocolate candy from the kitchen, she set it on the coffee table next to the opened bottle of wine and two wineglasses. Chinese, chick flicks, and chocolate—all the best things start with Cs. She nodded once as if to cement her thought.

      Abi’s voice filled the air and Londyn’s nerves jumbled. While she’d miss her best friend, Iowa was calling.

      Somehow, she just knew this summer would be different.
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      Married. Their nanny of three years was married. Apparently she’d eloped to Hawaii with her long-time girlfriend, and now he was without care for his two young daughters.

      He couldn’t be mad at her, though. The woman had spent most of her life caring for the Archer children, including him, so her personal happiness was long overdue.

      Tapping his pen against the keyboard of his laptop, Callum Archer skimmed the ad his mother created in search of a new nanny, frowning when he reached the end. It sounded as though they were a snobby, proper family. Glancing up, he caught sight of his very British father in the painted portrait on the opposite wall, remembering that they were such a family. Well, his mother mostly, but he was sure some of it had trickled down to her only child.

      “Mother, must we be so elaborate?” he asked. “This is a summer job, not a full-time career.”

      Mary Archer sat in the straight-backed chair across the massive desk. “Yes, Cal. These are your children—my grandchildren—and they must have exceptional care, even if only for three months.”

      Callum stood to his six-foot-four height and pushed a hand through his dark-blond hair. “In that regard, I don’t disagree. It’s just—”

      “I’ll handle the interviews.” She stood, her silver hair in a perfect bun at the nape of her neck. The same as it’d been his whole life. Much like other facets of her demeanor. His mother liked to take control, and he always let her.

      “Sure. Seems appropriate.”

      “Don’t you have a plane to catch?” she asked, walking to the door.

      “Um, yes, I do. Thanks for the reminder.” He closed the laptop and was relieved when she was gone by the time he looked up again. As much as he loved his only living parent, Mary Archer was a force to be reckoned with when it came to business. And everything with her was business.

      His office phone rang, summoning him back to the present. “Yes?”

      “Sir, your car is ready up front,” the crisp voice of their butler said from the other end of the line.

      “Thank you, Alfred. Can you have someone grab my bag? I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Hanging up, Callum listened to the noises of the house. One gardener wrestled with rose bushes outside the window while another mowed the estate’s lawns. Their aging basset hound, Sherlock, howled—at a squirrel up a tree, no doubt—while the animal caretaker begged him to return to the barn.

      Those weren’t the sounds he waited for, though.

      Giggles drifted up from the hallway and the sweet tones washed over him, chasing all downtrodden thoughts asunder. The reasons for his existence—his girls—were playing in the games room. From the sound of it, they were having a grand time too.

      A pang of remorse set in when he glanced at his watch. He didn’t have time for a round of croquet or even one hand of cards before he had to leave. Again.

      Sighing, Callum packed up his laptop and locked his office door. One too many times, priceless items had been broken in his haven, so a key was a necessity whenever he was gone.

      Quietly he moved through the long hall until he reached the room that was once supposed to be a formal sitting room. That quickly changed when two toddlers took over the house. He could stand in the doorway forever merely watching them play, but the honk at the front door made that impossible.

      “Lovelies, I’m leaving,” he announced.

      Four perfectly blue eyes pinned his feet to the hardwood floor. Lord, if he could only look into them without seeing her.

      “But, Daddy, you said you’d take us horseback riding,” Bailey protested with a pouty lip.

      Hugging his youngest first, Callum kissed her cheek and brushed back her red braid. “I will, darling, I promise. Right after I return from Dubai.”

      “That’s what you said last week, except it was Tokyo,” the oldest, Bethany, argued.

      Callum’s heart fractured a little at the pitiful expressions on their faces. Swallowing hard, he offered her a weak smile. “I know. I’m sorry.” He hugged her but was met with resistance. “Work is very busy right now. I’ll have more time to be with you two after I finish this new exhibit for the museum.”

      “When will it be done?” Bailey asked, tugging on his wrist.

