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        Spencer

      

      

      The judge pounds his gavel and we all stand. It was done. Mom and Aunt Hildie hug me, and my attorney claps me on the shoulder.

      “Congratulations, Spence. You’re officially Krissy’s father now.”

      The DSS social worker approaches with a four-month-old baby girl in her arms, and my gut takes a rollercoaster ride, plunging deep. My eyes are on the small bundle, and it takes everything in me to stand up straight.

      Mom squeezes my arm. “You’ll be a fine father. Your brother had faith in you.”

      The social worker hands over Krissy Logan, my recently deceased brother’s baby girl. I don’t point out to Mom that the only reason my half-brother named me to take his baby is because the bastard decided to commit suicide. What does he know about being a good father?

      He left nothing but a pile of bills, a scrawled suicide note saying he wanted me to care for Krissy, and Krissy, the poor innocent baby, abandoned twice before she was six months old. Her no-good mother is a drug addict and left when her baby was six weeks old. She’s currently serving time down south. The only good thing she did is sign over her rights as a parent.

      I take Krissy from the social worker and hold her awkwardly. Of all my step-brother Neil’s blood relatives—which doesn’t include Mom or Aunt Hildie but does include my absentee father—I’m the most capable of taking care of her.

      But that doesn’t make me capable at all.

      I have a job—for the next year—and I have a house.

      And apparently, a new life that is nothing like the one I expected when I took the coaching job with the Whalers in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, where I grew up. The deal is only for one year, but I have to take my shot at head coach in the NHL.

      Even with the new responsibility of taking care of Krissy, I need this shot to redeem my career. And to pay the bills.
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          Spencer

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later

      Pushing a stroller filled with a baby and all the baby’s stuff, half of which I don’t know how to use, I push the door open from the garage to the elevator lobby, and my hockey bag slips off my shoulder, falling in the direction of the little girl. My little girl—the idea hasn’t stuck yet that Krissy is mine.

      “Fuck.” I catch the bag before it hits the stroller, grateful I still have quick reflexes, even if I’ve lost my speed, flexibility, and whatever the hell else I needed to keep playing hockey at the NHL level.

      Shifting the strap of my hockey bag back up on my shoulder, I shake my head because I shouldn’t have bothered taking my equipment into the office. The briefcase hanging from my other shoulder is all I really need. I’m not a player anymore. I’m the fucking coach now. Of an NHL team.

      You’d think I’d be more grateful for the privilege, but it gets harder and harder to hang onto that good break in my life every day since my brother decided to end his short, misspent life. I press the up button on the elevator and turn when I hear a commotion. Or, more accurately, I hear two people bickering as they push through the door and join me.

      “If it isn’t Coach. How ya doing, Spence?” The big man grins and puts out a fist for a friendly bump as if we’re old friends.

      I nod. “You’re in early, Hall.” I should be thrilled that our new team’s big star center, Jason Hall, pilfered from Florida’s Stanley Cup team, is showing up early for pre-season training. And I would be, except he brought his girlfriend with him, and she looks like she’s fresh out of high school. “I see you brought a guest.”

      “Nah—just my sister.”

      The waif-like young woman rolls her eyes and elbows her brother. The easy familiarity of the siblings tugs at me, and the sharp stab between my shoulders returns with a vengeance. The reminder of the rivalry long ago between me and my kid brother is unwelcome when I’m trying to put aside the fact that he ended the tragedy of his life. No time to unpack all the emotions that rise in a choking vortex every time I think about Neil, so I push it all back down. Keeping my gaze on the stroller, I wish to fuck the elevator would get here already. I’m no good at small talk.

      “I’m Lainey Hall, and I know who you are: Coach Spencer Logan, the youngest NHL coach ever. Congratulations on that.” She steps around the stroller and bends down for a look inside. Reaching in without hesitation or permission, she moves the blanket.

      “She’s soooo adorable.” She lets out a sigh as she stands and looks at me with an intensely emotional stare of a woman far beyond her years. “More importantly, congratulations on your baby. I didn’t realize you were married.”

      “I’m not. She’s not…” Fuck. Do I need to start dishing the explanations already? I had my lines all rehearsed, boiled down to the terrible essence of my circumstances for this occasion when I’d be asked. However, I’ve only had one cup of coffee, and the way my gut feels, I might not keep it down, even as my head screams for more as it clouds up.

      Lainey stands there staring at me, and Jason punches her shoulder.

      “Don’t be so nosey, Lainey.”

      “I’m not. I’m being polite.” They both look at me expecting me to say something, to introduce the baby girl in my stroller, to tell them who the fuck she is if she’s not mine.

      The thing is, she is mine now. By birth, she belonged to my brother Neil and his no-good deserting drug addict girlfriend. By family circumstances and the request scrawled in his suicide note, the courts decreed that she was now mine. But since that was only two weeks ago, I’m not used to it.

      I clear my throat. “This is Krissy. I’m not married. She’s my late brother’s baby. Mine now.”

      “Oh—I’m sorry. That’s so sad,” Lainey says with shiny authentic emotions rippling over her face, forcing me to feel. I turn away and clench my jaw against the wave of strong, confused sentiments barraging my core, tearing at my soul. By force of my steely mean will, I slap it all down, suppressing everything but anger because that anger keeps me going, keeps me sane and moving forward. Anger is my gatekeeper against all the other feelings I can’t afford to feel right now.

      “That’s fucking messed up, man. Sorry.” Jason looks away and shoves his hands in his pockets. I appreciate his sensible avoidance of talking about something none of us can do a thing about.

      The elevator bell sounds, and the doors slide open. I push the stroller inside, hefting the two bags into a solid position on my shoulders—not good for my injured one—without saying a word.

      “Let me help you with that,” Lainey says. She takes my hockey bag without permission and with a big genuine smile. I don’t bother trying to reject her help or her smile. Even I’m not mean enough to do that. Besides, I really do need some help because the bag’s strap is killing my shoulder.

      Jason tries taking the bag away from her. “I’ll take it.” They have a tug-of-war inside the confines of the elevator for the ride up, and I contemplate blowing my new coach’s whistle as I stand between them and the kid—my kid. My baby girl, whether I want or deserve her. Krissy Logan is mine to care for.

      “Fine,” Lainey huffs and shoves my hockey bag into her brother’s chest. He’s already carrying a bag—with no problem—on his right shoulder.

      The elevator doors slide open, and Lainey steps off first—taking my stroller with her, pulling it from the front. Then she leans inside and scoops up my baby, wrapping Krissy in her arms while I watch, slack-jawed and unprepared. What’s a guy—a parent—supposed to say to someone who takes their kid without permission?

      I clear my throat. Jason nearly shoves me out of the way as I step off the elevator into the lobby of the new headquarters of the NHL’s brand-new expansion team, the Portsmouth Whalers.

      He lets out a low whistle. “This place is slick.” He looks around. “Which way to the President’s office?” He grins at me, and I smile back. He’s kidding around.

      “Not sure, but the locker room is this way.” I take the stroller handle and start pushing it down the hall. Then I stop because Lainey has my baby, who’s supposed to be in the stroller but isn’t. Shit. What’s wrong with me? I’m the organized guy with the discipline of a marine—not that I ever was one. Hockey saved me from taking the turn down that path. Barely, by the hairs of my balls.

      Jason laughs. “I’m not headed to practice yet, man. I came in early for a meeting with the owner, Mr. Gavonza.”

      That news stops me in my tracks, and I’m not sure what to say besides, Shouldn’t I be in the meeting? The negotiations for his updated trade contract were widely publicized as finalized, and he was supposed to be more than thrilled. I’d be if I were him.

      “What’s that all about?” I ask.

      “Naw. Nothing. We’re having breakfast and chillin’. The old man is a big fan, and he’s paying me big bucks, so I humor him and keep him company when he invites me, is all.”

      I nod as if I get it. Shit. My mind buzzes around the idea that, maybe, my star player can go over my head to the owner any time he doesn’t like something I say or do all season long, and my status as the coach of this team, already an open question, looks fucked up big time.

      “I’ll go to the rink with you,” Lainey tells me. “I can make sure this bundle of cuteness stays nice and warm.” She nuzzles the kid and gets some kind of baby response that sounds happy.

      I nod, and we walk in the opposite direction from Jason. “I’m headed to my office. I was planning—or hoping to get help from the executive staff with Krissy. I wasn’t planning to take her to the rink or locker room.” Even I know that would be too cold and inappropriate for a baby.

      Stopping at the door with the plaque labeled COACH, I note the second plaque under it where my name is supposed to be remains blank. Shit.

      “That was your plan? To turn her over to office staff who have a job to do that doesn’t involve minding babies?” Her voice rises, and she tightens her hold on Krissy.

      “Don’t judge me. This isn’t a situation I planned for, either. My Aunt Hildie was supposed to come and stay with me, with us, but she’s had emergency hip surgery and won’t be ready for at least two months.” Probably three. I unload the hockey bag from my shoulder and remove the things from the stroller.

      “I’m sorry, you’re right. No judgment here. But don’t worry. You have me. No need to bother the office staff. I’ll be happy to take care of Krissy for you all day. Take as long as you like.”

      I turn and look at her. “You’re not serious.” I’m hoping like hell she is. What does that say about me that I’m willing to trust the first woman who happens along to take care of my brother’s baby—correction—my baby? “I mean, do you have any experience caring for babies?”

      Waving at the large bag filled with things I’m still not sure what to do with, my natural skepticism has me frowning. It’s like I’m taking cover for the next blow. Things have been going wrong, one after another, for months—Aunt Hildie’s accident two days ago being the latest—and I don’t trust this bit of seemingly good luck.

      Her smile brightens to a wattage that makes me want to reach for my sunglasses. And I pay attention, for the first time, clearing the distractions from my head, and really look at this girl. She’s waif-like slim, tall, with wavy long blond hair that reminds me of the beach. Her big blue eyes stare at me now. But as I stare back at her face, my eyes blink at the stunning effect of her lush lips, wide and happy, smiling at me like she’s got some kind of magic power to infuse joy, like some kind of voodoo smile, the opposite of pins in a voodoo doll. A happy voodoo smile.

      Out of self-preservation, my wariness turns instantly into intense dislike.

      I clear my throat, and she bobs her head. “This is your lucky day, Spence. I’m loaded with baby experience. Early childhood development was my college major, and I’ve been taking care of babies since I was eight years old when my younger brother was born. Some people have said I’m gifted, a legit baby whisperer.” She nuzzles Krissy, making the baby smile one of those lopsided no-holds-barred baby smiles with her mouth open and drooling. Point proven.

