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            MADISON

          

        

      

    

    
      While sipping champagne with Sam after his successful album launch, I was completely absorbed in the intimacy of the night—especially when he spoke about his ex-wife—and couldn’t help reaching for his hand. How was I to know the sparks of our attraction would shoot right through me? A buzz arose where our skins touched, and my breath caught somewhere between my lungs and throat.

      I hadn’t planned on hinting at my childhood… It just came out in the heat of the moment. An invisible vise strangled my heart when I confided in him, and I prayed Sam wouldn’t pry about my past any further. That’s when he intertwined our fingers together, sending a bulk load of mixed signals to my body.

      I pulled my hand away, unable to process how the minor gesture had such an impact on me.

      After what felt like hours, Sam reached back for my hand. Of his own volition. Shooting addictive heat through my blood and more confusion into my mind, as if he couldn’t not touch me. As if the small connection was meaningful to him too.

      Right there, sitting beside him at his kitchen counter, I melted for him even more. And my stupid heart imagined scenarios that couldn’t exist in real life, only in my mind.

      Hours later, I was lying in bed, unable to rest my mind long enough for sleep to claim me. After an hour of tossing and turning, I got up and decided that sinking into a hot bath would help me relax. The scorching water did miracles to untie the knots in my back, but it did nothing to ease the one around my lower abdomen. Moving to my knees, I reached for the phone I’d placed on a folded towel on the floor and did something I’d sworn I’d never do. I put Sam’s new album on, the one I bought the moment it got released. Setting my device back down, I immersed myself deeper in the water and closed my eyes, the sound of his voice erasing the remnant jitters waltzing within me.

      How could a voice be powerful enough to appease my body, heart, and soul all at once? As if it connected us in a way no words could express.

      Rocked by every word he sang, I ventured one hand between my thighs, imagining those were his fingers. The ones I never got to experience in the way I craved the most.

      My breasts pushed out of the water, my back arching when I touched myself the way he would if he were here—with me. Not sleeping a flight of stairs above, unreachable.

      I cursed at myself. Pressing on my clit with the heel of my hand, two of my fingers found their way to my center, and a crazed sensation zipped through me.

      Sam’s voice sang about love. And lust. My hand moved to the rhythm of his guitar, playing my own body like he played his instrument. With ease and abandon. With purpose and conviction.

      My movements turned frantic. I increased the pace. My vision blurred. My breath spasmed with every exhale. My lower belly filled with pools of lava.

      I pictured him in the country bar that night when he sang on a stage for the first time in two years. Cooking on the grill, sending heated glances my way. His hands on mine when he taught me to play the guitar. That irresistible grin that tugged at his lips whenever we argued, knowing he was right and I wasn’t. The vulnerability he didn’t hide when we opened our hearts to each other, retelling the stories of our lives earlier tonight.

      My head tilted back. My thighs spread apart giving me more space. I had no more conscious control over my body. It was only regulated by the pleasure building in its depths.

      I strangled the edge of the tub with my free hand as the orgasm hit me. It rippled from so deep inside my core, that for an instant, I believed the ride would never come to a stop.

      
        
        
        …Baby, I’m holding ya

        Baby, you can count on me

        I have your back, now and forever…

      

      

      

      The song ended, and tremors shook every fiber of my being as I landed back into my physical body.

      I had touched myself dreaming about Sam in the past, but this, the images of him invading my head, the sound of his voice, the words he sang, it had never felt so real. He was with me, touching me, without even being here.

      Breathless and relaxed, I toweled myself dry and ignored my reflection in the mirror. I wasn’t ready to assess how pathetic I had become. Not even taking the time to put any clothes on, I slipped under the covers, chasing sleep.

      A part of me still hoped Sam would walk in and relieve us both of the pent-up tension that was impossible to ignore whenever we stood close to each other, and touch me until his skin was branded on mine for the rest of my life.

      Within a minute, I passed out, ready to continue the fantasy in my dreams, promising myself this would never happen again and knowing I would have a hard time resisting if temptation called my name again.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke up early. I had my bedroom to set, some of my boxes to unpack, and my clothes to hang in the closet. I still wasn’t sure why I agreed to move into the Stevenses’ home, other than it made sense to prepare the girls for their new adventure. No doubt, I would have to adjust too. When I lived on a yacht last year, it took my stomach two weeks to adapt to being on the ocean twenty-four-seven, the swell of the waves more perceptible when I lay down at night.

      The sound of little feet padding in my direction brought a curl to my lips. Mikaella and Justine stood in my doorway, wearing matching PJs and grins, fawning over every piece of clothing spread on my bed when I invited them in. None of the outfits were spectacular, but they ran their fingers over the material of the jeans, T-shirts, blouses, and summer dresses as if they were priceless pieces. Justine, spread on her front, took a whiff of one of my cardigans.

      “Do you wear perfume?” Mikaella asked, now standing next to me, her big sparkling eyes traveling over my few possessions.

      “Sometimes.”

      “Can I try it?”

      That’s when I realized Mikaella never got the chance to do just that, wear her mother’s perfume. Or try her heels and jewelry. Tiny needles pierced my heart as I watched her.

      I neared her and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Absolutely. Let me find it first. I think it might be⁠—”

      Sam’s voice reached us. “Girls, ready for breakfast?”