      He gently patted Bethany’s cheek. “Not until August, I’m afraid.”

      Both girls grumped at his response, so he added, “But Grandmother is hiring a new nanny. She’ll be here by the time I return. That I know for certain.”

      Bethany’s freckled face beamed. “And she’ll be pretty?”

      “And fun?” Bailey chimed in.

      “Oh, I’m sure she’ll be everything you want and more.” Another honk from the car. “But I’m late, girls. I’ll call you tonight.” He hugged them both at once. “Love you two so much.”

      The girls, who were two years apart, waved farewell, then returned to their tea party. It killed him to leave, but it was his job as head curator for one of London’s most prestigious museums. He had no choice in the matter; he knew what the job entailed when he’d first started, and how the board desired him to take over the entire museum someday.

      To his relief, his one bag was already in the waiting car when he arrived. He’d perfected simple packing over the last seven years.

      “Have a pleasant trip, sir,” Alfred said, closing the car door after Callum had settled.

      Callum pulled out his sunglasses. “I always do.”

      He stared at the mountainous scenery until his phone rang from the seat beside him. He checked the caller ID and prepared himself. Taking the call from one of France’s museums, he only remembered where he was when his driver opened the door at the airport. Long phone calls weren’t uncommon for his job.

      Before he knew it, the plane took off from Colorado Springs’ airport. Firing up his handy e-reader, Callum flipped to the latest article about a newly discovered historical site in Turkey. Normally the subject of history and archaeology intrigued him, but for some reason he couldn’t concentrate. After staring at the same page for five minutes, he put the device back in his bag. Focusing on work was what he did best, but today he was failing miserably.

      Swiping through the photos on his smartphone, he smiled at Bailey and Bethany’s cheery faces and matching blue eyes and red hair. They looked so much like their mother that it physically hurt to be around them. Pinching his septum, Callum tried not to think about his ex, Jessica.

      Though they were never married, the redheaded American beauty stole all his desire to ever love again. Thankfully she’d left their daughters when Bethany was a mere two years old, so the girls didn’t remembered her at all. A fact he was grateful for on a daily basis. However, despite four years passing, Callum wouldn’t allow himself a reprieve from Jessica’s rejection.

      Slouching in his seat, he stared out the window. She’d said she needed to find herself and chase her dreams. Evidently that meant without him or their two girls. To this day, he didn’t know what he did wrong. They’d seemed happy, even if he was gone most of the time for work. She never said anything or let on that she wasn’t content with their life, which made the midnight disappearance all that more painful. And of course, it was on his Christmas Eve birthday. A lovely reminder he couldn’t forget as each Christmas passed.

      The few times Jessica attempted to make contact with him, he’d sent her packing. Legally, he was the sole parent to Bailey and Bethany; his mother’s entourage of attorneys saw to that when they terminated Jessica’s parental rights. Now and then, the aspiring model would call or send him emails. Those were the times when she was sober or bored. It didn’t happen much anymore, though, and he was glad.

      He nodded at the flight attendant as she rolled down first class with her cart. The desire to down a glass of bourbon made him lift his finger to the brunette. He rarely drank at university, but once he met Jessica, it became second nature when she’d ignore him for days on end.

      I should’ve seen it coming.

      Jessica’s abandonment hurt him more than the girls, but he could handle it. At least, he told himself that lie. Work was his mistress ever since, and he didn’t see that ever changing. Those two beautiful girls were all he needed.

      Love was something of the past, and nothing about the upcoming summer would change his mind.
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      Chomping on the strawberry garnish, Londyn watched her aunt fawn over the man in the shirt befitting a Hawaiian adventure. She slurped the margarita and rolled her eyes when Glenda’s high-pitched laugh rang out amid the humid day. They were supposed to be relaxing at the club’s pool, but instead, Londyn had been abandoned when Glenda’s boyfriend showed up after his round of golf. Now she was lucky to get any attention at all.

