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      From USA Today bestselling author KL Donn comes the all new Uncontrolled Heroes series where the heroes took over and decided they all get a little lovin'.

      Cade Larrabee is…done. Done with love. Done with women. Done with basically any and everything that isn't his kids or his bike shop. After their mom decided she was done with family life, Cade knew where his focus should be.

      In need of childcare, and someone to help around the house, Cade goes in search of a nanny. One who is as plain as Jane but can be compassionate enough to handle Mac–a boy who keeps acting out–and Lily–his sweet girl who needs a woman’s touch.

      Petal Davies proves to be the perfect nanny. The perfect friend. The perfect…everything. Not only does she put up with his cranky attitude, but she gives it right back to him.

      Petal shows Cade day after day, time and again that not only is she the perfect woman for him, she’d be the perfect mom to his kids, and she’s mostly certainly A Girl Worth Fighting For.

      Falling in love isn’t always planned and when you least expect it, your heart decides for you. Come on over to Long Beach, California to find out who falls in love, who gets naughty on the beach and if family truly is everything.
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      For all them strong women out there – whether you think you are or not – kick ass, take names, love hard!
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        Twelve Years Ago

      

      

      “You be strong for Momma, now, Petal.” Nodding vigorously, at twelve years old, I watch my mother as she packs up her bags.

      “Where are you going, Momma?” I wonder, holding on to my little sister, Calla, with all my might.

      Walking over, Momma kneels beside us and cups each of our cheeks. “Calla and I have to go now, Petal. We can’t stay here anymore.”

      Tilting my head to the side, confused, I ask, “What about me?” Calla is only four years old and doesn’t understand what’s happening.

      “You’re a big girl, Petal. You can take care of yourself.” Turning back around, I watch as Momma backs her own and then Calla’s bags out the door and into the garage. Confused that they are leaving in the middle of the night, I follow behind her.

      My father isn’t home from work yet, but I know he’s going to be angry to find his wife and youngest daughter gone. As Momma kisses me goodbye and carries a crying Calla to the car, I wave and find myself asking, “What about me, Momma?” again, with more fear than curiosity in my tone.

      I know my life is changing, and until I wake up in the morning, I’ll have had no idea just how much so.
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      “I don’t have time for this, Steph,” I growl into the phone at my sort-of girlfriend. She’s becoming needier and more demanding of my time. Time that is precious and not hers. If I’m truly honest with myself, I’m fucking pissed off because I should have broken things off with her weeks ago.

      “But, Cade, we need some alone time.” Her whine makes me cringe and grates on my nerves. At one time, Stephanie was my dream girl. Sucked dick like a champ, didn’t want more than I was willing to give, and she has a to-die-for ass.

      But that was months ago.

      I have two kids who get one-hundred percent of me, and she doesn’t like it. She’s jealous, catty, and vindictive. I haven’t allowed her to meet them, and she hasn’t insisted. The only time she even talks about them is when she’s complaining about me putting them first.

      Rolling my eyes, I pinch the bridge of my nose, hoping to fend off the headache I feel trying to form. “I said no, Steph. Mac has a basketball game, and Lily has dance practice.” At the same fucking time. There are times where I curse my ex, Candace, for taking off the way she did right after Lily was born, and there are times where I wish she had been a good mom. The kind they deserve.

      She was never in it for the long haul though. I don’t know how we lasted for as long as we did, but I can’t regret any of it because I have two wonderful kids.

      “You need a nanny for those rugrats.” Her comment is snide, but it sparks an idea.

      “Talk to you later, Steph.” I hang up the phone and immediately start searching for reputable agencies. As much as I hate to admit it, she’s right. I’ve been struggling to keep up with the kids, the house, and my bike shop. I need help.

      With my parents living up in San Jose, I can’t rely on them to help me out as often as before they retired a couple of years ago. At thirty years old, this isn’t how I pictured my life going.

      I was never sure about marriage and kids until Mac came along. Candace and I were young, in lust, and having fun. Her winding up pregnant when we were twenty-one shouldn’t have happened, but I refuse to look at it as anything but a blessing.