      Justine jumped to her feet. “Maddie, come, come,” she singsonged. She curled her fingers around my digit and pulled me after her, the sound of her laughter contagious.

      I choked on a gulp of air when we stepped into the kitchen and I came face to face with Sam.

      “Morning,” he whispered, his eyes locked on mine, an unreadable expression crossing his features.

      “Morning.” I coughed out the single word.

      “Sleep well?” he asked with one tipped brow, a hint of a smile curving his lips.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Could he guess, just by staring at me, I gave myself an orgasm while my mind overflowed with images of him? While he sang to me? Oh. My. God. Was my face turning crimson? Were my eyes betraying me?

      I swallowed, pretending to be immersed in something Mikaella said as I replied, “You?”

      His throat worked, and he said nothing for a beat. “Yep.” He pinched his brows together, shook his head, his smile still anchored to his mouth, and turned around, humming. A new buoyancy, I never noticed before, trailed behind him.

      Something had happened. Sam Stevens wasn’t the chirpiest guy on the planet. And now he looked rejuvenated. And in the best of moods I’d ever seen him.

      I cleared my throat, wiped my moist palms on my jeans skirt, took a cleansing breath in, and offered, “Want me to make my special chocolate and strawberry waffle recipe?”

      “Yes,” the girls screamed at the same time.

      Sam and I burst into a chuckle, and it filled the room with a lightness I couldn’t resist.

      Just like that, I became a full-time presence in their household, and for some reason, it felt strangely comfortable as if we’d all been living together forever.
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            SAM

          

        

      

    

    
      Breakfast, the first one we shared with Madison, turned out to be much more of an enlivened experience than usual. The girls, in a cheery mood, couldn’t stop chatting and laughing. At their request, as if she was a new shiny toy they had to carry around everywhere, Madison helped them get dressed before Riley and Devon picked them up and drove them to the zoo. I loved the idea of giving Madison some much-needed time and space to unpack and make herself at home, without my little chatterboxes asking hundreds of questions and creating additional cacophony to the task. We had almost two months left before leaving for the tour. The four of us living together under the same roof was the final test to prove to me that we could do this—all of us, together.

      “I’ll be in my office if you need help with anything,” I told Madison after I carried the rest of her boxes from the garage to her room.

      “Thanks. I should be fine.” She offered me a warm smile. When she tied her hair up in a high ponytail, her shirt lifted from the front, giving me a peek of her toned midriff when she raised her arms.

      I swallowed hard and forced myself to look away.

      After last night, I wasn’t allowed to look at her in any way other than my daughters’ nanny or the hired help. My dick and I had reached an agreement last night, and I was adamant about it, even though my body rang with bliss after I relieved some of the tension that had been crippling it. Now I felt like a new man. One who’d broken through some of the chains holding him in place.

      I retreated to my office slash music studio before Madison could notice how I ogled her, and locked myself for hours, not risking a foot out, even to get lunch. Sure, last night had helped to get rid of the edginess, but I was a weak bastard when it came down to Madison Prescott. Truth be told, now that no children could walk in and break whatever moment we shared, I feared I couldn’t be trusted to contain myself. Or that my willpower would snap if presented with an opportunity to kiss her sweet mouth without any lingering distractions.

      When the doorbell rang around five, I put my guitar on its stand and rubbed my fists over my eyes, wiping out the exhaustion that weighed there.

      The front door opened before I had time to get to it. Two small tornados rushed in with blue cotton candy and sugary smiles.

      “Daddy, I saw a monkey. And a giraffe. And a potalalamus. Uncle Riley told me we could go back again another time. With you and Maddie. Where’s Maddie? Where’s Maddie? Where’s Maddie?” Justine hopped all around me, unable to stay put for more than a few seconds, her eyes round and glistening and her pigtails bouncing on either side of her head.

      I looked behind me. No trace of Madison. I would’ve thought she would come running at the commotion. She never resisted the lure of my daughters’ innate enthusiasm.

      I pinched my brows and shrugged. “In her room…huh…I think. Don’t go in. Knock and wait—” My baby girl disappeared before I could finish giving her instructions.

      Justine wasn’t very good with personal boundaries. I’d have to tell Madison to lock her bedroom door when she didn’t wish to be disturbed. Or maybe I could buy her a doorknob sign that said Unavailable or something funny to keep the girls out.

      Mikaella inched closer, and I lifted her and dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “How is it going, sweet pea? Had a great day?”

      My daughter sighed. “Yeah. I wanted to stay till late, but Uncle Riley said it was time to go, and if I stayed behind, I’d have to clean the elephants’ cage.” She scrunched up her adorable face. “Ugh, it’s disgusting. Not cleaning elephant poop. It’s huge and smelly. Yucky. Big no.”

      Riley, Devon, and I all started laughing when teen-Mikaella made a face that spelled It’s not funny Daddy. I swallowed my chuckle.

      “Sweet pea, you’re right. I’m glad you decided to come home.” I ruffled her hair, and she disappeared upstairs after saying goodbye to my friends.

      “How did it g⁠—?”

      “Daddy. Come. Quick. Maddie is sick,” Justine screamed from the other side of the house where the guest room was.

      My eyes traveled between Riley and Devon, and I lifted a finger. “Gimme a sec.” I followed the sound of my daughter’s voice that pleaded, “Hurry, Daddy.”