      Without smiling, as if I need to counteract all the false sunshine being tossed around over the top of the rotten state of my affairs, I nod. “Okay. You can help me out with Krissy today. I called an agency yesterday, and they said I should hear from them sometime today.”

      She frowns at me, and I feel relief, like the shutters are being closed against the glaring sun. This feels more like it, more real.

      “An agency? I’ll tell you what, Spence,” she says, walking around the office, holding Krissy while she moves around, jiggling the baby like they’re doing some kind of dance.

      The sway of her hips catches my eyes and holds my attention for a beat too long. I look away. “Tell me what?” I prompt her as she laughs and kisses Krissy’s nose.

      “How about if today is a try-out?” She turns to me, and the brilliant glare of her optimism and too-good-to-be-true nature exudes an overpowering warmth and enthusiasm akin to a Mac truck adorned with a giant smiley face barreling straight at me. “I try you and Krissy out—though she’s already passing with flying colors—and you try me out.” Her firm words imply the deal has been struck.

      “You try me out?” I’m not sure what that means except that if there’s a question of my fitness as a father or a boss to a cheery young woman, my chances of failing are extremely high. I’m not known for a warm and fuzzy personality. But I am a reasonable man, and she has a point if she’s telling the truth about her qualifications—and I know she is, without a doubt.

      One of the side effects of my reticent personality is that I’m a good listener, and I can usually tell when people are lying. Maybe I’m being modest—I can tell 99.99% of the time when someone’s shitting me. That’s one of the factors in the plus column for the likelihood of my success as a coach.

      “Of course.” She aims a quick grin at me, enough for me to feel the sting, and then puts Krissy in the stroller while she picks up the baby’s bag and starts rummaging through it like she owns it.

      “What are you⁠—”

      “Krissy needs a change. Don’t you, little girl?” She reaches in and touches the baby’s cheek.

      “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t⁠—”

      “No problem. That’s how babies are sometimes. Unpredictable. It’s part of what makes them so much fun.”

      I gulp. Literally. Unpredictability is my kryptonite, and I’ve had a heavy dose of it over the past few months, so I don’t know how much more I can take. I stand there and watch her for a minute as she changes Krissy with deft hands and enthusiastic baby noises.

      Over her shoulder, she says. “Don’t let me and Krissy stop you from doing your coach thing.”

      Raising a hand to smooth the back of my hair—I need a haircut, but it’s one of the many everyday things I routinely take care of that got shoved aside in the wake of the unpredictable eventfulness of recent months.

      “Okay. I’ll…” I don’t need to answer her, but I watch her until she finishes her task, and the happy pair returns to their dance. “You might be a distraction.” No sense beating around the bush because I have no idea how I can sit in this office and get on with my work with Lainey Hall parading around in front of me. It’s not because she’s, ahh, fairly good-looking if you like the woman-child look; it’s the relentless upbeat joy-joy energy she exudes. She’s exhausting. I’m exhausted holding up my forcefield of reality against her crazy Pollyanna vibe.

      She stops her dance, glances at me, then laughs. Laughs. WTF?

      “You’re right to the point, aren’t you? I like that in a man. We’ll get out of your way then, right, Krissy? We’ll find somewhere else to play. Or maybe…” She turns to me again, and I sit on my desk, my arms folded, watching her, waiting for a bombshell of brilliance and fortifying myself against it.

      She asks, “How about I take her back to my hotel? Or we can go back to your place if you’d rather. That way, I can feed her properly, and she can nap in her crib and⁠—”

      I put up my hands. “Fine. Okay.” My place is in order, thank fuck. I stayed up late setting things up, making Krissy’s room as perfect as possible with the furniture and things my aunt ordered. It all came in two days ago, and I had to assemble it. My brother Neil didn’t have anything worth keeping except a baby blanket my mom had made for him when he was born—and Neil wasn’t even her son. But she felt sorry for him because she knew Neil had not hit the jackpot in the parent category between my dad and his new baby mama. Mom had been right.

      She’s where I got my bullshit detection gene.

      I fish my house keys from my pocket and hand them over, then rattle off the address.

      “Whoa, slow down there. Let me get my phone so I can get an Uber. I don’t have the best memory for details. Except when it comes to hockey. And people.”

      I nod, unsurprised. She strikes me as the kind of woman who goes through life strictly on instinct. I shudder. The type of woman I avoid at all costs because they drive me crazy and give me hives.

      She rummages through her bag for the phone, fishes it out, then looks up. “That was 89…what street?”

      Huffing a breath, I squash the lift of one corner of my mouth before it can get going. Shit. The woman’s constant grinning must be contagious. One of us needs to keep our head. I repeat my address, adding, “It’s not far. Ten minutes depending on traffic. But don’t bother with the Uber. I’ll give you a ride. There’s too much shit—I mean baby things—for an Uber.”

      She nods with enthusiasm and slips the phone back into the bag hanging on her shoulder, clutching my house keys in her hand while she holds Krissy in the other arm.

      Wait a second. Should I be giving a total stranger the keys to my newly purchased house—and send her off with my newly officially adopted baby? What the hell is wrong with me?

      Her gaze meets mine, and I watch the relentless energy soften, her mouth tempering down to a mild smile. Maybe she sees or senses the panic rising in me.

      “Wait,” I say, but I don’t know what I’m waiting for except that I’m not used to making important decisions without more deliberation. Recent events have forced me to move quicker than I’m comfortable with, and now I’m finding myself up against the wall of my tolerance for life-changing snap decisions. “Hold on,” I add, and she keeps those big blue eyes trained on me, their glow subdued to a more compassionate level.

      “Too fast? I’m moving too fast.” She rests her forehead against Krissy’s. The baby grabs a fistful of her hair, and I wince on her behalf. But Lainey Hall doesn’t flinch. She smiles at the baby and distracts her with a finger, extracting her hair expertly and without pain or effort or even thought…absently. Instinctively knowing what to do.

      She sits on the edge of my desk next to me, almost the same height, and I stiffen and move away as I turn to her.

      “It’s just… I haven’t thought this through.” I run a hand through my hair. “Krissy is new to me.” I bark a humorless laugh because that’s a ridiculous thing to say about a baby. “Fatherhood is new to me. Unexpected.”

      She nods. “Must have been quite a shock. And this job…” She waves a hand around my office. “This is new, too. Exciting times.”

      I furrow my brow. “Exciting isn’t what I’m going for. Stability. That’s what Krissy needs, what the DSS people told me is most important. Guess we have that in common.” I let out a snort at the irony. That and one-eighth of her gene pool, from my father. But I don’t share that damning data point with Lainey.

      “Excitement can be stressful. I get it.” She nods. “Tell me, Spence—do you mind if I call you that? What were you going to do if you hired someone from the agency? Were you going to have them stay at your house with you?”

      “The agency recommended a live-in situation because I’ll be traveling and working late, unconventional hours. I don’t think I have any choice.” I watch the baby in her arms, a wave of wistfulness slipping through me out of nowhere. Reaching out a hand, I touch Krissy’s fine baby hair, letting the soft warmth of her remind me of what’s at stake.

      Lainey shifts and hands Krissy to me.

      “I didn’t—” I don’t know what I mean to say. That I don’t want to take Krissy from her? I accept the baby into my arms and breathe in her baby essence, a magical fragrance meant to bring any man or woman to their knees in service to her small budding life.

      “I know, but I’ve been selfishly hogging all her baby goodness, and we’re going to be leaving, so I figured you could use a moment of fortification before I take her away.”

      “Fortification.” I nod. It shouldn’t make sense, but it does. “Sending you to my house makes sense today, Lainey, but I wouldn’t expect you to stay tonight since you’re here in town with your brother.”

      “We can work out the details after our try-out.”

      I frown. “There’s a lot of details and logistics.”

      “They’ll all work out, I’m sure.” She pushes off the edge of the desk, goes to the stroller, and stuffs the things willy-nilly back in the bag she’d taken out. I look away, and Krissy touches my face and then my mouth. Said mouth turns up at the corners automatically. Must be the combination of the satisfying weight of her pudgy body in my arms, her baby smell, and her wondrous attention to my face, all conspiring to distract me from my challenging reality long enough to smile, to appreciate a moment.

      “Ready to hand her over?” Lainey stands before me, and I hesitate for no good reason.

      “Sure I can trust you?”

      She crosses her hand over her chest and holds it up like a girl scout. I bet she was a girl scout, the one with all the badges decorating her vest. Although it’s hard to picture that right now because underneath the baby—my baby, I remind myself again because I need to keep doing that until it sinks in—I take note, now that Lainey’s not holding Krissy, she’s been hiding world-class breasts.

      They’re perfectly shaped with a slight upward turn where her nipples are outlined through the white T-shirt. They aren’t outrageously large but stand out—no pun intended—because she’s so slim otherwise. She has the kind of body I could picture being highlighted in the old Victoria’s Secret catalogs back when I was a young buck and got off on those slick photos of larger-than-life women.

      They were the kind of women I now avoided. The kind everyone warns you about, the kind who could have anyone, so why would they settle for a guy like you—a has-been or a never-was? Take your pick.

      Oh, there once was a time when I was a hotshot, but I’m not that guy who lives on the remembrance of the old glory days. I’m here and now and still striving, however much in vain it may ultimately be, to make my mark, to reach my peak, to do well enough to satisfy that need deep down in me to rid myself of the feeling that I’m not enough.

      “Well? Don’t leave a girl hanging,” she scoffs at me, but I see the hint—the very first hint—of vulnerability, the tiniest crack in her confident optimism.

      Shame wells up in me because the last thing I’d want to do to anyone is break their optimism, especially, for some unnamed reason, to this young lady who has yet to be disillusioned by life with dashed dreams or unfulfilled promises.

      “I trust you. I know your brother.” I go for a smile to lighten up, trying to play on her sunny home field, but I should know better.

      She frowns. “Of course. You know my brother. He’ll vouch for me.”

      “Problem with that?”

      “No. Not at all. Why should there be?” She looks away. There’s definitely a problem, but I’m not asking because she answered the question, and the conversation is done. I’m off the hook for whatever awkwardness I caused.

      But she speaks again in a softer voice. I should have known she’s a sharer. “It’s just that…I already owe him. I feel like I’m taking advantage. Maybe I want to step out on my own, take charge of my own life without my big brother’s permission, or worse, assistance.”