      The whole beau thing wasn’t surprising. Glenda was a hottie back in the day, and she had the money to maintain her perfect appearance. Thankfully, her aunt didn’t do too much dating during Londyn’s youth, though it was why she’d been set on moving out as soon as she turned eighteen. Her aunt deserved a life after a child was unexpectedly dropped in her lap, and Londyn wanted to make sure she had one.

      Lathering sunscreen over her shoulders, Londyn groaned when the two sixty-year-olds kissed. Glancing around, she realized they weren’t the only couple necking by the pool. She was surrounded by love. It was the summer, after all. Isn’t that a big faux pas about the summertime? A fling for three months, and then you never see them again. She rubbed in the lotion as she pondered. I wouldn’t mind that one bit.

      Glenda and Stew—as he was introduced the other night—chatted in low tones, making Londyn glance away. Her phone chirped with a new message, so she opened it to see a text from Abi.

      Abi: Hey, girl. Miss you. How’s Iowa?

      Londyn: Other than auntie having a new BF? Boring, but that’s Iowa.

      Abi: Oh, ew! You find a job?

      Londyn paused her fingers and glanced to the tablet on the poolside table. She’d skimmed over the classifieds, but nothing stuck out earlier. A job was a necessity if Glenda was going to act like a teenager for the duration of her stay.

      Londyn: Not yet. Still looking. How’re things there?

      Abi: Cool. Oreo’s fat and sleeps on your bed, work’s dumb, and Blake is bombing his auditions. It’s so funny.

      Smirking, Londyn sent a plethora of emojis to her best friend. It came as no shock that Blake wasn’t doing so hot. He was a decent actor, but a director he was not.

      Londyn: Good. Maybe they’ll choose a good play next time.

      Abi: Agreed. So, don’t get mad, but I may have sent in one of your plays to a Broadway exec…

      The grin slipped off Londyn’s face and she hurriedly dialed her friend. This wasn’t text message news. She sat up straight as the phone rang, causing an instant head rush from the frozen alcoholic drink.

      “Abi, what the hell were you thinking? Are you crazy?” she asked when her friend picked up. “What play did you send? How could you?”

      Her heart raced at the thought of a director scouring her script. She was planning to send one, just not until she edited more.

      “Okay, calm down, Londyn,” her friend said once she had the chance. “It was the play you should’ve entered in the competition. Rampant Thoughts is the title, I think.”

      Closing her eyes, Londyn grimaced despite it being her best work. “Abs, it’s not ready.”

      “Oh, baloney. I read it and it’s fabulous. Even Oreo thinks so.”

      Not taking an illiterate cat’s opinion as gospel, Londyn groaned. “And you won’t tell me who you sent it to, will you?”

      Abi snorted. “Ha! And risk you calling and begging them to return it? No. Sorry, girl. You should’ve sent it a long time ago. I did you a favor.”

      “We’ll see about that.” She tightened her ponytail. “You know I’m pissed at you, right?”

      “Bah, you’ll forget and forgive me by the time you get back.”

      Londyn smirked. Abi wasn’t wrong there. Forgiving and forgetting was something she did without even realizing it. Though usually not with men. They were another beast entirely.

      “You’re probably right.” She couldn’t forget the whole sending of the play bit, but she had zero control over the situation. Shrugging, she figured whatever happened couldn’t be worse than losing to her ex-boyfriend.

      Abi sighed. “Well, now that you’re in Iowa, see any cute guys? I’ll bet there are so many there.”

      Londyn looked around the pool area. There were a few decent-looking men, but none she would clamor for. “Nah.”

      “Boo, you’re no fun. It’s been six months since you broke up with Blake.” Her friend’s voice took on a sultry tone. “You need to get back out there and explore. Maybe taste a few exotic guys before—”

      “Abi—”

      “No excuses. You ran away from Queens—not that I blame you—so now I’m demanding you get some hanky-panky.” Before Londyn could argue, Abi added, “Just a summer fling, girl. You know, the hot, sweltering sex with no commitment type. And did I mention sweaty sex?”