      “What’s wrong, baby girl? I—” My words died on the tip of my tongue when I entered the guest bedroom. Madison lay on the tiled floor in the adjoining bathroom, her face ghostly white and her lips trembling.

      I moved closer and crouched down beside her, combing the loose tendrils of her hair away from her face. “Hey, talk to me. What’s going on?”

      “I’m…I’m sick. I’ve been… I’ve been throwing up for the last hour.” Her eyes were glossy and her hands shaky. I felt her forehead with the back of my palm.

      “You’re burning up. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You…you were busy. I-I didn’t want to bother you. I thought it might just be indigestion.”

      “Want me to drive you to the clinic?”

      She shook her head, and it took everything I had not to pull her into my arms and kiss her fever away. “Nah. It’s probably a stomach bug…or…or the flu. I’ll rest tonight. I-I should be fine by the morning.”

      “Your skin is gray,” Justine said, framing her face with her hands.

      “She’s right. You don’t look so fine to me. Wait here. I’ll bring you something for the fever.”

      Devon was standing outside the bedroom after I gave Madison the medicine. “Listen, Sam. Riley and I talked. We don’t want the girls to catch something. If it’s okay with you, we’ll take them home with us tonight.”

      I sighed and nodded. Even if I knew she was right, I couldn’t help my stomach from free-falling at the thought. My girls had only ever had a handful of sleepovers in their lives, and only with their grandparents. It wasn’t exactly how I’d pictured their first real one to be. But honestly, what choice did I have? “You sure?”

      “Affirmative.”

      I huffed. “Okay. Let me pack their stuff.”

      “I’ll help you. Come on, sweetie,” Devon said to Justine, tugging at her hand. “Let Maddie rest. Your daddy will take good care of her. Now we should get ready because Mika and you are having a sleepover at our place tonight. Isn’t it exciting? I bet Hope will be ecstatic to have friends over.”

      Justine bounced on her feet, her smile growing larger by the second. She singsonged, “Sleeporver. Sleeporver. Sleeporver.”

      I shook my head with a grin. That girl.

      I buckled Justine in her car seat, kissed both my daughters, and made them promise to be on their best behavior. Mikaella stared at me, a wrinkle forming across her forehead. The tiny-teenager version of her had made a comeback. She waggled a finger before me. “You better not catch the flu, Daddy. It’s gross when people vomit. Dis-gus-ting. Sabrina threw up in art class once, and it stank soooo bad.”

      I raised my hands. “Pinky swear. I’ll do my best, sweet pea.”

      With my heart leaping in my throat at the idea my kids were experiencing a new milestone without me, I waved at the car pulling out of the driveway. My lips tilted up at the sight of Riley in daddy mode, driving Devon’s black SUV instead of his usual red sports car. Yeah, the family-man vibe kinda suited him.

      Once inside, I rushed to check on Madison. Heaves rocked her body. She flushed the toilet, looking even paler than before. “My-my stomach didn’t appreciate the medicine.” A timid smile grazed her lips, her eyes shadowed by dark circles. She rubbed her upper arms, chills shaking her body.

      “Tell me what to do. I’d heat some soup, but I’m not sure you’ll be able to keep it in.” Her teeth chattered. “How about a blanket?”

      She nodded. “Please. I’m sooo cold.”

      I returned to the room minutes later with a pile of blankets in my arms, helped her to bed, and wrapped one around her shoulders.”Better?”

      “I’m sorry, Sam. I’m supposed to care for Justine and Mika, not the other way around.”

      “Get some rest and stop worrying. The girls left with Ry. Sleep. I’ll check on you later.” I half-closed her door so I could hear her if she needed me.

      How could I have been so stupid, locking myself in my studio all day, to have missed Madison being sick?

      “See what you did?” I hissed at my dick. “All your fault. You can’t behave, and now we’re hiding from temptation. Nice job.”

      I fixed dinner, and for the first time in forever had to eat by myself. No sound filled the lonely silence. I was so used to living in squabbles and giggles that I had forgotten what quiet sounded like.

      For a fleeting moment, I savored the calm. I knew the girls were safe, yet my insides still coiled at the thought of them being away.

      Restless, I checked on Madison for the millionth time. The sight of her when I cracked open the door broke my heart. She was awake now, curled up on herself, knees drawn to her chest, shivering and her teeth chattering.

      “Fuck. That bad, huh?”

      She lifted her eyes, and her gaze pierced mine.

      “Wanna take a bath? I know that’s what I do when I’m not feeling well,” I suggested, hands shoved in my pockets, not sure how to approach the situation…or her.

      “Yes,” she murmured. “Please. Can you⁠—?”

      I nodded. “Gimme a few minutes. I’ll come to get you when it’s ready.”

      Hiding in the en-suite bathroom, I exhaled the tension swirling in me. I honestly had no clue what I was doing, and deep down I knew I wasn’t the right person to help Madison. But who else would care for her when it was just the two of us left here?

      Why didn’t I insist Devon stay and help her out? That would have made much more sense. I sighed because I was an idiot, but not that much of an idiot. I would never risk Devon getting sick on my behalf just because I was too stubborn to keep my hormones in check.

      I shook my head, chasing the dreadful thoughts away, and turned on the faucet. Once the bathtub was full and the water was slightly more than lukewarm, I went to get Madison, who hadn’t moved from her position on the bed. “Still up for that bath?”