      It’s not a question, but I raise my brows in a question because I’m confused. “Okay. I didn’t…don’t—” I stop because I don’t understand.

      She waves a hand and laughs with self-deprecation but without self-consciousness. “Never mind. I’ll get over it. It was my idea to follow him to the ends of the earth to escape my small town.”

      “The ends of the earth? Portsmouth, New Hampshire, may not be the biggest market in the NHL, but it’s got its charms. A harbor, tourism, culture, history, and more restaurants per capita than almost every city in the northeast.”

      “Wow. I’m impressed. Either you’re getting a commission from the local chamber of commerce, or you’re absolutely in love with Portsmouth because that’s the first I heard you string more than a few words together in our short acquaintance.”

      “You’re a sassy young lady for someone who’s supposed to be good at nurturing children.” I figure I owe her a quip more than an explanation, though I’m going off-script for a professional dealing with a potential employee. She rewards me with a sassy, bordering-on sexy smile, and I wish I could take back every last syllable of my soliloquy.

      “Glad you noticed.” She turns the wattage down on her smile to a flirty level, and I half expect her to bat her lashes. Fuck.

      This is where my run of bad luck kicks in because I’m pretty sure if I don’t shut up, I’m well on my way to messing up the first bit of good fortune fate has bestowed on me since I got the call about my brother and the dominos started falling all the way to the precipice of hell, one piece of bad news after another.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I say. “I mean, let’s get Krissy home so I can get back to work.” I turn and don’t hand Krissy back to her. Instead, I grab my car keys—the old-fashioned kind for my old Jeep—and the handle of the stroller, then gesture for her to follow me out of the office.

      I lead her back to the garage where I came from not long ago, though it seems like another lifetime, like the dividing line in my life, the redline through center ice where I’ll look at my life before and after this moment. Which is ridiculous.

      Unfortunately, no matter how ridiculous I find it as I stride back to my old Jeep, I can’t shake the feeling. It must have to do with starting my new job and nothing to do with Lainey Hall—except for the fact that she’s bailing me out today.

      Maybe today is where my so-called luck—if I believe in luck—changes from bad to good. Or fate, or maybe my goddamn attitude. Maybe today is when I snap out of the sorry-ass slump where I’ve been mired, worried about what’s next, and I go back to putting one foot in front of another and doing what’s next. Stay in the present and deal.

      Krissy falls asleep on my shoulder, and I manage to lock her into her car seat in the back without waking her. Lainey stands back and watches me like she’s going to grade me later, and I remember that she’s trained to be a kindergarten teacher.

      “How’d I do?” I ask her when I straighten, and she finishes tossing the bag in the back and folding the stroller. I take it from her before she has a chance to toss that in the back, too, because I want to make sure nothing gets crushed. I rearrange things and close the door.

      She throws her hands on her hips. “Well done. I give you a nine. I can’t give you a ten because you have absolutely no style whatsoever.”

      I stifle an automatic smile and roll my eyes. This is good. I can deal with sassy Lainey, who’s like a kid sister and potential employee, someone I feel comfortable bossing around.

      We get in the car, and I drive in silence the eight minutes to the big old house I bought on the outskirts of the historic district on a quiet tree-lined street. It cost me a fortune, and then I had to put money into fixing it up. It was my last extravagance, the last of my savings from my less-than-stellar hockey career after I paid off my brother’s debts and the legal fees to formalize Krissy’s adoption.

      Mom and Aunt Hildie were the only ones who didn’t think I was crazy for spending the money. Still, if stability is what Krissy needs, it’s what I’m going to give her, and even if my coaching contract with the Whalers doesn’t get renewed at the end of the season, I’m going to stay put because this is where I grew up. I still have connections in the area, and Mom comes back now and then—in fact, she and her husband, who is a decent guy even though I’m not close to him, can stay with me and Krissy when they’re in town. And then there’s my Aunt Hildie and cousins who live nearby.

      Perfect, right? As long as I don’t look too closely at the income and expense spreadsheet and the tiny margin for error I’ve allowed myself, I should be able to maintain my sanity. My focus needs to be on my job and Krissy. Or rather on Krissy and my job. Or maybe they’re both so intricately entwined in importance they can’t be separated.

      Shit, I don’t remember ever being this out of whack, even when I was traded all those times. Then, I landed on my feet and played on. Until I stopped playing. That was the beginning of my disorientation. I knew exactly what to do and who I was until then. I played hockey. I was a hockey player.

      Back then I had no one to worry about except myself, so I didn’t have a need to think ahead. How the hell do people do this parenting thing? I have new empathy for my father—but only for a blink.

      When we pull into the driveway, I watch Lainey’s face transform from pensive to excited as she looks at the house. It’s an old Victorian that shouts stability and a place for kids to grow up, from the swing on the wrap-around porch to the third-story turret ideal for exploration.

      “I plan to paint it gray⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare. That sunshine yellow is perfect for this gem.” She jumps from the Jeep before I can remind her it’s my house and I can dam well paint it whatever color I want. She grabs the bag and stroller, leaving Krissy to me, surprising me.

      The baby is still asleep, and I manage to keep her that way as I lead Lainey up the front steps, cringing at the creaks, to the front door. Unlocking it, I shove it open gently and take the bag from Lainey, indicating with my hand that she should leave the stroller on the porch next to the door.

      She does so and promptly wrestles the bag back from me as I walk almost on tiptoes to avoid as much creaking as I can on the way to the baby’s room upstairs.

      Krissy’s still sleeping when we get to the nursery, decorated at Aunt Hildie’s suggestion in shades of peach and white because I refused to allow pink. Don’t ask me why. Maybe I’m anti-stereotyping. There’s a sturdy rocker-glider in the corner near the window, the crib, one bureau, and a matching changing table. The hardwood floor is nearly completely covered with a soft beige area rug splashed with white spots to make the floor inviting for play.

      My entire contribution to decorating the room was handing my credit card to Aunt Hildie and then nodding in approval when she finished. That was a week ago. Two days ago, she went to the doctor for her hip when she fell, and yesterday she had surgery. When I called her this morning, she sounded cheery, her usual self. She and Lainey would get along great.

      Not that it matters if they get along because, once Aunt Hildie comes back, Lainey will be history. In the meantime, whether or not I’m a fan of her relentless enthusiasm, all the bright smiling will be good for Krissy. When the kid grows up some and needs a dose of reality, I’ll be there to dish it out to her.

      I’m perfect for that job.

      Lying Krissy in her crib, I slowly remove my hands from under her and back away. With a finger to my lips, I face Lainey and head for the door. A rustling sound from behind me makes me stop. Lainey turns, and I whisper-shout, “Don’t—” But it’s too late.

      Krissy makes a noise like she’s going to start crying, as if she’s awakened to find herself somewhere unexpected, and it scares her. Welcome to the world, kid. I get it.

      Lainey reaches into the crib, making cooing noises, and lifts the baby into her arms, instantly soothing her. As she strokes the baby’s back, she gives me a smile over Krissy’s head, except it’s not just a smile. It’s the kind of look you’d imagine someone having as they arrive at the gates of heaven, deeply peaceful, home at last.

      That’s when I know for sure Lainey’s perfect for this job, and I’ll do whatever I need to do to smooth things over with her brother, my fucking star player. Because I know there’s some smoothing over that will need to be done no matter what Lainey says. Her optimism is unreliable. Like most optimism.

      It takes less than two minutes for Lainey to settle Krissy back in her crib, back asleep, and this time we escape the nursery after I turn on the intercom and we close the door behind us on the way out.

      When we get to the bottom of the stairs, we stop in the entryway, and the silent pause has me feeling awkward. Once again, that feeling of being unprepared and out of control assaults me as I search for familiar territory and grasp onto my conversation with the nanny service from yesterday as my roadmap.

      “The job is yours—to be Krissy’s nanny temporarily—if you want it. Somewhere between eight and twelve weeks.”

      She blinds me with the perfect array of her white teeth and those lush lips turned upward at an uncannily pleasing angle. Does everyone smile like that? No, the better question is—does anyone else ever smile like that?

      “Krissy is adorable, and I like this house.” Her gaze wanders through the living room.

      But then I remember the rest of my conversation with the nanny service.

      “There’s one catch. If you take the job, I’ll need you to do some housekeeping. And like I said, to live in because of the early mornings, late nights and frequent travel.” She nods, and I prompt her, needing to get past the biggest stumbling block. I clear my throat. “Will your brother have a problem with that?”

      Holding my breath, I wait for her answer because somewhere along the way between meeting Lainey at the elevator and watching her soothe Krissy back to sleep, I started counting on her to be the one to take care of the poor baby. Krissy deserves far better care than a stranger or I can give her for the next couple of months for damn sure.

      Lainey looks at me, unexpectedly unreadable, and bites down on her plump juicy lower lip. Fuck. My cock is sending me an unmistakable message that I need to suck that lip into my mouth and bite down on it myself. I’m going to fucking hell.

      I bite down on my self-control instead.
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      Her chin goes up. “It doesn’t matter what my brother thinks. He’s not the boss of me.”

      Spoken like a rebellious kid sister.

      “Look, I don’t want to cause trouble on the team, so if there’s any reason you don’t think he’d be⁠—”

      “None. I don’t need to live with him in an apartment. It would be nothing compared to this place. I need to start over and he agrees. This is a great way to start over. After your aunt recovers, I’ll enroll in a graduate school program and maybe get a Kindergarten teaching job around here. It’s all perfect. He’ll get it. I’ll talk to him. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

      “He won’t mind you staying here?” I clear my throat and address the elephant in the room wondering if she sees it. “With me?”

      “Of course not. Why would he? I’m a big girl, and you…you’re…his coach.” She stumbles over her last words, her smile faltering for a fraction. But it flares up again at full wattage like it got past a minor interruption of power.

      I am her brother’s coach, and according to social media, a fucking hot hunk. Even if I am old. Far too old for her. Hopefully Jason won’t believe the hype about my desirable bachelor status. I’ll convince him he has nothing to worry about, even if his sister tries any more of that flirting business or develops a crush.

      So what if I find her attractive? I’m not a horny teenager and can damn well control myself. I can handle the young woman no matter how attractive she is.

      Besides, I have a girlfriend, don’t I? Sort of. We have a casual relationship. Or we did before I left St. Paul U. It’s an open question whether a long-distance relationship is going to work, and she made it clear she wasn’t uprooting her career to come to Portsmouth for a one fucking year contract.