      Candace took off for Vegas when Mac was almost three. I shouldn’t have allowed her back into our lives when she came crawling back, broke and hollow, two years later. Mac was so excited to have back the mom he barely remembered that I couldn’t say no.

      She manipulated me into believing she wanted our family. That was my second mistake. It was barely six months later that I let her back into my bed in a moment of weakness, and even though I gloved up, she fell pregnant with Lily.

      At first, everything was fine. Mac was excited, and I was thrilled. My shop, Controlled Bikes, was doing good despite the odds of people telling me I would fail. I thought we were leaning toward making our relationship permanent, even though I didn’t love her.

      How wrong I was.

      The day Lily was born, she fucking ran again. Signed the birth certificate, handed her rights to both kids over to me, and we haven’t heard a word from her since.

      That was over three years ago.

      With the help of my best friend, Jace Cooper, and my little brother, Beckett, I’m not sure I’d have made it as far as I have. It’s because of them my shop is a success.

      We all do a little bit of everything, whether it’s welding parts, dismantling bikes, or putting them together.

      Arguably, Beckett is the genius behind the graphics. Artistic his entire life, my brother is well sought after in the motorcycle community and even with some custom autobody places. I keep him well-paid after making death threats in case he ever gets the idea to leave. Beck doesn’t care about any of it though. He just wants to draw and paint.

      Jace and I have been best buds since grade school. When I told him of my plans to open Controlled Bikes, he was on board without me even asking. He wanted nothing more than to be business partners. I put him to work instead. He bought into the shop three years ago so Candace couldn’t try to take it from me.

      Thankfully, she never tried to.

      “Are those nanny sites?” Speak of the fucking devil.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I grumble. Jace laughs.

      “Why the hell are you looking for a nanny?” He’s not just my friend; he’s Mac and Lily’s uncle, too. They’ve never known him as anything else. “We’ve got those kids covered, bro.”

      “Did I hear something about a nanny?” Beck comes in from the back, paint smearing his shirt.

      “I need fucking help, man. I’ve got too much shit going on to do everything myself.” Leaning back in my chair, I see Jace has his eyes glued to the screen.

      “Okay.” He shrugs and walks off after clicking on something.

      “Goddammit, Jace!” I shout when I see he clicked inquire about a girl named Petal Davies. Her picture is kind of plain. Light green eyes and dull brown hair shadow most of her facial features. However, I see she’s their top requested nanny, so I leave it and wait to see what happens.
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      I can’t believe I am so freaking late! I’m almost never late. I’m told it’s a flaw, that I shouldn’t be so perfect, but I can’t help it. I like being on time because I hate when people waste my time.

      Parking my 99’ Mercedes E Class in the parking lot of Controlled Bikes, I slam the door shut behind me, hearing the seatbelt get caught between the door and the jamb and I cringe. There’s going to be a nice dent there.

      The car is already pretty beat up. It was a graduation and birthday gift from my dad and, even though it already had nearly a hundred thousand miles on it, I’ve loved it. I’ll drive it until it dies.

      “Damn,” I hear muttered from the open garage bay door as I rush past, and I know they’re talking about me and what a hot mess I am. My hair is in a huge messy bun on my head, the strap of my tank top is hanging off one shoulder, and one of my shoes is untied.

      If this man hires me, it’ll be a damn miracle.

      “Hello, welcome to Controlled Bikes. How can I help you?” Damn is right. This dude is hot as hell. Tattoos up his big buff arms, crooked glasses on his handsome face, dark hair, and bright blue eyes, followed by a charming smile that nearly makes me melt.

      “Oh, uh, hi.” Christ, Petal, get it together! “I’m Petal Davies, I’m here to see Cade Larrabee?” Please, please don’t be this hunk making all my girly bits sing.

      He chuckles, and I cross my fingers behind my back that he’s laughing at what a mess I am and not because he’s about to tell me he’s Cade and I don’t have the job. I really need this job.

      “Take a seat.” He nods to a line of chairs in front of the painted window with a motorbike on it. “I’ll go get him.”