      She nodded.

      With careful steps, I helped her to the other room. I placed a clean towel by the bathtub. “You got everything you need?” I asked.

      She whispered a low “Yes”.

      “Think you can manage on your own or do you need me to…you know…help you out?” The words exited my mouth before I could analyze them, and I wanted to slap myself for being so absurd.

      And now I was volunteering to help undress my children’s nanny. Absolutely fucking great.

      “I-I can manage. Thanks…for…huh…offering.”

      I rubbed my nape, keeping my focus on the water. “I’ll be in the other room. Just call me if you want anything…or whatever… I’ll be over there if you… Anyway, I’ll let you do your thing now,” I said, pointing behind me with my thumb. Way to go, Sam. Real, smooth.

      After twenty minutes, I heard the distinctive sound of bathwater being drained and moved to my feet. Seconds later, Madison reappeared wearing only a purple terry cloth robe she adjusted at the waist.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, taking tentative steps in her direction.

      “A bit better. But I’m still cold.” As if summoned, chills traversed her, and she wrapped her arms around herself.

      “I called our family doctor while you were in the tub. There’s a bug going around. He said to call him back if the fever doesn’t break within two days.”

      Madison returned to her previous position under the covers, and I tucked two blankets around her.

      “Want water?”

      She nodded.

      I left the room and came back seconds later with a full glass. She took small sips before discarding it on the bedside table.

      Her teeth chattered.

      I sat on the edge of her bed, and the voices in my head hollered that I’d regret what I was about to do. But damn it. Madison looked like shit, and if I could do anything to make her feel better, I wouldn’t miss my chance. Ignoring the way my heart banged against my ribs, I raked my fingers through my hair and spoke the thing I feared I’d regret the moment the words escaped my mouth, “Scoot over. I’ll warm you up.” She shifted to her right, and I stretched my legs over the pile of covers. With one arm around her shoulders, I pulled her against me. My hand found her forehead. Warm as a furnace against me, her fever hadn’t broken. “I got you,” I whispered against her hair, my lips dying to kiss her right there.

      Madison nestled in the crook of my arm, her head resting on my chest, and her body grew heavier as she fell asleep.

      A long while later, her chills abated, and her breathing evened out.

      Half-seated, a pillow behind my back, I refused to move, not willing to wake her up.

      The scent of her perfume permeated my nostrils. Citrus and Madison.

      My eyelids fluttered, and my head hung lower. Before I realized it, I dozed off too.

      “No, Mama, no.”

      Gut-wrenching sobs and a death grip on my upper arm jolted me awake. In the darkness, I had a hard time recalling where I was or if it had all been a dream or reality.

      “No, please. No. Stop. It hurts.”

      The grip on my arm tightened, fingernails digging into my skin through my shirt.

      Madison.

      I cocked my head to watch her, the light from the hallway casting a soft glow on her tear-drenched face. With my thumb, I brushed away the wetness on her cheeks, noting that her fever had dropped a little. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s just a bad dream. You’re safe. Nothing will happen to you.”

      Her glossy eyes captured mine, and for a second, I got lost in them. Her lips shuddered, and she blinked as if to reset her brain. “Thanks,” she whispered, her voice rough.

      “Still freezing?” I asked.

      “Yesss,” she said, her voice carrying the remnants of fear.

      “Want me to stay?”

      “Please.”

      I reached for her hand, and she relaxed in my embrace. With a quiet peace stirring in my core, we both drifted back to sleep.

      The sound of my phone vibrating on the nightstand pulled me out of my slumber. It took me a moment to come back to a conscious state.

      Still asleep beside me, Madison’s head was pressed against my chest. I brushed my fingers across her forehead and realized her fever had dropped

      I stretched my arm to grab my device and look at the time. Nine o’clock. My limbs felt so heavy that I would have sworn it was much later. Many notifications filled the screen. The first one was a text from Riley, sent over three hours ago. I clicked it open.

      
        
          
            
              
        Riley

      

      
        We’re fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      Along was a picture showing him, Devon, and the girls at a pizza place, all grinning.

      The latest one was of my girls deep asleep in his guest bedroom, Hope, their dog, squeezed between them.

      
        
          
            
              
        Riley

      

      
        See? More than fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled at this sight and typed back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Enjoy. They turn into monsters on day three.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Riley

      

      
        No, they’re adorable.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I know. Kiss them goodnight for me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Riley

      

      
        Will do. I’ll call you in the morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      I placed my phone beside me and tilted my head back. Madison muttered something in her sleep, and I froze to avoid disturbing her rest. I held my breath, waiting awhile, wondering if the nightmares would make a comeback.

      They didn’t. She mumbled some more until she fell back into deep sleep.

      Her company filled a void I never knew existed in my heart.

      I missed that. Having a woman to cuddle. To care for. To love. Sure, I had my daughters to keep me fully busy and fill my heart with butterflies and magic, but I missed having a woman in my arms. In her sleep, Madison circled my waist with one arm like she could read my inner thoughts, and I was a goner.

      A part of me yearned to stand and run away, to leave the room, but I couldn’t because the rest of me longed for her comfort as much as she required mine.