      Thank you very much for your support.

      Lainey crosses her arms over her chest and looks at me as if to say, What now?

      “All right then. Let’s make it official. I’d planned to include room and board in the compensation—as long as your brother is okay with you staying here. Plus, the weekly salary suggested by the agency.” I quote it for her, and her eyes go wide.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? That’s fifty percent more than a live-in nanny would make back home.”

      “Costs are much higher in the northeast.” Too bad my salary doesn’t reflect that fact. When my agent tried negotiating with the Whalers for more, he was told by the owner, good old Anthony Gavonza, that if I didn’t want the job at the salary offered, he’d find someone else who’d piss himself for the opportunity. Mr. Gavonza made it clear it was a one-year deal until the coach he really wanted was clear from his current contract and could take the job.

      So, I took the job as the Whalers’ temporary head coach for two reasons. First, I had nothing else lined up besides the college coaching job at St. Paul U. Second, Portsmouth is my hometown, and I want to be here.

      Plus, if I’m a hundred percent honest with myself, I have this deep-seated need to prove myself as a coach and a rebellious enough attitude to want to prove Gavonza wrong, to prove that I’m better than he gives me credit for, that I can succeed.

      In fact, I’m so pigheaded and competitive that I forced my agent to wrangle one single clause in the contract that Gavonza luckily found so laughably unlikely that he agreed to include it.

      The clause? I get a three-year extension at triple my current salary, plus a bonus if the Whalers win the division title. Admittedly, it’s a longshot because the Boston Brawlers have been dominant for the past five years and show no signs of softening.

      But I’m a desperate man with something to prove, a giant chip on my shoulder left over from a tough bastard father, and absolutely everything to lose. Okay, maybe not everything—but I’d lose the house, my self-respect, and bragging rights to rub in my bastard father’s face.

      I would still have Krissy at the end of the season, and I think maybe that’s the scariest part about this whole one-year deal.

      I could end up with a fucking shit-ton of responsibility and no money. And no job, unless I count the hockey coach job at St. Paul U because they said I could always go back there. May as well bury me, and Krissy with me.

      Long shot or not, there is no one in the NHL more determined than I am to win and to drive my team hard to win with me. It’s not impossible.

      We managed to snag one of the Brawlers’ players, their captain and former superstar and future Hall of Famer, Rafe Lemaire. Sure, he’s past his prime, but he’s the kind of veteran with experience that’ll be priceless in the locker room. And he’s still got more moves than half the league.

      He also happens to be a former teammate of mine when I did a stint in Montreal for a year, and I respect the guy. He’s the same age as me, yet light years ahead of me in every measure possible, professionally, family, community, and of course, money. He’s loaded. A snick of jealousy invades, but I shake my head and give myself an internal eye roll because, really?

      I may as well compare myself to fucking Bobby Orr or Gretsky. Or an alien from Mars.

      Lainey takes her time looking the living room over and thinking about my offer when I would have sworn she would be thrilled and jump up and down with unrestrained joy.

      I shift from one foot to the other. “Problem?”

      “How about if you show me around? Where will I be staying?” Her smile is at half-mast, and that’s fine with me. Less pressure, less to live up to. I may have great determination and expectations for myself, but the thing I hate most in the world is when someone else sets expectations for me.

      “Let’s start with the downstairs.” I stretch out an arm, inviting her to go ahead of me through the arched doorway into the living room. Before I moved in, I had all the hardwood floors re-finished and all the walls and ceilings painted white. It was a devil’s time to get rid of the old floral wallpaper but necessary to clean the place up. I walk ahead through another archway to the dining room.

      “Are you still moving in?” she asks, standing in the middle of the living room.

      “No. Why?”

      “There’s not much furniture. I mean, it’s a gorgeous huge room, but it somehow seems empty and unfinished, with only one chair, a giant TV, and all these white walls.” She sweeps a hand around and up and looks like a dancer, a ballerina, with her long graceful limbs and the way she moves. But I don’t ask whether she dances because it’s none of my business. And of course I don’t care. I shrug.

      She walks toward me, watching me like she’s waiting for me to say something, but I have nothing. I’m a utilitarian kind of guy.

      “That’s it?”

      I nod and move through the dining room, populated by a table and four chairs I ordered from Ikea, to the kitchen. She follows close on my heels.

      “I had the kitchen redone.”

      She blows out a whistle and spins around, again looking like a ballerina, twirling. “So, this is where the living goes on in this house, where the real heart is. Do you cook?”

      “I cook enough, so I won’t starve if all the take-out restaurants go out of business.”

      “You had someone design this kitchen, didn’t you?”

      “It needed gutting because it was mostly inoperable, so I pretty much told the contractor to knock himself out.”

      “Knock himself out? How funny. You mean carte blanche, right?”

      “I would, but I’m not that fancy.”

      “Well, this kitchen sure is fancy. State-of-the-art range and refrigerator, with a farm sink and freaking marble countertops⁠—”

      “Not marble. They’re ceramic. Made to look like marble. I’m told they wear better.”

      “Of course, they do.” She ponders me with a funny look, one half of her mouth quirked. “You’re a very practical guy, aren’t you?”

      “What was your first clue?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I can’t wait to see my bedroom. Take me there…Spence…Coach…Mr. Boss-man.” Her big smile quivers as she meets my gaze, and a slight pink flush rises up her neck. I don’t bother commenting on her unintended flirtation gone wrong. Take her to the bedroom? I shake it off.

      “Boss-man sounds about right. Let’s take the back stairs.” I head for the narrow hallway off the kitchen, passing by a half-bath and the laundry room as I head up the back stairway, which I’m told was once the servants’ stairs, passing the second floor all the way to the top to the turret room.

      “You’re going to make your Aunt walk up three flights of stairs with a bad hip?” she says from behind me, and I can’t see her face, but I can sure as hell hear her indignance. Should I admit that I had no intentions of having my aunt or her stay in the turret room, that I have a first-floor suite all set for my aunt and whoever the temporary nanny is? But in a rare spontaneous decision, driven by pure survival instinct, I changed my mind and decided to put Lainey in the turret, an isolated island in the house.

      “No. But I thought you’d enjoy the view from up here.” I’m lying my ass off, but no way am I going to admit that I want her as far away from me as possible, and I wonder what the fuck? What the fuck am I worried about? Too much sunshine? She’s not my type. Maybe if she were ten years older, gained twenty pounds, and cut back severely on the sassy Pollyanna imitation. As it is, she doesn’t come close to even a hint of temptation.

      In fact, tomorrow, I’m going to call Shonda and see if she wants to come for a weekend so we can finally see if things are going to work out. I pause in my tracks. Better yet, maybe I ought to give up on Shonda and sign up for a dating app.

      Lainey presses against me as she pushes past me through the narrow doorway into the room, her hands touching my back and arm.

      She laughs as she stumbles into the room, and it sounds like pure joy bubbling up from an endless well as she rushes to the circle of windows and the uninterrupted view of the bay. She rips open a window with a forceful tug, impressing me with the unexpected strength in those fragile-looking arms.

      “You were right, Spence. Abso-fucking-lutely right. I love this view. This room.” She spins around, taking it in. “It’s perfect.”

      It’s the only room I didn’t have painted, so the tiny bluebell print wallpaper remains mostly intact, and the single bed with cast-iron headboard and white gilt-edged dresser, topped with a mirror and a determined pile of dust, also came with the house.

      Guilt swamps me because I didn’t prepare this room for habitation by anyone, and it’s unfair to throw her up here as if she were a prisoner in a gothic novel. I studied just enough English lit to know a gothic novel setting when I see one. With a sharp pain threatening to stab me in the back as if my conscience were weaponized, I heave a breath.

      “You can fix it up. I’ll pay⁠—”

      “Fix it up? I wouldn’t touch one single thing. This room is the stuff fairytales are made of. I adore it. But then I’m a romantic—can you tell?”

      “Sure, but I doubt you find dust and peeling wallpaper romantic.” Plus, I’ve heard the windows rattle up here in a strong wind, but no need to mention that. I’ll call the contractor and have him install new windows right away.

      “Look at you—all thoughtful and concerned about a little dust. Were you once a marine?”

      “In a former life. Or another dimension. Not sure which.”

      Her face lights up. “Actual spontaneous conversation. I knew you had it in you.”

      I scowl. “I should get going.” I turn and head back down the stairs, talking while I’m moving and trying to shake off the vague sense of feeling insulted by her implication that I lack conversational skills or spontaneity. “Help yourself to whatever you want in the fridge. Go out and buy whatever you don’t find. Leave me the receipts, and I’ll reimburse you.”

      When I walk back into the kitchen, I point to the counter near the coffee maker. “There’s the intercom. There’s another one in the living room. Give me your phone, and I’ll type in my number. Text me so I have your number. I’m not sure what time I’ll be home, but I’ll let you know later.” I stop and meet her stare. Her arms are folded across her chest, and I pop my gaze away from the healthy cleavage she’s showing and keep my eyes trained on hers.

      She’s not smiling, but I refuse to feel guilty. No one has a right to smile all the time, do they?

      Grabbing the old-fashioned glass knob to the back door, I ask, “Anything else?”

      “You could stop scowling.” She quirks her mouth and reaches a hand out as if to shake mine. “I’m looking forward to working with you, Spence, and especially looking forward to taking care of Krissy.”

      My scowl falters, but I shore it up. “What happened to Mr. Boss-man?”

      She laughs, and I don’t bother waiting for her answer. I walk out the door.
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      My nerves escalate my laugh to a crazy-woman level as he walks out the door—I’m pretty sure in panicked need to escape my lunacy. Yeah, he had a good question. What did happen to my Mr. Boss-man attitude toward him?

      Out the window with too long a perusal of his unshaven jaw, the kind that’s so square and firm you want to hold it and rub your cheek against it until it softens. Or that’s what some sicko like me would do because I’m too soft behind my sass. Too much in danger of having my sassy mouth attitude broken down completely by this poor gorgeous man and his plight. Maybe if he weren’t quite so…so…admit it, Lainey—hunky.

      What have you gotten yourself into? That man is the hottest, grumpiest, and saddest person I’ve met since…ever.

      He’s the exact opposite of Moe. But this is no time to think about my ex-fiancé—may he rot in hell until the Portsmouth Whalers win the Stanley Cup. Okay, that was mean. The Whalers could win. They have some good players. They even have a fantastic coach. But they have that crazy owner who only signed Spence for one year.