      “Thank God,” I mutter under my breath as I drop my bag to the floor and grab a bottle of water from the little fridge. As I’m twisting off the cap, I see a little blonde-haired, dark-eyed girl peak around the corner of the room the hottie with the glasses just went into.

      Her eyes roam me curiously as I sit and watch her. When I see her come out of her hiding spot just a little more, I wiggle my fingers at her in a wave and smile softly. Covering her mouth, she giggles and hides again.

      She has to be the daughter. I’d peg her at about three or four years old. She’s got to be one of the most adorable little girls I’ve seen. Just from her eyes, I can tell she’s not only happy and well-loved but confident in both. As she looks around the doorjamb again, she takes a bolder step out and I see she’s wearing a ballerina skirt and leotards. Her feet are bare and, from the messy look of her hair, I assume she’s done her lessons for the day.

      Taking a sip of my water, I allow her to continue her examination until I reach into my bag and pull out a bag of fresh blueberries I’d picked up at the farmer’s market this morning. Her eyes widen with delight, and I gather she likes them.

      “Do you want one?” She nods her head up and down so quickly I’m almost dizzy. “Go ask,” I encourage. I don’t know if she has allergies, and I’d never give a child something without their parents’ permission first.

      I hear a squealed, “Yay!” before the girl comes running back out. “Daddy said I can. May I?” The manners of this girl!

      “Help yourself.” I hold the open bag out to her.

      Gingerly, her tiny fingers dip in and grab a couple. She pops one into her mouth and makes a funny face. They’re incredibly bitter.

      “Yum.” She rubs her belly, and I’m already smitten with this girl.

      “I’m Petal Davies,” I introduce myself.

      “Petal? Like a flower petal?” She appears completely enraptured with the idea.

      “Exactly like it. My daddy loves flowers.”

      “I’m Lily!” Her excitement makes sense now. “We have matching flower names!” I nod, enthused with her. “May I have more?” Lily points to the bag of berries.

      “Yes, you may. You have such lovely manners,” I observe.

      She beams proudly. “Daddy says they’re important.”

      “Daddy’s girl,” I hear snorted from behind me. Turning, I see a boy with matching blond hair and dark eyes. They look so much alike; he must be her brother and Cade’s son.

      “Am not!” Lily calls back and folds her arms over her chest in a huff.

      “Whatever, squirt,” he mumbles and walks away. Even though he appeared annoyed, I can see the affection for the young girl in his dark gaze.

      “That’s Mac. He’s a bully.” She pouts.

      “You know, Lily, sometimes the people who care about us most don’t always know how to express it. I bet he really loves you.”

      Tapping her chin with a finger, she ponders my words before saying, “He does read really good bedtime stories.”

      I don’t get to respond as Glasses comes out of the office followed by the hottest, broodiest, biggest man I’ve ever seen in my life. I have to bite my lip to hold in my whimper. While glasses grins as he goes back behind the counter, Muscle Man glares at me until he speaks and I swear it’s a damn good thing I’m sitting down.

      “Ms. Davies?” I nod. “Come with me.” He turns without waiting and I’m breathless.

      “Come on over here, prima,” Glasses calls to Lily as I walk past him. “Breathe,” he mutters to me. I don’t think I’ll ever have a full breath in Cade Larrabee’s presence.

      “Close the door,” he snaps as I enter his office. I’ve barely got it closed before he issues his next order. “Take a seat.”

      My body does what he says. The few seconds of silence kill me, so I do what I normally do when I’m nervous. I ramble. “I’m so sorry I was late. Traffic was horrendous, and I—” Get interrupted.

      “I don’t do excuses, Ms. Davies. Be on time or don’t come at all. We clear?” He levels me with another heart-stopping glare.

      “Crystal,” I mutter. While I might be attracted to him and could possibly be entertaining the idea of worshipping at his feet, I don’t need him to be an asshole. But I’ll wait until I have a better read on the man before I put him in his place.

      “You’re nothing like the picture on the website.” He scowls as he stares at his computer.

      “I asked them not to use that photo. But they refused a more accurately depicting one,” I explain.

      “When was this taken?”

      “High school graduation.” I bite my tongue.