      Hating myself for not being strong enough to do the right thing, I removed the pillow behind my back and lowered myself onto the bed, and without giving my brain room to think, I closed my eyes and drifted back to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The early morning sun’s rays filtered through the drapes and blinded me as I forced my eyes open. I fastened my arm around the woman splayed over me. Until my brain caught up and I remembered it wasn’t just any woman, but Madison, my children’s twenty-one-year-old nanny, wearing only a bathrobe.

      Fuck.

      The realization I’d slept in her bed, our bodies entangled, chased the last traces of sleep from me. I could feel the softness and warmth of her legs and stomach against my skin. What did I do? How could I have been so careless? This was a ginormous mistake. A big setback. Putting the tour at risk. If it went to hell, I’d never forgive myself. And Riley would kill me. My kids would never forgive me if Madison decided to leave us. They loved her. They needed her. I depended on her…and needed her too. Much more than she’d ever know.

      Why was I acting like a hormonal teenager instead of a grown-up man around this woman?

      Just as traitorous as usual, my morning wood stretched tall and proud, and her hand moved too close for comfort. My breath wheezed when I tried to squirm out of her hold. I failed. Her eyes sprang open, and I flinched internally at this situation. I cursed all the saints I could remember the names of in my head.

      Just when everything in my life almost made sense again, I screwed up the fragile balance by sleeping with the nanny. Well, not sleeping with her, per se, but beside her. As if that changed anything. We slept in the same fucking bed. In each other’s embrace.

      “Hey,” I said, to break the awkward silence, running a hand over my face, unable to look at her just yet. “Listen… Huh… I’m sorry. I tried to warm you up, and I kinda fell asleep. This wasn’t planned. Won’t happen again.” My body vibrated at the excitement of her not being in a hurry to escape my arms and the situation I put us in. It was like she belonged there.

      The mishap woke up a thirst inside me.

      For the first time since Lisa left, I wondered when I’d let myself find love again. One day. Maybe when the girls would be old enough to understand and ready to welcome another woman into their lives.

      Trying to conceal my more-than-obvious erection, I pulled the blanket over my lower body.

      Madison detached from me and sat beside me, her hair disheveled, and her lips a dark shade of pink. The sight reminded me of that morning after we kissed, a lifetime ago.

      I focused on her face. Sporting flushed cheeks and shiny eyes, I wondered if she was still feverish. “How are you this morning?” Small talk was something I didn’t excel in. We had broken so many of our own rules yesterday. So many boundaries. So many everything. I cared for Madison with the goodness of my heart, without any ulterior motives, but right now, in the light of a new day, our night together seemed to mean an awful lot more. No matter how hard we tried to stay apart, we always ended up entwined in each other. I’d be lying if I said waking up with her in my arms didn’t feel incredible, and I hadn’t slept this soundly in years.

      “Better. I think.” She nibbled on her lower lip, leaving tiny indentations I wished I could erase with a kiss.

      “Good.”

      I stirred to rise when her hand reached for mine. “Thanks. You know…for making sure I didn’t like…you know…be alone.” She paused, her gaze trained on our joined hands. “And for warming me up.”

      I nodded. “I couldn’t let you freeze to death. Ice blue isn’t your color,” I said in a teasing voice. I cocked my head to the side and ordered my entire body to stay put. “Now that you’re doing better, I…I should go.”

      She nodded her agreement while fastening the tie of her robe around her waist and resting against the headboard.

      “Listen, I know you told me once to never try to fix you or anything, and it’s not what I did…or what I’m doing here. You were having nightmares last night, and they sounded kinda scary. I just… It would make me feel better if I knew they aren’t memories. The other night, you mentioned being neglected as a child. Call it father’s instinct…but I don’t know… It sounded serious. Like you feared something—or someone.”

      Great, now I was rambling, trying not to sound like a patronizing idiot.

      Madison cleared her throat. “I did? Oh, I’m so sorry. This is embarrassing… It used to be a daily occurrence when I was a kid. I haven’t had those in years.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She offered me a tiny curl of her lips. “Yeah, no need to worry. I’m fine. I’ve never been beaten up or anything. It’s all in the past… Nothing to worry about.”

      “You’d tell me if it wasn’t the case?”

      “Yes.”

      Without another word or look in her direction, I left her in the middle of the bed, closing the door behind me. Scratching my temple and pondering her words, I hurried to my bedroom upstairs.
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      When I woke up, the scent of fever clung to me. My eyelids weighed tons, and I couldn’t seem to open them. My body felt sluggish, my limbs unable to follow commands. Disjointed memories of the previous day overtook my mind. I recalled being sick and Justine screaming for Sam. And then, blackout. The fever had messed with my brain. I remembered feeling cold—teeth-chattering cold. I forced my mind to work so I could figure out if I had made a fool of myself. Or thrown up somewhere I shouldn’t have. How did I even make it to my bed? I couldn’t even twitch a muscle when I had laid down on the bathroom floor.

      I swept my tongue across my upper teeth in a faint attempt to dissipate the bitter taste in my mouth.

      A slight movement on my left startled me.

      Oh no, had one of the girls joined me in bed in the middle of the night?

      If so, we’d have to discuss it. Sam would never agree to this, and I wouldn’t too. Talk about blurred lines. The idea of them walking down the stairs in the dark was enough to send a wave of panic through me.

      My heart banged in my chest at the thought of it.

      The deep breaths couldn’t belong to Mikaella or Justine.