      Londyn laughed at her best friend’s antics. The woman was diabolical when it came to relationships. It was probably why they got along so well—neither could sustain a steady man.

      “Yes, you mentioned it.” She adjusted the towel behind her back. “I wouldn’t mind a summer thing.”

      “Good, it’s settled. You hop on the first sexy guy you see.”

      “Not sure about that, but I’ll keep my options open, okay?” Londyn promised.

      “Good enough. I gotta run. Text me later. Kisses!” Abi signed off.

      Placing the iPhone on the table, Londyn settled back into the comfortable pool chair. The sun’s rays melted into her skin, a tan more than likely after a week of doing nothing but that same act every day.

      “Londyn, honey,” her aunt called, flip-flops smacking the concrete. “Are you having a good time?”

      Pushing off her shades, Londyn met her aunt’s brown eyes. “It’d be more fun if it was just us.”

      Glenda perched on the edge of her seat. “Aw, I’m sorry. Stew and I started seeing each other not long ago.” She lowered her eyes to her lap. “If you want, I can tell him to go.”

      “Ugh, no, I’m not a child.” She couldn’t resist that pout if she tried. It was Glenda’s trademark move. Londyn was certain it was how she made her business as a realtor such a thriving success.

      Grabbing the iPad, Londyn ignored the article her aunt had been reading about an heiress, Ireland Leighton, who’d returned to Iowa. As enticing as the gossip blog about a local celebrity sounded, she scanned the newly published classifieds. “I’ve been thinking about getting a job. All this fun in the sun is draining.”

      Glenda grinned and snatched the tablet from her. “Ooh, then let me help.” Her finger scrolled up the page. “Have you ever considered coming back to Iowa? I could show you the ropes of being a real estate agent if you wanted. Then you could slowly take it over for me.”

      She knew Glenda was offering her an out. She’d done it more than once since Londyn’s move to New York, but this time felt different.

      A part of Londyn wanted to accept the offer; she was down on her luck in Queens, and the future looked dismal. “I don’t know. I’ve never considered it.”

      Her aunt nodded. “All right, well why don’t you think about it? The worst that can happen is you love it.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” Londyn took a sip of her drink. “How about I get a summer job, and then we can come back to that option?”

      Glenda beamed at her niece. “I can live with those conditions. Now, let me see what we have here.” Her manicured nail slid up the screen. “How about this one? ‘Nanny needed for two young girls for the summer.’” She paused. “Oh wait, it’s in Colorado.”

      Stealing the iPad again, Londyn read the ad. Memories flooded through her mind of the few vacations she’d had with her parents. Colorado was one of the locations that stood out, always new sights to see and places to go. “Hmm, this doesn’t sound too bad, honestly. It pays really well.” She bit her bottom lip. “I wouldn’t have to take as many shifts at the coffeehouse this fall if I got it.”

      “You know I’ll help you out, darling,” her aunt reminded her. “It’s no trouble.”

      Clicking on the link, she shook her head. “It is, Auntie. You’ve done so much for me already. I want to make it on my own. Plus, it’s a good way to put money away for a rainy day.” Her aunt’s bottom lip quivered again, so she added, “I’m twenty-eight, for God’s sake. I should be sending you money.”

      “Soon enough.” Glenda patted her leg. “Are you going to send your résumé?”

      “You know, I think I am.” She grinned. “I loved being a nanny in college, and this job has so many perks. Just listen to this: a car, room, food, unlimited credit card for activities, travel, and more. It’s a dream come true.”

      “Well if you say so. I’m not keen on you leaving again.” Glenda sipped her mai tai and sat back under the umbrella.

      “Aw, don’t be like that. You have Stew, remember? You don’t need me around cramping your style.” She uploaded her résumé and pushed Send. “Plus, I could use a little Colorado in my life. Who knows? Maybe I’ll find something I love more than the theater.”

      She laughed, doubting it would ever happen.
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      Holy crap. I got the job.