      “It says you’re one of their most sought-after nannies.” His gaze, the same dark color as his kids’ eyes, looks me over and, while he doesn’t show emotion, I can feel his judgment. “I can’t see why.”

      And that’s the last straw. Standing to my feet, I grab my bag off the floor. “Look, Mr. Larrabee, I appreciate that I was five minutes late and I do look a mess right now, but I love kids, and Lily is the absolute sweetest. I would love to know more about her and Mac; however, I won’t be treated with anything less than respect. You’re judging me on a moment where I chose to get here quicker rather than looking how I normally would for an interview or caring for children. You don’t want excuses, that’s fine. I’m not looking to be treated like I’m an imposition either.” And now that I’m thoroughly angered, I grab the rest of the blueberries in my bag, walk out of the office, and see Lily sitting on the counter.

      “Hey there, ballerina, you enjoy the rest of these. Maybe share some with your brother.” Winking at her, I leave the building and the Larrabees behind as I unlock my car and hop in. To complete my humiliation though, the son of a bitch doesn’t start.

      Goddamned battery. I need to get a new one. It just hasn’t been important. Slamming the keys on the seat, I pop the hood and, toward the open bay door, call out, “Hey! You got a booster pack?” Walking back to my car, I lift the hood and pull the wires off the battery to make sure they aren’t corroded or dirty.

      “You shouldn’t walk out on an interview,” is grunted behind me as a huge shadow falls over me.

      “You’re blocking the sunlight,” I tell him instead.

      “Someone call for a boost?” A younger guy, with longish hair and more tattoos than the other hunky guys, comes out with the booster pack.

      “Thanks,” I say as I take it from his hands. It’s not easy, but I’ve done this by myself a few times before. Connecting it to my battery, I set it on the edge of the car and rush to run the engine.

      Both kids and all three men watch me as I slowly rev the engine to gain the juice it needs to get home. Dad’s going to be pissed I haven’t replaced it yet.

      After a few minutes, I’ve got enough power to make it home. Unhooking the pack, I hand it back to the guy who brought it to me with a muttered thanks.

      “That was cool!” Mac says as he holds his sister’s hand. I knew he loved her.

      “Experience.” I shrug.

      As I’m about to slide back into my car, Cade says, “You need to replace that.”

      Fighting off my eye roll, I salute him and pull out of the parking lot with a small wave to the kids. The drive from Long Beach to Huntington Beach, where I live, is only thirty minutes, but traffic is against me today and it takes me an hour instead.

      It helps me clear my head and push the lust I felt for Cade to the side. However, the small bond I developed with Lily in such a short time cramps my heart. There was a spark with this family. Something I’ve never felt before.

      Almost like they were my own. I’ve never had that before.

      “Hey, sweetheart!” Dad calls from the porch of our beat-up house. We’ve lived here my entire life. Even after Momma left, Dad never wanted to leave. It’s home.

      “Hi, Daddy. How are you feeling?” I smile at the man. He’s the best man I know. I’ll never understand why Mom ran away with Calla. I’ll never forget the heartache and pain that followed for years, especially because we were never able to learn why she left in the middle of the night with my baby sister.

      “Better now.” He smiles at me as I sit next to him. “He’s missed you, you know.” Thundering steps can be heard from the back of the house as my boy comes bursting through the door.

      “No!” I laugh as I’m slimed with kisses all over my face. Roman is my two-year-old Cane Corso. He’s the biggest softy in the world, once you get to know him. He treats me like I’ve abandoned him every time I leave home. “Dammit, Roman,” I grunt as he climbs over my lap.

      “What the hell is that?” The angered voice can be heard from the road. Roman immediately goes on alert.

      His ears press back, and his teeth are bared as he slowly walks down the porch steps and to the chain link fence.

      Cade stands there with Lily in his arms and Mac beside him. Both kids are fascinated with Roman’s size. To them, he must look like a horse.

      “Roman, at ease.” He immediately sits and turns into the sweetheart I know and love.
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      Why the fuck am I here? She was late, rude, and stormed out of my office. So, why the hell did I follow her home?