      I predict it’ll be one hell of a year. My new life is off to an astonishing start.

      Getting to work in the kitchen, I take stock of what’s here and what’s not and make a list on my phone. Smiling at his abrupt departure, I have no idea why he tugs at me, why I feel a need to help him like I’m on a mission instead of a job—a nanny job at that. I have no business being a nanny. It’s not like I need the money, and I’d planned to take classes.

      Also, I have no business thinking of Spence as hot. Even though he is.

      Sure, he’s old. But you could say it’s more that I’m young. At least, in years. In my soul, I could be older than he is. I wander around the nice, but too-sterile kitchen, and my mind plots all the accessories I’m planning to bring in. With that salary he’s talking about paying me, it’s the least I can do. Money isn’t one of my problems. Mom saw to that when she left me a trust fund. Small consolation because there’s not a minute that’s gone by that I don’t wish I could trade all the money and everything I have to have my mother back.

      However, first, I need to do some damage control and call dad because, dammit, Spence was right about Jason. No way will he be happy about me moving out on him and in with Spence, and God only knows what kind of stink he might put up. He can be a real drama king when he wants to be, and neither he or Spence needs that this season.

      Listening to the intercom for a second to the soft hush of baby-breathing, I pull my phone from my bag and dial home. Literally. The icon on my phone is the picture of a house because, yes, pathetically, until last week, I still lived in my childhood home with my dad and little brother.

      In my defense, I’d been planning to get married, so there’d been no reason for me to find an apartment, and no way I was moving in with Moe—Maurice Borelli—my former a-hole-bastard fiancé. Also, I’m only twenty-three, so it’s not like I’d overstayed my welcome yet. I figured by the time I was supposed to walk down the aisle, my dad would be ready to say good-riddance—though he would likely still have cried.

      But when I drove off with Jason, leaving behind our small hometown in South Carolina to come north for the hockey season  on an adventure into the unknown, my dad squinted and pretended he had something in his eyes as he and my kid brother, Peter, waved from the driveway.

      Dad picks up the phone on the third ring and sounds gruff when he answers. “Lainey? Is everything all right? How are you? Did you settle in? How’s the weather? Are you cold?” I smile and let him rattle on. You’d think we’ve never been north of the Mason-Dixon line the way he talks. In truth, we’ve been up to Canada for Jason’s hockey tournaments since he was an adolescent and showed promise, though Dad, and especially Mom, never got used to the cold up north or the cold of the rinks. She said the only good thing about going to rinks was that it gave her a chance to wear her big fluffy fake fur coat. Not sure what the heck kind of fur it was supposed to be—some kind of leopard maybe? I swallow the sudden lump in my throat.

      Finally, Dad pauses for a breath, so I jump in. “Everything is fantastic—better than I imagined. Portsmouth is charming and historic,  reminiscent of Charleston though faintly. And it’s still warm here—it’s still summer.”

      “So, what’s wrong? Why are you calling in the middle of the day? Are you homesick?”

      I laugh. “Not yet. But I am lucky because, if you can imagine it, on our first day at the rink, I landed a job. A really good one, with good pay and housing and meals included and⁠—”

      “A job? You? At the rink? Are you going to be living at the rink? What the hell⁠—”

      I blow out a breath. “No dad, let me finish. I got a job as a nanny for the coach. He has a sweet baby girl named Krissy and needs someone on short notice.”

      “A nanny? You say the pay’s good?”

      I tell him how much, and he blows out a whistle. He can’t help being the mercenary man he is; he was born that way.

      “Perfect, sweetheart. You love kids. It’ll give you something to do. Keep your mind off that no good⁠—”

      “Exactly,” I agree. “And it’ll keep me from getting bored, lonely, and homesick.”

      “You know you can come home any time,” he says, lowering his voice like he’s telling a secret.

      “No, dad. You know I needed to get away. I’ve committed to being here for Jason for the season.”

      “He better be grateful to have someone up there with him who he knows and can trust. I’m grateful.” What he’s not saying, but what we all know in the Hall family, is that Jason needs looking after because he’s too trusting. He got in trouble when he was on his own last season with some woman stealing a shit ton of his well-earned money. Others may call her a con, but I call her a thief. And my brother, well, he’s just too trusting.

      On the other hand, the only people I trust are the ones under two feet high who still have their baby teeth.

      “That brings me to the next issue. Spence—I mean Coach Logan—needs me to be a live-in nanny, and I don’t want Jason to freak out about it. I might need you to talk to him about it for me.” I know, I know—I’m leaving out the very salient fact that Spence—I mean, Coach or Mr. Boss-man—which I’ve decided I am abso-fucking-lutely not going to call him—is a single man. Not only is he single, but he’s eligible in the hunkiest, juiciest way possible, begging for some lucky woman to rescue him from his grumpy desolation.

      That woman will not be me, of course, because no matter how hunky and eligible he is, he’s also not my type. He’s too old, too bossy, too controlling, and too grumpy. Plus, he’s too hunky. I’m totally not open to any man, and why would I be? Why would I jump from the frying pan into the fire?

      I’ve come all the way from South Carolina to fucking Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to escape my particular frying pan, and there’s no way I want to jump into another frying pan, let alone a freaking fire. Because Spencer Logan is most definitely fire material. Sure, he’s hot, but I mean the trouble, life-ending kind of fire, the kind that will burn you. Bad.

      Dad finishes his pondering of the issue. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll talk to him. You can still be there for him. How far will you be from Jason’s place?”

      “I don’t know. We’re in a hotel. We’re going apartment hunting later. But it’s not that big of a city, so we should be fine.”

      “You betcha. This adventure was for both of you to have a fresh start and support each other. He’ll be happy for you to have something going on, so he doesn’t have to worry about you getting bored, and he can concentrate on hockey. All you have to do is find the time to make sure he’s sticking to concentrating on hockey. If anyone can handle it, you can.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Call him tonight. Maybe around eight.” That’ll give me a chance to talk to him first. Surely Spence will be home before that.
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      I was wrong. I underestimated the hours that a head hockey coach works. To Spence’s credit, he called around five and told me he’d be late.

      Then I called Jason, and he drove directly to Spencer’s house and refused to leave until his coach got home.

      “I don’t like it, Lainey.” He walks in a circle around the mostly empty living room like a caged animal repeating himself for the hundredth time.

      “You’re being ridiculous. He’s an old man with a baby, and I’ll be his employee. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      He stops and turns to me, and then his thunderous face softens. “Of course, I’m worried about you. After what happened⁠—”

      “We promised we would never talk about that incident again. Besides, it proved once and forever that I actually can take care of myself, didn’t it?” Nausea bubbles up as I try to hold onto the fact that despite my harrowing incident-that-shall-not-be-named, I escaped unscathed. Nothing bad actually happened to me. Nada.

      Not unless you count the shattering disillusionment and faith in mankind. Dad called it growing up hard. Jason called it un-fucking-forgivable. And Moe? He, the a-hole bastard, called me a liar.

      That’s one of the two reasons I’m here and not walking down the aisle of Charleston’s most prominent church with him next week in a stunning Monique Lhuillier wedding gown with five-hundred-plus guests watching.

      The second reason I can’t talk about it anymore is because I’m all talked out on that subject, and Jason knows if he brings that up ever again, he’ll likely get a kick in his precious balls.
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      I’m holding Krissy, feeding her a bottle, and trying to keep her relaxed, which isn’t easy to do with the caged tiger named Jason stalking around me. It’s a miracle she isn’t sobbing with fear, but we had a pretty busy day of playing baby games and walking around town buying decorative items to spruce up the place.

      When I’m about to scold Jason and tell him to sit down, Spencer walks in his back door and stops short as he sees Jason.

      “Jason—”

      “Coach. What the fuck?” There’s a pause where neither man says a word, and I feel the tension crackle through me as I hold Krissy closer and whisper a lullaby near her ear to run interference from the bad mojo in the room.

      Finally, Spence speaks up. “Want to be more specific?”

      “You’re hiring my sister to live in your house? With you?”

      Spence rubs the back of his neck, and he doesn’t roll his eyes, but I can tell he wants to. Relief lets me breathe easier. I’m not sure why his less-than-urgent attitude about my brother’s insane concern should make me relieved, but it does.

      Hell, maybe I should be insulted, right? His attitude implies that it would be ridiculous for him to be tempted by the likes of me. And double hell—I’ve been known all my life as nothing short of show-stoppingly gorgeous. If I had a dollar—okay, maybe a hundred dollars—for every time someone told me I should be a model or a movie star, I’d be a millionaire. No exaggeration—or not much, anyway.

      “I need someone to help with Krissy until my Aunt Hildie recovers from her hip surgery. I was counting on someone being here with Krissy full-time, so I could feel confident working late and traveling without worrying about schedules.”

      He pauses and takes a breath, then goes on in a halting voice like he’s confessing that kryptonite would kill him. “I need someone to be available at night when I’m home so I can sleep.”

      My tummy takes a little tumble because I feel for him, taking on so much.

      “You look like a zombie, man. I’ll give you that,” Jason says. His forehead furrows with frustration, and he paces a tight circle. “We need our coach to be in the zone this season. All in.”

      “You’re right,” I say before he can backtrack. “And Krissy needs someone to be there for her. She deserves it.”

      “She deserves a hell of a lot more than I can give her,” Spence admits in a low gravelly voice like it pains him, “but I’m all she has right now.”

      And that’s where I lose it—and by it, I mean any last vestiges of pretense that I don’t find this man wildly attractive. Old? There’s nothing old about him, according to my melting ovaries. Uptight and grumpy? Well, duh? Who can blame the poor guy when he’s only trying to do his best for his dead brother’s orphan baby? Crap. I think I might tear up.

      Even my one-track-mind-over-protective brother stops his glowering and looks thoughtful for a second. “Sorry about your…situation. But what you’re saying is you want my sister to live with you, and that makes me nervous because…” This is when the knucklehead realizes he’s talking to his coach and implying that the man who will determine his playing time for the duration of the season is some creeper who might take advantage of his innocent little sister.

      But since said innocent little sister would be me, that’s incredibly laughable. I can take care of myself, and I’m far from innocent based on the response of my lady center at the idea of being taken advantage of by Spencer “Hottie” Logan. Yikes.

      Spencer gives my brother a serious stare and one raised brow to ensure Jason realizes he’s acting like an asshole. “I appreciate that you’re concerned about protecting your sister, but I can assure you her virtue is safe with me.”