      Someone—a male someone—was lying beside me. Oh God… What did I do last night? Worse, I had no recollection of any of it.

      My body recognized him before my mind had time to catch up.

      His scent, a musky mix of woodsy aftershave and something exclusively him, filled my nose, and the realization hit me. I wasn’t entangled with just anyone. I was entwined with Sam Stevens. My boss. And the man I was madly in love with, however much I tried to convince myself otherwise.

      A nightmare. It all boiled down to this.

      I messed up. We messed up. Something must have happened, because why else would we be sharing a bed?

      I raked my brain, but I could only recall him talking about blankets. What did I miss? I sucked in a hefty dose of oxygen. Think, Maddie.

      There must have been a logical explanation for this… huh… situation, for lack of a better word. No matter what, we were sharing a bed. A bed. My arm was around him, my legs tangled with his.

      My breath hitched on its way out. Tremors rose in the depths of me—not the feverish kind this time.

      My mouth filled with acid. Would I be sick again?

      Could this be a hallucination? Perhaps my fever hadn’t broken, and my brain was making up stories based on my fantasies. Perhaps I was still deep asleep and dreaming.

      I inhaled, wishing I could wake up alone in my own bed, and that all of this was just a figment of my imagination.

      With renewed energy and motivation to learn the truth, I forced my eyes open, one at a time. Sam’s gaze was locked on mine. My airways constricted and my chest tightened. None of it was a dream.

      “Hey,” he said, a tiny arc gracing his lips that depicted more anxiety than genuine happiness. His voice, sexy and rough from sleep, warmed my insides.

      Feeling self-conscious, I secured the bathrobe tie around my waist. When did I even change into this? My brain was failing me. I couldn’t seem to recall anything. Sam’s gaze followed the movement of my fingers, and I wrapped the bedspread around me as he rambled.

      After some forced small talk on his part, Sam’s expression shifted from caring to worried. His next words shook me to my core. “Listen, I know you told me once to never try to fix you or anything, and it’s not what I did…or what I’m doing here.” He kept talking, but only every other word registered.

      I wanted to disappear—this was so humiliating.

      I hadn’t had nightmares about my early childhood in years. These days, they manifested often. My boss had witnessed one of my middle of the night breakdowns. Was fever to blame, or were there similarities between my early years and his kids’ reality? After all, he had confided in me about Justine’s recurring nightmares.

      When Sam exited my bedroom, after I reassured him I was doing just fine and he didn’t have to make a big deal about my bad dreams, I resumed my breathing.

      Once in the en-suite bathroom, alone, with my back leaning against the closed door, I exhaled, releasing all the agitation that churned within me.

      Unwelcome heat crept along my cheeks. How could I ever face my boss again after waking up in his arms, wearing nothing but a half-open robe? We’d agreed to stay apart. And now…we’d woken up tangled up. In bed.

      I undressed, praying the hot shower would quiet my racing thoughts before they erupted into a full-blown panic attack. The hot water soothed some of my frayed nerves. And it washed away most of the leftover traces of last night’s fever.

      Tiptoeing out of my room, dressed casually in a pair of lounge pants and a gray long-sleeved shirt, I approached the kitchen. Unsure about what to say, I rolled my bottom lip between my teeth, flicking my still-damp hair over my shoulder, trying to look unaffected. Sam’s gaze locked on mine the instant I stepped into his peripheral vision. The intensity in his eyes pinned me to the spot, stealing the air from my lungs and the thoughts from my brain.

      The words died on my tongue. Nerves gripped me. My heart shot up into my throat, and another wave of heat rolled over me. Was the fever coming back?

      Even without being able to name it, I could tell something had shifted between Sam and me after waking up in his arms earlier.

      The way our bodies fit together.

      The zing of electricity that sparked from him to me.

      His tousled bed hair, lending him a boyish charm.

      And his eyes—now I was certain—could read me, if I let him in.

      “Feeling better? For real?” Sam asked as I poured myself a tall glass of orange juice and took a seat at the island.

      “I think so.”

      “Hungry?”

      “Famished. Something smells divine.”

      “Good. ‘Cause I’ve made scrambled eggs. Want some?”

      I nodded.

      “Here,” he said, pushing a plate in front of me. “I’m heading out to pick up the girls. Need anything before I go?”

      I swallowed a mouthful of food. “No. All good.”

      “We are spending the day running errands. Just rest, okay?”

      “You sure? I can take care of them if you have work to do. I’m not at the top of my game, but I’m feeling much better than I did yesterday, and I can deal with them.”

      “Nah. Take it easy.”

      I brought a forkful of eggs to my mouth but didn’t take a bite. “About last night…huh…thank you. For everything.” I paused and cringed. “Are we fine?”

      Sam swiveled to face me. “I am if you are. It was a lack of judgment on my part. I’m sorry I put you in an embarrassing situation. Don’t want you to think I-I took advantage. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “You were there for me.”

      “Yeah…then… Okay. Yes. We’re good.”

      Sam took off, leaving me all alone with my chaotic thoughts.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I chastised myself. “No matter how amazing the chemistry is between you two. Get. A. Grip. On. Yourself. Girl.”

      Caring and longing for someone were two different things, and right now, thanks to yesterday’s fever, I was mixing them both.

      “Get your groove back on. You have a job to do.” After I cleaned the kitchen, I wrapped myself in the pink fluffy blanket in the den and lay down on the couch, too weak to do anything but rest, as Sam had suggested.