      “He’s huge!” Lily marvels as she watches the beast Petal calls a dog, his tail wagging back and forth.

      “He could eat you in one gulp,” Mac teases her, and I smack the back of his head lightly. “Hey! It’s not my fault it’s true.”

      “Doesn’t mean you talk to your sister like that,” I scold him. He’s been full of piss and vinegar lately, and I’m sick of it. He’s almost nine now and is becoming too much like me.

      “How can I help you, Mr. Larrabee?” Petal crosses her arms defensively, and I don’t blame her. I was pretty harsh earlier for no other reason than, when I saw her interacting with Lily, my cock and heart stood up to attention.

      “Can we talk?” She raises an eyebrow. I’m going to have to work this apology hard.

      “Come on in.” She opens the gate, and the beast stands as Mac enters and watches him with a critical eye, while Lily practically jumps from my arms and races right toward him, arms wide, and crashes into his chest.

      When I go to grab her, before he can bite her, I’m shocked when he rolls over to his back, eyes closed, tongue hanging out of his mouth and tail wagging rapidly, while Lily lays her head on his chest and sighs.

      I think my daughter just fell in love with a dog.

      Closing the gate behind me, I don’t follow Petal as she walks up the steps to her house. “He’s not going to hurt her. He’d rather bite his own leg off than hurt someone he likes.”

      “Someone he likes,” I repeat. Mac was right; this thing could eat Lil in one bite. “Come on, Lily-pad, let’s go talk with Petal.” Damn. Why do I like the sound of her name so much? Mac walks up to the woman no problem. Lily, however, doesn’t want to leave her new best friend.

      “Roman, heel,” the older man on the porch calls, and the dog bounds up the steps after carefully extracting himself from my daughter’s clutches, but he watches her with longing in his dark dog gaze.

      “Dad, this is Cade Larrabee and his kids, Lily and Mac. This is my Dad, Wesley.” Petal nods and frowns as she spins on her heels and opens the screen door. Mac and Lily follow her.

      “Mr. Larrabee, I’m sorry Petal was late this morning. That was my fault. She won’t tell you that though.” He sighs and looks into the house where Petal is already getting the kids a drink and snack. “She won’t admit what a burden I’ve become this past month, but things are looking brighter.”

      “I’m afraid I didn’t give her much of a chance to say anything when she came to see me. I was put off by how different she is from the picture on the nanny website.” It still bothers me.

      “Oh, that.” His smile disappears. “She was rightly pissed when they refused to use one of her modeling pictures that show just who she is, and instead used the one where she looks like a high school girl.” He shakes his head. “She doesn’t let it put people off though. She loves her job and the kids.”

      “Model?” That shocks me.

      “Oh, yeah, from the time she was thirteen to sixteen, she modeled for a couple of makeup companies and a couple of commercials. Some clothes, too. She grew uncomfortable when her agent was only referring her for lingerie shoots. Says the only way she’ll do that is if it’s a maternity one.”

      My eyes widen with shock and Wesley chuckles.

      “She’s destined to be a mom one day, and she’ll be a damn good one. But she’s afraid to put herself out there after what happened with her own.”

      Before I get a chance to ask about that, Petal is coming out to hand Wesley a glass of iced tea. “Here you go, Daddy.” She also hands him a pill bottle.

      “A caretaker, this one is.” He grins at her, and she nods her head for me to follow her inside. I have so many damn questions and can’t ask a single one with my kids around.

      “What is it you wanted?” She gets right to the point as the screen door slams behind me.

      “I wanted to apologize for my dismissive attitude this morning,” I begin. “I was taken off guard by the difference of appearance.” She doesn’t say anything. I can see Lil and Mac in the kitchen coloring, and I have to agree with Wes; she’s going to be one hell of a mom.

      “I’m used to it.” She shrugs, and that pisses me off again. She shouldn’t be used to it.

      “Look, your references were great. I knew the moment I watched you with Lily that you were hired, but I went about it the wrong way. Could we start again?”

      As she chews on her bottom lip, I’m pulled forward, itching to reach out and touch Petal as she debates her answer. With less than a foot separating us, her fragrance reaches forward and teases my nostrils as I inhale deeply.