      Did he just say that? I sputter. “What? Are you for real?”

      My indignance is entirely authentic and uncalled for, but I blame my temporary disorientation on being uprooted from my prior life for the fragility of my ego. Who knew a rejection, even from a weak-minded traitor like Mo, because I once thought I was in love with him—or the idea of being married to the town heartthrob—and he was supposed to be in love with me, and that rug being ripped from under me still makes me dizzy with doubt at odd moments. Like now.

      My brother and Spence snap their glances to me from two directions at the same time, and I ping-pong between them, waiting for a response. Folding my hands over my chest, I wait them out because I refuse to fill the gap in this ridiculous conversation.

      “I’m sorry if that sounded harsh.” Spencer’s face softens, and my entire reproductive system squeezes at the agony of longing. “I didn’t mean you aren’t a beautiful young woman.” He smiles a self-deprecating smile, but then it disappears fast, and he clears his throat. “I’m not the guy who goes for young women. And…I have a…girlfriend.” His voice is low and gruff and scratches against that itch I didn’t know was there, the one that needs the attention of a good man—and by attentions, I mean epic toe-curling sex.

      “No worries. I’m not the girl who goes for old men. And…a boyfriend is the last thing I want.” I hold his gaze with mine, willing him to believe me, willing myself to believe me—not the boyfriend part because that’s abso-fucking-lutely true. But the going for old men part. If Spence is the kind of guy who passes for an old man, then I’m all in.

      But not with him. Of course not. He’s so not my type. Not even for a quick skate around the rink. He’s my brother’s fucking coach. He’s my new boss.

      Temporarily. For the next few months. He’s my new project. He’s too broken to be anything but a rescue puppy, albeit a very hot and finely muscled one.

      He fights a smile, and I see the small tic in his jaw. “I’m going to go check on Krissy. Hall, why don’t you give your sister a ride home.” My stomach falls. He’s backing out.

      He reaches into his bag—an old-fashioned briefcase in canvas, black with the Whalers team logo—and pulls out a folder. “Here’s the contract for your nanny services, based on what we discussed. Look it over, and if you still want to help me out, sign it⁠—”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Lainey—” Jason starts, reaching for the folder, but Spencer pulls it from his grasp.

      “The deal is for Lainey to review it, Hall. If she wants to share the details with you, that’s entirely up to her.” He stares down my brother, and I hold myself in place against the will of my aching lady parts—all of them, as my vagina, my ovaries and everywhere in between throbs in unison with longing to hug this man, to embrace the one man who’s recognized my actual fucking independent free will, since who knows how long.

      Since before Moe, which means before I was out of my braces. I think I gave Moe brownie points for wanting to kiss me, although he knew me when I had crooked teeth, then braces, and a lopsided silver-studded smile because this was before invisible braces were a thing. I’m still that little girl with the flawed smile, the one who smiled big no matter if my teeth were crooked or braced and let people judge me if they wanted to, uncaring, or more likely, oblivious to the judgment. At least until I was sixteen. But let’s not go there.

      Why does my mind always go there?

      “Fine,” Jason says. “Let’s go, Lainey. We’ll talk about this at…the hotel.”

      “You don’t have a place yet?” Spencer asks. I get the feeling he’s concerned, like an uncle or big brother more than a coach, and I wonder how long that’s going to last.

      “Not yet. Lainey was going to meet with a realtor⁠—”

      “Tomorrow,” I say. “I’ll do it tomorrow. I’m sure the realtor won’t mind if I bring Krissy along.”

      “Do you have a car?” Spence asks.

      “Yes,” I say.

      “No,” Jason says at the same time, and he gives me a skeptical look.

      “I was going to say you can use my car.” Spence looks between me and Jason and then back to me. “That was going to be the arrangement with the agency nanny. I’ll be using my Aunt Hildie’s car.”

      A smile pops unbidden. “I think I’m going to enjoy this nanny gig.”

      Spence nods. No smile, no comment, and he waits for someone else to say or do something, and I can’t help my compulsion to fill the empty air with words because I feel the tension filling in. Jason doesn’t help, staring between me and Spencer with his hands on his hips like he’s dad’s clone.

      “It’ll be fun,” I add, then feel a need to explain. “Kind of like playing house when I was a kid, only with a real baby, only…” I let my words run out because I’m listening to myself, implying that I’m playing at being a housewife-mother to Spence’s daddy. My heart speeds up, racing to get out of my chest, and I put a hand over it to hold it in place.

      “I mean, I love taking care of babies, and I know I’ll enjoy the heck out of it.”

      Jason puts an arm around my shoulders. “It’s okay, Lainey,” he murmurs. “You’ll have your own kids one day.”

      My big brother saves me from myself not for the first time, understanding my deep longing for children, to be the mother of a big family—and how I recently came close to my dream only to have it dashed. I blink away unexpected tears, then hug Jason back as a smile of appreciation for his support lifts me up.

      Spence clears his throat. “Let me know tonight. As soon as possible.” He hands the folder to me, and I take it, unimpeded by my brother.

      “Definitely. I can tell you right now⁠—”

      He shakes his head. “Take your time and read it over.”

      I nod.

      Jason grunts. “Let’s go. I’m starved.’

      Spence opens the front door for us, and we clatter down the front stairs. When I get to the bottom on the walkway heading to Jason’s car, I turn, mostly because I need one last look at the brooding beauty of a man.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow Boss-man.” I wave, throwing my biggest grin his way in hopes of some inkling or shadow of a smile in response.

      He turns away without a nod and closes his door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

          Spencer

        

      

    

    
      Shit. Hiring Lainey Hall could be the biggest mistake of my life. That’s the melodramatic thought running through my head as I tip the baby bottle and watch a few drops of baby formula fall into the sink. It’s the thought drumming on autopilot since the girl left my house, since she turned that sassy sunbeam smile on me and called me Boss-man as she promised to see me tomorrow. That was two burgers and one diaper change ago. The burgers were mine, and the diaper was Krissy’s.

      My mind leaps to a time in the distant future when that dynamic could reverse, and I shudder. Fuck. Don’t go there. Put one foot in front of the other and get this done.

      “Why do I have a bad feeling about hiring Lainey, Krissy?” The baby grins at me from her baby lounge chair—or whatever they call it—perched on the kitchen counter top while I sprinkle some formula from her bottle on my wrist. Aunt Hildie told me this was the test for the right temperature, but, like everything else involving the care of a baby, I have no idea if the temperature feels right.

      Using the Goldilocks judgment method, I figure it isn’t too cold or hot, so it must be right.

      Lifting Krissy from her chair, I apologize because she looks comfy. “Sorry, baby girl, but I need to hold you in my arms for the feeding.” She grabs for the bottle with her greedy pudgy hands and toothless smile as I carry her back to the living room to finally sit down. Feeling the small cuddly warmth of her bundled in my arms as I sit turns on some kind of switch, killing all the tension from the day.

      Not that I’m here to relax because I still have work. But I’m far more relaxed as I turn to the TV. Then tapping my computer keyboard on the side table, I put up a clip of Jason Hall in his last game. It’s the tenth game of his, and the last I’ll watch because if I don’t know his skillset and tendencies by now, I should throw out my coach’s whistle.

      Putting the bottle in Krissy’s mouth, I watch her grab hold as her big blue eyes focus on me like I’m the ruler of her universe, her everything. And I guess I kind of am. Poor kid.

      “It’s you and me, kid. I swear I’ll do right by you.” Her cheeks suck in and out, and she gurgles. I heave a sigh as the game plays on the 85-inch TV screen opposite me, and I take the remote in my other hand so I can fast forward through the line changes until Jason is on the ice, and I watch for a few minutes making mental notes.

      “You like Lainey, right?” I gaze down at Krissy, and her eyelids are getting heavy. Her bottle is half-empty already. “You have the Logan family appetite, don’t you?” I keep my words soft and sing-songy because I’ve learned by trial and error in a very short time that, when she’s sleepy, I need to foster sleep, and under no circumstances should I interfere with it, or there’ll be hell to pay. Maybe she inherited that from Papa Logan, too, or more likely, it’s that way with all babies.

      “I hope you do like her because I think we’re stuck with her—but only for a few months.” Tension grips me as I watch her brother on the screen and the way he takes an extra beat to balance himself after he catches the pass before making his wrist shot. Just enough time, barely a blink, for the goalie to adjust and anticipate. He makes the save, just like in the last ten games I’ve watched.

      “He could be a sixty-goal scorer if he could clean up that shot,” I say out loud, as if Krissy is listening, and when I glance down at her, Krissy’s eyes are closed, and the bottle is dripping formula down the side of her face.

      “No one ever told me the sight and feel of a baby sleeping in your arms is the most peaceful, satisfying feeling of wellbeing in the world.”

      I barely get her into bed when my phone rings. It’s downstairs in the living room.

      “Shit,” I whisper and bend to kiss her forehead before I leave the room, pulling the door closed softly. Then I pound down the stairs on my toes in my stocking feet, praying that the creaks in the stairs don’t wake her.

      Praying that the phone call isn’t something important or terrible, tension grips me by the shoulders as if getting ready for bad news because why else would someone be calling me at ten-thirty at night on a weeknight?

      I grab the phone without checking and answer, “Spencer Logan.” My pulse drums in my ears, and I take a deep breath.

      “Spence—you sound out of breath. I hope I didn’t disturb something…”

      I choke down a laugh, relieved that it’s only Lainey. Then in the next second, I realize I shouldn’t be so relieved yet because if she blows me off, I’ll need to take Krissy to work again, and I have a meeting with the owner, Anthony Gavonza, better known as Tony the Tiger in hockey circles. That’s the mild version of the names they call him. Others speculate that he learned his business tactics from the mob or a gang.

      “No. I just put Krissy to bed. What’s up?”

      “She’s up late.”

      “We had a late start⁠—”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get her on schedule with a regular bedtime even when you have late nights.”

      “This means you’ll take the job…temporarily, I mean?”

      “Yes, of course. You didn’t think I’d leave you and Krissy high and dry, did you? What kind of person would I be to do that? Especially when you’re paying so generously that even my brother Jason can’t argue.”

      Relief floods me. Followed immediately by a surge of trepidation, tightening my shoulders until I start to feel that knot of tension coiling to the point of pain.