      Londyn stared out the window as the plane neared the Colorado Springs airport, gripping the armrest as the wheels touched down. No turning back now.

      As the jet taxied to the terminal, she wondered how this all happened. One minute she was in a swimming suit, and the next she was packing for a summer job in another state. Her aunt took it well, though her retired boyfriend helped matters. It was more than obvious that everyone was uncomfortable with the third wheel, particularly when Glenda and Stew started acting like randy teens.

      The pilot came across the speakers, and she pressed her forehead against the window. The woman she’d interviewed with via Skype was the grandmother of the girls she would nanny for. It concerned her a tiny bit that her employer hadn’t been there, but Mrs. Archer explained that he was away a lot on business. I wonder what he does. The English woman mentioned he was a doctor of some kind, but she figured more the PhD route than the physician type.

      She gathered her bag from the overhead bin and squeezed into the aisle. The subject of the girls’ mother didn’t come up, which made Londyn curious as to the story there. Maybe once she settled in and spoke to Mr. Archer, she’d figure it all out.

      Before she could register what was happening, a man in a suit met her at the arrival area, collected her luggage, and popped her in the back seat of a black Cadillac SUV.

      “I’m Theodore Willis, Miss Bellerose. I’ll be your driver any time you need one. Should you require my services, simply call,” he informed her as the city merged with a densely wooded forest. Dark aviator shades covered his eyes, but he appeared to be only a few years older than her. Curious.

      “Theodore. Hmm, can I call you Teddy?” she asked, skirting his British accent. It seemed the grandmother wasn’t the only one with it. Her intrigue level went up a notch.

      “No, miss.”

      She frowned. “How about Ted?”

      Theodore sighed and turned down a long drive. “No again.”

      “Tedster?” she suggested with a grin.

      The driver slid his sunglasses down his nose and met her gaze. “Theodore.”

      Londyn shrugged and sat back in her seat as the trees slowly gave way to an expansive house. The word mansion came to mind as they pulled up to the front door on the roundabout driveway.

      Not waiting for help, she opened the car door and took in the sights. The brick exterior was one thing, but the house was easily double the size of the theater back in Queens. A barn was visible down a separate drive, and an enormous garage sat to the left of the house.

      “Whoa,” she breathed, awestruck. She’d never seen anything like it before.

      Theodore smiled and grabbed her bags from the trunk. “This is Archer House. It’s complete with everything two rambunctious girls could want. Do you approve, Miss Bellerose?”

      “Um, yes. One hundred times, yes. It’s incredible.”

      Feeling better about the family behind the house, she followed Theodore into the mansion. Vaulted ceilings with an enormous glass chandelier were the first to catch her eye, light bouncing through the crystals. The main entry was huge and opened to a massive dual staircase. What fun it’d be to slide down! A formal room sat to the left, but looked as though it had gone untouched for quite some time.

      Before she could investigate more, a crisp voice met her ears. “Miss Bellerose, I presume?”

      She turned to see an older gentleman in a suit. Damn, must be their dress code. His gray hair accented the black attire and made him appear regal.

      “Please, it’s Londyn.” She held out her hand and he shook it lightly.

      “A pleasure. Now, please follow me. I’ll give you the condensed tour of the house. I suspect the girls will do a better job once you’ve settled in.”

      “Okay, great, thanks.” He began walking, and she was amazed at the quick pace. “Wait. What do I call you?”

      The man paused at the first step. “You may call me Alfred. Everyone here does.”

      Londyn’s eyes bugged. “Oh my God. Your name’s Alfred? As in Batman’s Alfred?” She normally didn’t spill her secret obsession with all things comics and superheroes, but this was too funny to be a coincidence.

      He looked down his long, straight nose at her. “Yes, I’m sure that’s precisely what my parents had in mind when they named me.”

      She smirked. British humor was quickly becoming one of her favorite types. “Or perhaps DC Comics based the character off you.” That earned a slight lip twitch from the man old enough to be her grandfather. “Now tell me, where will I find Batman—er, Bruce Wayne?”