      “All right, Mr. Larrabee, we can forget this morning because I really like your kids, but don’t ever talk to me the way you did this morning, or I walk and you won’t see me again.” Her threat punches me right in the gut.

      I don’t like the idea of not seeing her again.

      “You got it,” I agree against my better judgment. I’m not an easy guy to get along with, and I have a feeling there will be plenty more arguments in our future. “Listen, it’s Friday, so how about we get a fresh start on Monday?”

      “Works for me.” She smiles and Goddamn does her face light up.

      “Daddy, could Petal come to the beach tomorrow?” Lily comes running up to me. The girl is terrified of the water, but she loves the sand and smell of the ocean so, nearly every weekend, we’re at the beach at least one day.

      “I’m sure Petal is busy.” I try to let her down gently.

      “She’s not!” is called from the front porch. Jesus. Petal rolls her eyes at the old man.

      “If you want to join us, you’re welcome to,” I tell her.

      “Where are you going?” Her head cocks to the side curiously.

      “Junipero Beach.” It’s walking distance to our house.

      “Can I bring a picnic basket?” Lily lights up at the idea, so I nod. “Great. Any allergies?”

      “None. See you around lunch.”

      After saying goodbye to Wesley and Roman, the kids both give Petal a huge hug before bouncing out to my truck. Passing Petal’s car, I remember the trouble she had starting it this morning and debate stopping to tell her I’ll pick her up. Forcing myself to keep walking, I fight every instinct beating its way to the surface to take care of her.

      She’s my nanny.

      Not my girl.

      I need to remember that.
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      “What am I doing, Roman?” With his leash in one hand and the picnic basket in the other, I stand on the pathway and watch Cade with his kids.

      If ever I thought my ovaries could explode from sexual desire, it’d be right now. Seeing such a big, gruff man being so kind and loving toward his kids is what every woman fantasizes about.

      Shaking the depressing thoughts of my mother off, I look to Roman who is dying to get to them. But he won’t until I move. He’s the best-trained animal I’ve ever seen.

      “Don’t fall in love with him,” I mutter to myself, but Roman whines.

      As we walk through the sand, the beach isn’t too busy, probably because tourist season doesn’t start until next month. However, it’s warm enough that there are quite a few locals out here, which means I have to maneuver around them to get to where I’m going.

      “Hey there, pretty girl.” One guy grips my arm until Roman snarls at him and he backs off.

      “Petal!” Lily screams when she sees me. “Roman!” Her squeal hurts my ears, but my dog jumps up and down with his excitement until I let the leash go, and then he runs to her, lying down and rolling over just feet before they collide.

      Lily’s little giggles are contagious, and I laugh with her as Mac and Cade come walking over to us. “Hey.” Cade grins as he takes the basket from my hands and passes it off to his son.

      “Hi back,” I murmur, barely able to take my eyes off his muscled and tattooed torso. Jesus, it should be illegal to be so damn perfect.

      “You find it okay?” This awkward greeting is the weirdest moment of my life.

      “Mr. Larrabee—”

      “Cade.”

      “Cade, I’ve lived in the Los Angeles county area my entire life. If I didn’t know where a beach was, there’d be something wrong with me.” Saying his name shouldn’t feel so erotic, but my entire body quivers at the use of it.

      “Yeah,” he looks away before turning a disarming grin back my way, “I suppose so.”

      “Hey, Petal! Catch!” Mac calls, and I barely have time to jump up for the frisbee he tosses my way, just missing my head.

      “Mac!” Cade scolds. “Watch the head.”

      The boy smirks in a way only boys can. “Sorry.” He doesn’t look all that sorry.

      “He’s not.” Cade scowls at his oldest child. “But I am. He’s been acting out a lot lately.”

      “He’s eight, right?” Cade nods. “Lots of friends?” We stand on the sand with Lily lying on Roman and showing him her ballerina book as Mac throws his frisbee up and down in the air.

      “I guess.” Cade shrugs, but I get the feeling he’s not all that sure.