      “I’m…glad.” Not sure if that was the most accurate word, but it was one of many that come to mind and the only one fit to share with Lainey. Scared shitless was another. Or how about nervous as fuck? Or angry? Though I have no right to be angry with Lainey. She’s not responsible for my brother’s death. That little fucker was responsible for his own death.

      Jesus. I need to chill and take a deep breath to calm myself, closing my eyes and picturing Krissy’s sleeping face.

      “You sure sound thrilled to me. We’ll have to work on that,” Lainey says, and I hear the laugh in her voice. Most likely at my expense.

      “Work on what?” I reply, skepticism dripping because I don’t know what she’s talking about, and I’m sure I won’t like it anyway.

      “Your attitude. You need a more joyful and hopeful outlook on life, Spence. We don’t want your scowly face to affect Krissy, do we?”

      “Scowly face?” WTF? “Look, be here at seven a.m. Don’t worry about bringing your things. I’ll send a truck over to move them for you.”

      “Really?”

      “Least I can do.”

      “Unnecessary. All I have is a couple of bags and a few boxes. Jason will drop me off⁠—”

      “Good. He can give me a ride to the rink, and I’ll leave my Jeep with you until I pick up my Aunt Hildie’s car later. I’ll need you to get a few groceries⁠—”

      “Don’t worry, Spence.” Her voice is soft and her sass gone. “We got this. Krissy will be fine. You’re doing the right thing. You do you, and I’ll do me, and Krissy will be the luckiest kid alive by the time her Aunt Hildie arrives.” Conviction drapes her words more than bluster, and I listen, letting them sink in and understanding that she believes what she says with absolute certainty and that she has the chops to carry it off.

      Don’t get in her way. Let Lainey Hall do Lainey Hall.

      Of course, I’d feel better as we end the call if I knew who the hell Lainey Hall was besides the basic facts and a handful of conversations worth of sass and assurances.

      I head to bed with the question of who she is, and what kind of person she is.

      The biggest question of all is, why did she come to Portsmouth with her brother for a new start? What is she running from? Because my spidey sense tells me she’s running from something.

      What could Lainey Hall be running away from?

      Maybe I should have asked her that question before I hired her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 5


          

          Lainey

        

      

    

    
      Arriving with Jason at the appointed time, we carry my things inside, unlock the front door with my new key, and leave them in the front hall for now. I’m wearing a sundress in celebration of the summery weather, and after I put down my box and stand, Spencer walks in the room dressed up in a suit and tie with no Krissy in sight.

      He does a double-take, and his eyes pop as he takes me in. The heat of his gaze as he looks me up and down makes my body blaze like I’ve never felt before under a man’s stare. And, oh yes, I’ve had many a man stare at me, whistle, make crazy or lewd comments, the works. As Jason stacks the last of my boxes—yes, I lied about having only a few boxes—I hold my breath, waiting for Spence-the-hunk—er, I mean, Boss-man, to speak first. His normally golden hazel eyes go dark, causing the nerves along my spine to tingle like a mini-electrocution.

      “Krissy will probably spit up and ruin that dress,” he says.

      My nerves crash from excited to disappointed. But what do I care what he thinks? I’m better off now that he’s cool and self-controlled. Except I’d bet half my trust fund that he’s thinking something entirely different than his words would indicate.

      It’s not that I’m into him. I don’t need his approval. It’s just that I prefer to think that he loves my dress. But I can be cool, too. Because I am cool.

      I shrug. “I’m not worried about it. I have a cloth to throw over my shoulder. I’m in a sunny mood today, so I had to wear a yellow sundress.” It’s covered in daisies and maybe a little over the top with the Pollyanna vibe, but I couldn’t help myself because this home needs all the positive vibes it can get to counter the darkness that Spencer and Krissy inherited with her father’s death. I don’t know the story about Krissy’s mother, but I don’t bother asking one-word-answer Boss-man.

      He nods and mumbles something like when are you not in a sunny mood, and says nothing else, proving my point. Maybe I can get the intel from Aunt Hildie.

      “It occurs to me that maybe I should keep your Aunt Hildie in the loop with Krissy.” What I really mean is that the woman can probably use some cheering up with baby facetime and photos. “Would you mind giving me her number?”

      “I don’t know.” His forehead scrunches to a pre-scowl. “She’s convalescing.”

      “It’s her hip, right? She didn’t have a stroke or head injury, right?”

      “No.” The man almost smiles at my irreverence—of course, he’d find that amusing. Still, I can’t count the half-quirk of his mouth as an actual smile.

      “Fine,” I say. “Give her my number, and she can call me if she feels up to it. How’s that?

      He nods, bringing down the average word-count for his responses. Shit.

      “Then you won’t have to worry about keeping her up-to-date with Krissy’s development⁠—”

      “Is that a thing?” He looks skeptical.

      “Of course. Babies change very fast in their first year. I can send Aunt Hildie pictures, too. I’m sure she’ll enjoy that.”

      He grunts, and for some deeply disturbing reason, his grunt pulls at my heartstrings—and not because he’s Adonis reincarnated—rather, it’s his preoccupation with sadness and needing to prove himself and inheriting the awesome responsibility of raising a baby girl alone. The poor man. I mean that sincerely.

      Because I have absolutely no designs on any man. Especially not my new boss. I’m so ready to stand on my own two feet right now, and being on the verge of independence has me more excited and generous than normal.

      That must be it because, normally, even I would give Mr. Grumpy a little more sass and a little less generosity.

      Jason says, “Shouldn’t we get going, Coach?”

      It’s still early, so he’s being pushy and deserves the growly scowl he gets from Spence.

      Instead of answering, Spence steps around Jason to the front door and walks out. No good-bye or good luck or even a backward glance. He’s simmering with all the stress and apparently barely able to be civil—if you count not snapping at either of us as civil.

      I suppose it is. That’s definitely my generous mood talking.
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      After Spence and Jason leave, my phone rings while I’m on my way upstairs to check on Krissy. It has to be Dad because my brother Peter or my best friend Cherry would text rather than call. I peak into Krissy’s room and see that she’s still asleep, so I back out to the hallway and take the call.

      “Hi, Dad. What’s up?”

      “Don’t hate the messenger,” he says.

      Both his words and tone of voice freeze me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 6


          

          Lainey

        

      

    

    
      The same chill runs through me that I felt the day Dad called to tell me about Mom dying. Only healing time and my God-given tendency to lean positive allow me to push aside the mountain of trepidation.

      “I promise I won’t hate you, Daddy. What is it?” My voice is as gentle and reasonable as I can make it. Dad has his own sadness and trepidation to deal with, and as always, I do everything I can to ease it.

      “Maurice is planning to call you despite your directive otherwise. I heard it at the bank downtown.”

      Other men gathered at the barber or the coffee shop, but not my dad. He visited the bank regularly to sit in the impressive lobby and visit with friends—some bankers, some customers. The bank he referred to wasn’t your typical retail savings and loan; it was the area’s largest commercial bank with the kind of high-end clients my dad palled around with because he was one of them. Our family, he liked to say, was a long-standing fixture in the area, the bedrock of the aristocracy of the New South.

      I suppose, back when his great-great granddaddy came down from Boston, they would have called him a carpetbagger rather than the new aristocracy, but daddy was good at glossing over that picture. He’s where I got my positive attitude and need to paint life as a pretty picture no matter how bleak it gets.

      “Why would he do that?” My heart speeds up, and I hold back all the myriad possibilities because none of them are good—not even the one where he begs me to take him back. Even if he turned into Superman and spun the world to turn back time to before he did what he did, I might not even take him back.

      Before my mind wanders into why that’s true, dad finishes clearing his throat and answers my question. “I hear he wants his ring back.”

      Boom. I feel like the proverbial rug has been pulled out from under me yet again, and I don’t know why it should.

      “Oh. Fine. He changed his mind.” Dad does more more throat-clearing, and I steel myself for the rest of it.

      “I hear speculation that he wants it back to give it to someone else.”

      I laugh. It’s an automatic ridiculous response to celebrate the irony and the tragedy—not mine, but hers, the poor unfortunate little Miss Peach, who is likely the new recipient of his false promises.

      “Glad you’re taking it well. I was worried. I say good riddance to him and his no-good family.”

      “Let’s not go there, Dad. You’re right. If the rumor is true, I say good riddance and good luck, and I mean that from the bottom of my heart.” The way down bottom, the part that knows whatever good he has in his soul, is forever spoiled by his recent behavior and it’s going to take a long time for him to recover my respect, let alone my friendship. If ever.

      “Good. That’s what I like to hear. Clear sailing ahead for you, my Lainey Lou. Nothing but sunshine and calm seas.”

      I laugh again and almost tear up the way he reverts to his sailing euphemisms even though he hasn’t been sailing since Mom left us for the great ocean beyond, most likely in heaven. There’s a question about the destination because I got my sass from her. She had a generous dollop of the devil causing mischief in her otherwise angelic southern belle soul.

      I sigh. “Thanks for the warning, Daddy. I have to go now.”

      “Keep me posted on what happens.”

      “I will.” Maybe. It depends. We say our fond good-byes because there’s no man I’m fonder of on this planet. But I need to protect his poor tortured soul that I know lies beneath the brave smile he shows the world, and there’s no way I’ll give him anything but the best possible version of the truth, no matter what Moe says or does.

      I go to Krissy and hold her up, the instant lift making me feel a million pounds lighter, and I wonder if that’s how Mary Poppins could fly—that maybe it’s the joy of being around children that made her weightless with joy. I’ve found it impossible to carry around baggage in life—at least not enough to saddle me with doomy gloom, not for long anyway.

      Not like Spence. “He needs our help, Krissy.”

      First, I change her diaper, and then I choose a dress from the generous closet full of clothes. “Someone cares enough about you, baby doll, to buy you all these pretty things.” Most of them still have the tags attached, and I wonder if it was Spence’s Aunt Hildie or his mom who bought all these things for the sweet baby. I’m very certain it wasn’t Spencer with his paint-the-house-gray sensibility.

      Singing “You Are My Sunshine” while I dress her, my mood and energy elevate until I don’t even remember what all the gloom felt like. She enjoys the song, just like Peter did when me and Mama used to sing to him when he was still in diapers. Taking Krissy into my right arm, which is now developing more muscle than my left, I go down to the kitchen, making a mental note to work on my left arm.

      As I prepare Krissy’s formula, I take stock of the cupboards and fridge and find some decent ingredients to make some avocado toast with eggs for myself for breakfast. Propping my phone on the table, I use the timer to snap a few pics of us and send them with a text to Spence.