      I exhaled my annoyance.

      Every time I tried to stay away from him and felt I was making progress, some incident would pull me right back to square one.

      I breathed out the last remnants of mortification writhing in my lungs.

      Adjusting myself, I sealed my eyelids and abandoned myself to sleep, praying it would make me forget all the awkwardness of the morning.

      I sighed. All better now.
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      In a rush to leave and before the weirdness between Madison and me returned, I exited the kitchen, climbing into my SUV minutes later. Turning the key in the ignition, I savored the fleeting sense of freedom. If last night had taught me one thing, it was that this woman had the power to ruin me if I didn’t keep myself in check.

      Alone in my car on my way to pick up the girls, I got lost in my own mind. Images I tried to keep at bay flashed in rapid succession, my brain refusing to grant me the reprieve I begged it for. Madison, with her hair loose on her back, still damp from her shower, and her cheeks now a healthier shade of pink. When she entered the kitchen earlier, while I was prepping breakfast. Her sea-green irises that drew me in, the moment she neared me.

      How we stared at each other for a fat minute, neither of us strong enough to escape the magnetism we always fell under.

      My heart thundered in my chest at the memory, the sight alone strong enough to unleash all the locked-up lust simmering inside me.

      I coughed to loosen my throat and rolled my neck, my blood flowing to my groin instead of my brain.

      “Daddy,” Justine screamed, tackling my legs before I could lift her up as she opened the door at Riley’s, a craftsman house he bought a few years back. My friend slash manager had the means to live in the most upper-class neighborhoods of Nashville, but after growing up in one of those mansions, he said he preferred living a much simpler life. Again, it suited him.

      Hope came running too, and I squatted to pet her head while she licked my bare knee just beneath the hem of my khaki shorts.

      Wrapping my baby in my arms, I kissed her cheek. “How was the sleepover? Did you girls have fun? Have you been nice?”

      “Daddy, we’re always nice.” She giggled when I tickled her belly after I stood back up and kicked the door shut.

      “Stop worrying, Stevens,” Riley chimed in, handing me a mug of hot caffeine. “Hungry? We baked croissants.”

      “No. Just had breakfast before coming over.” I entered the kitchen. “Hey, sweet pea,” I said, nearing Mikaella and ruffling her hair.

      “Daddy. I’m not ready to go. I wanna stay here with Devon. We have plans. Girl plans.”

      I scratched my nape. “I understand, but I have a whole day planned for us too.”

      “Is Maddie coming?”

      “Nah. She’s gonna rest a little longer. She’s already doing better, though.”

      Mikaella pouted and pressed her fists to her hips. “I like it most when Maddie is there with us.”

      Me too, Mika.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. The plan was to stay away from Madison all day—not to invite her to spend her day off with us. “How do you feel about the children’s museum?”

      Her eyes lit up. “For real?”

      “Yes. But if you wanna go, you better finish your breakfast and get ready.”

      Riley snickered beside me as she attacked her food. Devon joined us, and after kissing me on the cheek, she sat next to my daughter.

      My friend motioned for me to follow him and led the way to his home office. “You good?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Just wanted to check on you and make sure you were holding on. It’s been an intense couple of months, and I don’t want you to have a panic attack because you feel overwhelmed.”

      “Everything’s great. I swear.”

      He frowned and studied me, searching my face for the answer to a silent question. “How is it going with Madison? Do you think it’ll work out on the road for that long? I sensed some tension between the two of you the other day.”

      The tension wasn’t between us. It was between my legs. All my egoistical dick’s fault.

      I blew out my discomfort. “All good. No tension. The girls love her. She’s amazing with them, and I trust her, so that’s all I’m asking for.”

      My friend clapped my shoulder and grinned. “Enjoy your free time then because your life is about to get a bit wild again.” His cheerfulness vanished. “Stevens, I’m glad we’re doing this together. I really am.”

      “Yeah, me too. Thanks for getting me out of my sad existence. I owe you one.”

      For the rest of the day, the girls and I visited the children’s museum. It was enough distraction to keep my thoughts in line for a few hours.

      On our way back to our car, both my daughters’ hands rested in mine while Mikaella kicked pebbles and dust on my right, and Justine sang a cartoon theme song on my left.

      The late afternoon sun shone through the buildings, warming my face. Birds chirped in the trees lining the sidewalk. My daughters had lasting smiles on their faces.

      Life was great, and about to get even better.

      We spoke about everything and anything when Justine asked, “Do you think Maddie is missing us?”

      My throat worked at the mention of my forbidden crush. My daughter stopped in her tracks, trying to catch my gaze, her eyes shining with expectation.

      “Yeah, I’m sure she is.”

      “Cool,” she said, resuming her walk. As if her question hadn’t just fucked with my mind and willpower to forget about the nanny for the time being. She continued, her happy demeanor never faltering. “Because I miss her too. I really don’t like it when Mama’s sick. It makes me sad.”

      My heart flipped in my chest. Beads of sweat popped on my nape. My mouth went dry, and black dots danced in front of my eyes.

      Before I could object or come up with a reply, Mikaella jumped in. “Maddie is not your mama, loser. She’s your nanny. You already have a mama. And you can’t have two. It’s the rule.”