      Alfred’s fingers laced together, and his gray brow rose. “Why, the Batcave, of course, miss.”

      Grinning, Londyn stuffed a hand in her pocket and followed the spry man. If her new employer was anything like Alfred, they’d get along just fine.
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      Opening the door to the playroom, Callum smiled at his two daughters. Bailey was dressed as a chef, complete with a tall white hat and apron, while Bethany wore a long blue gown and sat at the miniature-sized table nearby. He stood in the doorway for a moment and watched the two chat about the latest pretend delicacies of Paris. Though they’d never been to France, both girls dreamed of eating pastries and baguettes. At least, that’s what they told him they’d do if he ever took them to Paris.

      Bethany giggled when Bailey set a platter of plastic fried chicken on the table. No matter how many times he saw them play, it made his heart swell with pride. They were his life, despite his frequent flights and trips abroad. He tried his damnedest to carve out time to spend with each daughter individually and together, but more often than not, there weren’t enough hours in the day.

      “Lovelies, I’m home,” he said, stepping into the room.

      Bailey paused at her pretend kitchen set and ran toward him at full speed. Crouching, Callum hugged her tight and kissed her cheek. “Somebody missed me.”

      Bailey nodded. “I always miss you, Daddy.”

      Her cute voice saying those words cut at his soul. He needed to do better for them.

      “Are you quite finished with your eloquent meal, Bethany, or shall I return when you’ve cleaned your plate?” he teased.

      The older of the two stood, careful not to catch her bedazzled dress on the table’s edge. Out of the two of them, she resembled him the most. Though she was only 50 percent English, Bethany was a prim and proper lady in training. She bunched her dress and sprinted toward him. Well, most of the time. He laughed when she knocked him over with her hug.

      “I’m glad you’re home,” Bethany said, sitting on his stomach. “Don’t leave again, please.”

      Callum stared into her adorable face. “Darling, you know it’s part of my job.” At those words, Bailey joined her sister on top of him. He chuckled at the extra weight. “You’re going to smush me.”

      Bethany shrugged indifference, but Bailey jumped up and down on him. He tickled Bethany’s sides, then held up his hands in defeat. “All right, all right. How about I read you an extra story tonight?”

      “Yay!” both girls yelled, hugging him once more before returning to their game of make-believe.

      Callum sat up and rested his forearms on his knees. If he could simply spend his days with them, it’d make life so much better. But nothing was that easy.

      After a few more minutes, he gave the girls one last kiss and left them to play. He still had a few things to accomplish before dinner.

      He didn’t bother to say hello to his mother, knowing she’d find him eventually, retreating to the serenity of his study instead. Pouring a healthy serving of bourbon in the tumbler, Callum loosened the blue pinstripe tie from his neck. Recently back from a fast and difficult flight, he more than deserved to mellow his thoughts. First Dubai and then China to wrap up the trip. The time zone differences consistently wreaked havoc on his body even after all his years of travel. He doubted he’d ever truly get used to it all.

      Sitting, he reasoned a fresh pair of clothes would get rid of the teriyaki smell lingering on his current outfit. After a quick shower, falling into bed for a day or two was next on his agenda.

      Taking a sip, he leaned back in the leather office chair as the sound of running feet came from the patio. After dinner, he’d do something fun with the girls. Maybe take a hike around the grounds or watch them ride their horses.

      Just as he cracked open his laptop, his peripheral caught a body lingering in the doorway.

      “Alfred, do come in and get it over with,” he said with an annoyed tone. “I’m quite tired and not in the mood.”

      “Oh, sorry, it’s not Alfred,” a woman said. “It’s me, the nanny.”

      Callum’s fingers paused on the keyboard and he looked up. A gust of fresh air might as well have smacked him in the face at the vision in purple before him. The sourness from his recent trip transformed into lemonade at the sweet scent she brought into the room.

      “The nanny?”