      “Anything in particular I should know about?” I’ve been dying to ask about their mom, but I can gather how Mac is feeling because, at ten, I was the same way.

      “Lily has only ever had me, Jace, and Beckett as influences.” He frowns. “My parents retired to San Jose two years ago, so she’s only got men around her now. None of us bring girls around the kids.”

      My nose wrinkles at the mention of girls. “Have they had a nanny before?” He shakes his head no. “Will you be letting Mac’s school know about me, in case I have to pick him up early or something?”

      “Yes, they’ll know. I need a photocopy of your I.D for Mac’s school and Lily’s dance classes.” I expected that so I brought a couple with me. “How long have you been doing this for?”

      Slipping my sandals off my feet, I drop my bag on the blanket he has set out on the sand. “For about two years now. I’ve been with three families for varying times.”

      Unfolding a chair, Cade offers it to me. “Why’d you leave them?”

      Easy and hard answers. “The first family I was with, I actually lived with them. Both parents had highly demanding jobs, and the kids needed more than just nine to five supervision. I was with them for nearly nine months before the mom decided she was done with work and quit. I stayed on for a month to help her adjust to her new schedule and the kids’ schedules. It was definitely different, teaching someone how to mother her own kids, but she was a good mom to begin with so that made it easier.”

      His scowl says it all. He doesn’t like that I had to teach a mom to mom. A lot of people have judged when I told them why I left. What they didn’t grasp though was her desire to be the mom her kids truly deserved. I’m still in contact with them once in a while, and she’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her and so is her family.

      “The last family I was with, I had to quit because my dad had a heart attack. He needed me more than they did. They were very understanding and supportive. Even paid me an extra month to help with our own expenses because Dad’s insurance doesn’t cover the cost of all his new medications.”

      “And the second family?” Cade tilts his head, watching me and the kids at the same time it seems.

      “That one was less a mutual leaving as it was a lawsuit in the making.”

      “What do you mean by that?” he growls out.

      “The father decided I could be of more use to the family by sneaking around behind his wife’s back.” While my words are blunt, I don’t forget what he nearly did to my career because of his selfishness.

      “Are you shitting me?” He looks pissed.

      “Afraid not,” I mutter. I don’t like talking about it if I don’t have to.

      “That son of a bitch.” My sentiments exactly.

      “It’s done and over with. I’m happy now and very excited to get to know Mac and Lily.” I can’t hide my excitement as I watch both kids. No matter what else has happened in their past, these children are loved and that is one thing I love seeing.
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      I don’t know if I expected Petal to actually show up or if I thought she’d call to say she wasn’t coming. I definitely didn’t expect her to bring the horse she calls a dog. Despite my misgivings about the beast, I’ve never seen any animal be so gentle with someone as squirmy and sometimes rough as my little girl.

      Lily has plopped down on him like he’s a bean bag chair, and he only grunts from her weight and licks her feet. As she’s telling him about her books, he watches her like he understands what she’s saying.

      After listening to Petal tell me about her previous employment, I can’t help but wonder how I can get her to be my live-in nanny. For completely selfish reasons.

      My attraction to her is already a problem that none of us can afford. Hiring someone to take care of my kids was a difficult choice, but I find I’m not regretting it like I thought I would because she puts us all at ease. Even Mac.

      Until the damn kid realizes he likes her and starts acting out again. Like now, giving her the cold shoulder and being rude to Lily.

      “Would you guys like a snow cone?” Petal stands and peels off her white tank top to reveal creamy skin that gets just enough attention from the sun in a white and pink polka dot bikini top. What catches my attention though, besides the tightening in my shorts, is the bright pink, purple, and blue tattoo of a calla lily climbing from her hip and up under her top.

      “Wow!” Lily exclaims, finally ditching the dog. “That’s really pretty.” Her fingers reach out to touch Petal’s skin, but she pulls back at the last minute, suddenly shy.

      “You can touch it,” Petal murmurs to the girl.

      “It’s bright,” I mutter, trying to counter the annoyance I feel at myself for being so attracted to the woman who is going to be taking care of my children.

      I remain silent as Mac comes over to see what all the fuss is about. Before he says anything, I can see the delight in his stormy gaze. “It’s kind of girly, isn’t it?”