      I let go of Mikaella’s hand to drag a palm over my face before turning toward her once I regained some of my composure back. “Mika, you can’t talk to your sister like that. It’s not nice. What did I already tell you about using grown-up language?”

      Justine’s eyes filled with tears.

      My eldest daughter’s face was flushed with indignation. “I’m right. Maddie isn’t her mama.”

      Awesome. Perfectly awesome.

      “No. You liar. I don’t have a mama, and I want one. And I choose Maddie to be my mama. No one else. She’s nice. And kisses my booboos. And reads to me at night. And she thinks I’m a princess. Maddie is my mama.” Sobs rocked my baby’s body, and she hid her face in my leg.

      I crouched down to draw her to my heart. The one about to escape my chest and leave me to deal with this mess all by myself.

      Words jammed in my throat, while Mikaella continued her rant. “Your mama’s name is Lisa. Not Maddie. You’re so dumb, Justine. Stop being a baby. You cannot have two mommies. Just one. One. And you’re not allowed to choose.”

      Her words shook me to my core, and I came back to my senses, holding my hands up to put a stop to the argument. “Girls, stop. Justine is allowed to wish she had a mama. It’s perfectly normal. And Mika, you’re right, Maddie is not your mama.” How would I ever deal with this? It was bound to happen at some point. Madison and I had crossed lines. We had changed the rules. Even without realizing it, my daughters sensed it. . I blamed myself for all of it. Even I had a hard time keeping up with the situation. For now, I wished the girls and I could have had this discussion later—much later. When they were old enough to get it. To understand the hues and implications.

      Leading my daughters to the nearest bench, I sat with them on either side, my arms curled around their shoulders. “Listen. I know you have questions about Lisa. I do too. But I’m not sure I have the answers you’re both looking for. Justine, Maddie is not your mama. She’s a nice woman helping us out and taking care of you. She loves you two very much, but Mika is right.”

      “But I want Maddie to be my mama,” she sniffled, pressing her runny nose against the sleeve of my T-shirt.

      I tightened my arm around her. “I know you do.”

      “And Mika, no more calling your sister names. Enough with that. It’s not how we speak to each other in this family. Justine is four. It’s all confusing to her. Even I am confused sometimes. It’s okay if you are too.”

      “What confused means?”

      I let out a low snicker. “It’s when you don’t know something because it seems a bit complicated. And a lot of grown-up things are confusing.”

      “Can I call Maddie Mama?” Justine asked, her cheeks drenched with tears, but her eyes filled with hope.

      “Let’s call her Maddie, okay? Can you do that?”

      My youngest daughter bobbed her head and moving to her knees, hooked her arms around my neck. “I love you, Daddy.”

      I pulled Mikaella closer. “I love you, girls. Now let’s go home and make some mac and cheese and have a picnic in your castle. Sounds good?”

      They both cheered up, and our discussion was probably not forgotten, but put aside for now. When Lisa left, she put the burden of dealing with her departure on my shoulders. She fucking quit on us and didn’t even have to pick up the broken pieces she scattered behind.

      From that night, I dreaded the moment I would have to explain her actions to our children. No, my children. She had lost the privilege to call them hers when she forfeited her parental rights.

      With my heart heavy in my chest, I made it home, exhausted by all the things I had no control over.
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      “Okay, girls. Today we’re decorating the tour bus. I bought supplies to make it ours. Uncle Riley is freaking out at the idea we’re painting it pink, but I’m sure it will grow on him.”

      They both chuckled. Mikaella, Justine, Madison, and I were all dressed in old shorts and shirts, ready to tackle our pre-assigned tasks.

      “Justine and Maddie, you’re in charge of the bunk room. You’re painting all four walls in the bubblegum pink we picked up earlier. Tomorrow, the artist I hired will come and paint the giant unicorn mural, so it must be done by tonight. Are you up to the challenge?”

      They both nodded, their fists resting on their hips, paintbrushes hanging from their fingers.

      “What about us, Daddy?” Mikaella asked.

      “Sweet pea, you and I, we’re doing some construction work.”

      “With the big saw?”

      “Yes. With the big saw. And a hammer. And all kinds of power tools. Do you think you can help me with this task?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Great. Let’s start. And grandma sewed matching comforters for your beds. She’ll send them over.”

      “YAY.” Both girls screamed at the same time.

      Madison and I exchanged a glance. Things were better between us. Even after the night we spent wrapped up in each other in her bed. Following my conversation with my daughters that day, I had drilled into my head once and for all that Madison and I were better as friends, our relationship less confusing to all of us. The sexual tension between us had decreased from a wildfire to a blaze. Still scorching but easier to control. It seemed like Madison had come to the same conclusion because she didn’t stare at me the same way anymore.

      Things were great and going according to the plan.

      “Teams,” I called out. “Ready, set, go.”

      Madison lifted Justine in her arms, and they hurried inside the bus. The bunk room wasn’t big by all means, but with personal touches and love, it would be perfect for the girls.

      “Okay, sweet pea,” I squatted to level my eyes with hers, “you and I will put together the new doll house I bought, and then we’ll build a small bookshelf to put in your room and a ladder so you can climb on and off the top bed. We wouldn’t want you to break your other wrist, would we?” I could have bought all this, but I thought it would be more fun to do it ourselves. I wanted the girls to feel at home on the bus, and doing all the prep work with them sounded like a good idea.
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