      “Yes.” She stepped into the study and held out her hand when she reached his desk. “I’m Londyn Bellerose. You must be Mr. Archer, or is it Dr. Archer?” A wide smile with straight teeth graced her beautiful face.

      He stood and was delightfully surprised at the realization that she wore flip-flops and yet was nigh on six feet tall. It wasn’t common in his experience, and he liked it.

      “Either is fine. Pleased to meet you, Ms. Bellerose.” He shook her hand, the calluses on her fingers another irregularity.

      “I didn’t mean to barge in, but Alfred said you’d want to speak with me before I met the girls. I’m excited to get started.” The smile on her face only deepened with her words.

      Slowly, he nodded. In reality, he didn’t need to do anything of the sort, but he was glad the butler sent Londyn his way.

      His eyes drifted over the woman in front of him. Her long brown hair held streaks of auburn, making him curious as to their validity. Gray-blue eyes peered at him in muted humor while the purple thing she called a shirt barely covered the dark wash jean shorts. And those legs. Bloody hell. Long, lean, and way too enticing.

      All in all, his new nanny resembled a delicious morsel in every aspect.

      “Have a seat.” He motioned to the chairs in front of his desk and took his place across from her.

      “Mr. Archer, I app—”

      “It’s Callum, please.”

      She blushed and his breath caught. “Okay, sure. Callum, I appreciate your willingness to open your home to me.”

      “You’re our nanny,” he pointed out, loving the way his name sounded on her lips. “Anything less would be inconsiderate and improper.”

      “Ah, sure.” Her fingers laced over her stomach—a very flat one at that. Eyes darting around the room, she asked, “So, what did you want to talk about?”

      Callum reached for the bourbon, then stopped. The urge to drink had suddenly disappeared when she set foot in his study. An odd change of events when it came to his interactions with women—generally it went the opposite direction, and he couldn’t get a drink fast enough. “Well, the girls, of course.”

      “Okay. I’m looking forward to meeting them.” Her eyes lit up and she moved to the edge of the seat. “Is there anything I should know before I start?” When he didn’t immediately answer, she floundered. “I mean, unless you’ve decided I’m not the right person for the job. Some girl from Iowa—well New York, really—just pops up in your house and….”

      She stopped and bit her bottom lip. It was cute, her worry. He chided himself for giving her any reason to doubt herself.

      “Iowa or New York? Which is it?” he asked.

      She smirked. “Both. I grew up in Iowa, but I moved to New York about six years ago.”

      The bourbon sounded better as she spoke. The move from small-time to the big city made his insides cringe. Londyn may have been drop-dead gorgeous, but she reminded him of Jessica in that moment.

      “And what do you do there?” He held the glass tighter, anticipating her reply.

      “I write plays for a theater and work at a coffee shop.”

      Releasing the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, Callum took a sip of the dark liquor. Just as he suspected, a free spirit chasing a dream.

      My luck is absolute shit.

      “Lovely. Well, Bethany and Bailey will adore you, I’m sure.” He stood and walked to the door. “They are my entire world, as I’m theirs.” He hoped he was clear without saying the words. Discussing the girls’ mother wasn’t something he wanted to do in the near future.

      As if reading between the lines, Londyn nodded and crossed the room. “Makes sense.” She fell in step beside him.

      Damn, he liked her height. Apparently they grow them tall in Iowa. He didn’t have to crane his neck to look into the eyes resembling a stormy sky. He swallowed thickly as other perks of her stature flooded his mind. Shaking his head, he focused on walking, an act he normally didn’t need to concentrate on.

      “Have you lived in Colorado long?” she asked when their conversation lapsed.

      “Not exactly. We summer in Colorado Springs, but we’ll return to our home in England for the rest of the year.” He held open the door. “My mother—you met her in the interview—insists we stay each summer with her.”

      “Why?”

      He took a left turn toward the nursery. “Our family bought a rather large company in the Springs a few years back. Her hope is that I’ll take it over someday.”