      Petal snorts. “I am a girl,” she points out, and I hold back my laugh as she nails him with a ‘what did you think I was’ look.

      My boy scowls before saying, “I’ll help you.” That, more than anything, shocks me.

      “Let’s go then. Lily, you want blueberry?” Lil giggles and nods. “What about you, Cade?” Her voice catches when she says my name, and I’m horny enough to feel my dick twitch.

      “Cherry.” I wink as she blushes, and they walk over to the food truck. A trail of men watches as she and Mac push each other around. I see the desire in their stares and the way they cock their bodies toward her. I’d like to toss each of them in some shark infested waters.

      “Daddy?”

      “Yeah, Lily-pad?”

      “Can we keep her?” I turn my head toward Lily as she sighs.

      “What?”

      “She would the perfect mom!”

      Shit.

      Looks like I’m not the only one who is quickly becoming attached to Petal Davies.

      “That’s not how this works, sweetheart.” Her bottom lip wobbles, and I want to rip Candace a new one all over again.

      “But I want a mommy to love me, too. All the girls in dance have a mommy.” Tears well in her eyes and, I swear to shit, I was prepared for almost anything when the doctors placed this little princess in my arms, but I’ve never been able to handle her tears.

      “I know you do, baby.” Pulling her into my lap, I cuddle her because I don’t know how the fuck to tell her that she deserves the best mother in the world but hers was a shit one.

      “Stop touching her!” I hear Mac yell as Roman stands, head bent low, teeth bared, eyes trained on where Mac and Petal are being hassled by three guys. “She isn’t yours!” my son yells again, and I can hear the tears in his tone.

      I place Lily on my chair. I don’t want to bring her over into a confrontation, so I pray to all things holy this dog is as smart and well trained as Petal keeps insisting. “Lil, you stay here with Roman. Don’t move.”

      “Okay, Daddy.” She pulls her blanket to her chest as Roman lets out a vicious growl. I turn my head to see one of the men putting his hand on Petal’s ass as she keeps Mac behind her.

      “Roman!” The dog’s head turns, and despite his lazy demeanor with Lily, I see incredible intelligence in his stare. “Stay, guard.” Sitting in front of my daughter, he places a paw across her lap, holding her in place, and I know he’ll do as he’s told.

      Striding toward the escalating situation with anger rolling through my veins, Mac sees me and smirks. If the boy knows one thing, it’s that you don’t fuck with what’s mine and, whether she knows it or not, Petal is mine.

      Just not in the way I want.

      Yet.

      Fuck.

      Hiking a thumb behind me, the boy takes off for his sister as I approach. None of them sense me until my arm is around Petal’s waist and I feel her tension.

      “Can I help you gentlemen?” My words are nice, my tone is not.

      “I’m fine, Cade,” Petal grits through her teeth.

      “Yes, you are.” One dick licks his finger in a derogatory manner and, before I can do anything, Petal reacts.

      “Do it again,” she taunts him with her fist cupping his balls in what looks like a stranglehold. “I dare you.” When he begins to say something, she twists, and he’s up on his toes trying to find relief. The other two back off, hands in the air.

      “Sorry,” he croaks.

      “Remember this feeling the next time you harass a woman,” she snaps as she shoves him away. “I need bleach,” Petal mutters, holding her hand away from her body like it’s infected with something.

      “You all right?” I don’t know what the fuck else to say. Girl’s a badass.

      “Fine,” she bites out as she walks over to a sanitizer station. “Assholes like that shouldn’t be let out in public.”

      “Not gonna argue there.” Petal is a lot more than I thought she was going to be and, as much as I wanted to kick Jace’s ass for picking her, I should probably send him a stripper-gram.

      “Go back to the kids.” She nods to where they’re watching us with rapt attention. “I’m fine here. I’ll be over in a minute or two.” Her smile says she’s fine, but her eyes tell me she’s a little rattled.

      Walking back over to the kids, I whistle for the dog and point him toward his mistress. I don’t like the idea of Petal on her own. The mutt has proven he can be trusted.
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