      Londyn matched his gait, another impressive trait since he walked as if in a race. “And will you? Take over, I mean.”

      Pausing at the last door, Callum shook his head. “No. My current job is my passion.”

      “Which is?” she led.

      “I’m the curator for a London museum,” he explained, swinging the double doors wide. “And these young ladies are the reason we have horses in the backyard.” He stepped inside and tugged on Bethany’s braids. Both girls stopped playing with their dolls and looked up. He should’ve snapped a photo of their faces when they saw the lanky girl in the doorway. It would’ve been worth more than a million words.

      “Girls, this is Londyn.” He watched their faces closely. Normally they weren’t keen on caretakers. “She will be your nanny for the summer.”

      Shrill cries of delight nearly split his eardrums. They rushed toward her, dolls flying.

      Londyn squatted to their level. “Hello there. Who are you?”

      Bethany shoved in front of her sister. “I’m Bethany, and I’m six. You’re pretty.”

      Smirking, Londyn poked her side. “Well, thank you, Bethany. May I call you Beth?”

      The redheaded beauty shook her head vigorously. “No. My name’s Bethany.”

      “All right, no problem. By the way, I love your romper. I wish I could wear those still. It looks awfully comfortable.”

      While Bethany blushed, Bailey wedged her body between the two. “I’m Bailey.”

      “And how old are you?” Londyn asked.

      Bailey held up her fingers. “Four.”

      “That’s a fun age,” Londyn said with a smile.

      Bailey nodded and reached over to touch Londyn’s hair. “Ooh, it’s so soft.”

      Londyn chuckled. “You think so? I think I like your braids better.”

      Bailey pointed to her sister. “Bethany did them.”

      “Did she?” Londyn looked to the other girl, who preened like a cat with a dish of milk. “Think you could braid my hair next?”

      Without replying, Bethany ran off toward the bathroom, no doubt to fetch the necessary items for the request.

      Bailey tapped her chin. “I like your name. Are you named after London, England?”

      Londyn shook her head. “Actually yes, though it’s spelled a bit different.”

      “Why’d they name you after a city?” she asked.

      “Bailey,” Callum chided when he noticed Londyn’s face shadow.

      “No, it’s fine.” Londyn tucked her hair behind one shoulder. “My parents met in London and wanted a constant reminder of their love.”

      “Whoa, that’s cool,” Bailey said after a moment.

      “Yeah, I think so too.”

      “I better go help Bethany.” Bailey scampered off after her sister, a grin as wide as the Thames on her little face.

      “You’re a natural,” he complimented.

      Standing, she scratched her elbow. “Thanks. So far, your kids are great.”

      He nodded, still surprised at how easily his daughters had bonded with Londyn. “They usually fight having a nanny, so I’m glad they like you.”

      “Aw, well good. I’m glad this time is different for them. I think we’ll get along just fine.”

      Moving to the exit, he agreed. “Yes, I believe you’re right. I’m going to get some work done. I’ll see you at dinner.”

      “Great, see you then.” She flashed him a brilliant grin, then turned back to the girls heading toward her with hair accessories in hand.

      Callum closed the doors behind him and smiled. Watching Londyn with his daughters soothed a sliver of his heart. They loved her already, and there was still an entire summer left.

      Retiring to his bedroom, he tossed his suitcoat to the bed. He may have approved of her for his children, but Callum resolved to steer clear of her as much as possible. There was something light, carefree, and dangerous about Londyn. She just reminds you of Jessica, he told himself as the shower sputtered to life. His heart tugged at the memories involved with his ex. He didn’t want to compare Londyn to Jessica, but he found himself doing it regardless.

      Shedding the rest of his clothes, Callum stepped into the warm waterfall and closed his eyes. Londyn had smelled perfect, like a cup of hot chocolate dotted with tiny marshmallows. Sweet, sugary, and much too addictive for him to handle.

      He rolled his eyes at the description. Seems my international jaunt muddled my brain.

      No, staying away from Londyn was in everyone’s best interests.
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