      Me: Enjoying breakfast with Krissy. She sends her baby love. xoxo

      I hit send before second-guessing the schmaltzy message because I’m convinced it’s what he needs, whether or not his grumpy emotional defense system will allow him to admit it or not. Now, I wait as I feed Krissy with one hand and munch on my toast with the other.

      The silence of the place hits me, and I can’t decide whether to put on some music or sing to Krissy. By the time I finish my toast and Krissy’s bottle is empty, I’ve been too preoccupied with waiting for Spence to reply to my text to solve the silence problem. I wait another minute for his reply while Krissy plays with my fingers, then put the phone aside because, of course, he’s busy.

      I imagine him out on the ice with a whistle, in his skates, wearing a Whaler’s jersey over some shoulder pads which make him appear larger than his already sturdy build—okay, hot as fuck sculpted muscles all over his body—or so I imagine because I’ve only seen the outline of those muscles on his upper body. But I bet he has killer thighs, and his buns are⁠—

      The phone pings, interrupting my thoughts and sending my tummy into flutters. I pick it up, chuckling at myself for overreacting. But is it so unreasonable to want to please him? He’s my boss, right? It might not even be Spence.

      When I check the message, my tummy drops like lead, and all butterflies fall inert. It’s the last person I want to hear from. Moe—Maurice Borelli, my stupid disappointing ex. Easy to ignore. So I shut put my phone aside and ignore him.

      Moving on to begin the day, I vaguely wonder where to start. I decide to get Krissy ready for an excursion to meet with the realtor, and I place the call with the contact Jason gave me. We can explore the area and buy things for Jason’s house while we’re out. I should make a list.

      But Krissy distracts me, and then my phone rings with a call this time. It’s freaking Moe. Again. Pressing the green button with violence, I answer his call but don’t talk to him. I don’t even put the phone to my ear. I only answered so I could hang up on him and press the button to disconnect with even more violence. I wish I were using an old-fashioned phone like the one in the kitchen so I had a receiver to slam down like they did in old movies and TV shows.

      Contemplating shutting my phone off, I realize I can’t do that in case Spence calls. So, instead, I send Moe a text to ask him to stop contacting me.

      Me: Bug off.

      I move on with my day without waiting for a reply.
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      The realtor wanted to show Krissy and me some condos in downtown Portsmouth, but I insisted it was up to Jason to make the decision, and she relented, texting him to arrange showings. Even so, getting out of the office is difficult because all the ladies love Krissy. We take a few pics, and I shoot them to Spence because Krissy looks so adorable and happy.

      As I stop in the shops to buy some photo frames, Krissy continues to be the life of the party—until lunchtime when she needs a quick diaper change in the ladies’ room at a bookshop. That’s when I bundle her into the car to go home. All the fresh air in the open stroller has tired her out, and she falls asleep.

      At home, as I’m holding her in my arms, feeding her, I send Spence a long text about the day hoping he’ll respond in some way. I haven’t heard a thing, not even an acknowledgment so far that he’s seen the photos.

      When he finally texts me, responding to my last three texts, I’m on my way up to the nursery with Krissy and way too excited to read it. I juggle the phone with one hand to click open the message. Lying Krissy on the changing table, I read.

      Spencer: Thnx for pics. Busy day here 2

      That’s it. One. Stinking. Line. Seven stinking words after the paragraphs of stories and dozens of photos I sent him today. I toss my phone onto the rocking chair and let out a breath. Don’t let Krissy sense your frustration. When I look down at her, I smile and release the disappointment.

      “It’s not you, Krissy. I’m sure it’s me. Of course, he’s interested in you and read every word I sent him about you and poured over every picture.” It’s me. He doesn’t want to talk to me. Doesn’t want to be friends or have anything but a civil relationship. Not even a relationship, really.

      I want to scream, but I bite my tongue. That man is the most frustrating person I’ve ever met. Do I think I can save him—from himself? Because I’d bet my heart and soul a meaningful relationship is exactly what he needs—with a friend, I mean. Of course. He needs the comfort and support of a friend. And right now, I’m the one who’s here for him—and he’s turning me away at every turn. The jerk.

      My phone pings across the room, and I finish changing Krissy, then dart over with Krissy to check the text because my heart is thudding out of my chest, convinced it’s Spence with another text, the one he meant to send, the one he should have sent the first time.

      I pick up the phone, clutching Krissy, and look at the name. Jason.

      Fuck. Resisting the urge to throw my phone in the diaper pail, I blow out another breath because I can’t hold it against poor Jason. So, I sit down in the rocker with Krissy and read it. It’s about the real estate showings. He’s only mildly annoyed that he needs to look at places during his usual nap time.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You can handle it. Ur a grown up now.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jason: I thought you wr here to support me

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Go Jason! Yay!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jason: Haha very NOT funny

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: You learning how to grumble from coach?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jason: ?? Coach is fine. You okay?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: My usual happy self.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jason: That explains it

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jason: Just kidding

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Have fun looking at condos GTG
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      I try to throw off the growing sense that I’m playing house as I cook dinner for Spence—chicken saltimbocca—while Krissy fusses in her chair. Setting the table, I add the vase of flowers to the center to add cheer. Roses are cheery. They’re not for romance, I swear.

      “It’s almost seven, Krissy. Can you stay awake until Daddy gets home?”

      I bathe her and get her ready for bed, ready for Spence when he gets home at seven. In the kitchen, I pace around with Krissy, trying not to let her fall asleep. On my seventh swing around the kitchen, I glance at the clock, and it’s twenty-past seven. She’s asleep on my shoulder, and Spence is nowhere in sight.

      Feeling like a sixties housewife stood up for dinner, I take Krissy up the back stairs to bed. Shit. This is the part they don’t talk about in the sitcoms—the waiting around for the man to arrive home and appreciate your work.

      Upstairs, I tuck little Krissy in and bite my tongue to stop myself from promising her daddy will be home tomorrow night. Not that she hears me since she’s fast asleep. Turning the monitor on, I hear a car out front, and the flash of headlights plays against the wall.

      Peeking out the window, I see the unmistakable shadow of the old Cadillac pull into the drive and cue my excited overactive imagination to turn on my ovaries in a Pavlovian-like response.

      He’s not your husband. He’s not even your boyfriend or even a potential boyfriend. Calm the fuck down.

      My ovaries protest and ask,  Are you sure he’s not a potential boyfriend, or maybe even a short fling? as I rush down the back stairs to the kitchen ahead of him.

      The back door opens, and he walks in on a breeze, cool night air rushing around him, sticking with him, giving him a woodsy scent as I come forward and hand him a bottle of the beer he had stocked in the fridge.

      “Tough day at work?”

      He frowns. “Usual. They’re all tough.”

      Four words. Yay.

      “Sit down and have some dinner. Krissy is asleep.”

      Disappointment drops his face like I’ve announced his kitten died.

      “Oh. I…” he says, two words that lead nowhere.

      “She’ll probably wake for a feeding one more time. Or you can wake her⁠—”

      “I would never wake her. Let her sleep.”

      “Do you want me to keep her up so you can see her when you get home?”

      “No, don’t. Make sure she has a schedule. A regular stable schedule is what she needs.” He looks at me as if for confirmation.

      “Sure,” I say gently. “But it’s not all she needs. She needs the people who love her to be there so she can feel that love. I’d say that’s the most important thing of all for a baby.” For anyone, really, but I keep that bit to myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 7


          

          Spencer

        

      

    

    
      Discomfort lodges between my shoulder blades in the silence that follows her pronouncement about love and feelings. I don’t know where to go with that, so my gaze wanders around the kitchen. Something smells good, and my stomach responds with a hungry growl. A reflexive frown drags down my mouth. I only know this by the look on her face, so I give her an explanation, though the need to do so causes my frown to deepen.

      “You didn’t have to cook dinner.”

      “We have to eat, don’t we?”

      “I was going to order out.” She ignores me and places a large dish of chicken saltimbocca in the middle of the old table that came with the house, now covered in a red and white checked tablecloth like some kitschy old-time Italian restaurant.

      She gestures for me to sit. “You’re welcome.” She flashes a brilliant, undaunted smile at me, and I feel the burn down to my ungrateful soul.

      “It smells good,” I admit, scraping the chair back as she stares at me, and I try and figure out if her smile might be a little forced. “Thank you.” Did I forget my fucking manners? What is it about this girl that has me on edge and feeling like I’m going to take a dive into hell any minute if I make a wrong move?

      “I went with Italian since everyone loves Italian, but we can talk about what you like.”

      Nodding, I reach for the intercom sitting on the table and turn up the volume. Hearing the vague sound of Krissy’s breathing in the background eases the tension in my shoulders.

      “Maybe you should go up and peek in at her.”

      I dart my eyes to Lainey’s, and she shrugs with one of those knowing looks like she thinks I’m adorable. Which is not at all how I feel. I feel pathetically helpless when it comes to Krissy. I need to get my shit together.

      I shake my head. “I’ll check on her later.”

      She serves up the chicken, bragging without shame how she made everything from scratch, and as I take a bite, I can’t help being impressed.

      “This is good.” I empty half my plate while she carries on about Krissy, picking up where she left off in her texts.

      I have to ask. “Were you a cook before?” I wave at the food.

      She furrows her brow and then chuckles, a light-hearted sound that she can’t possibly be faking. After a long, busy day there’s no hint of tiredness or annoyance or need to relax and chill. She’s still as energetically enthusiastic as a high school cheerleader ready for a game.

      “You mean, where did I learn to cook?”

      I nod.

      She grins. “You’re a man of few words, aren’t you?”

      I don’t bother responding to that and wait her out for the answer. I wonder if she’s a one-trick pony with this meal or if she might keep up the cooking—which would be a fucking treat I don’t deserve. Then I wonder if I’ll need to give her a raise. Totally worth it if this is a sample. Not even my Aunt Hildie cooks like this. Forget about my mother’s cooking.

      Lainey heaves a big sigh, and my gaze is drawn to the dip in her yellow flowered sundress where the plump mounds of her breasts rise and fall. Shit. I dart my eyes back to her face. No relief there. Her wide baby blues scorch me, and her relentless smile bullies my conscience, reminding me of the value of being grateful yet again.

      She’s like some kind of siren-conscience, a temptress wielding a whip of forbidden pleasure and promise of a better future. Or I’m going batty after too long a day at the office on the phone and staring at films and stats. I did manage to talk to all the players, and they’ll arrive tomorrow for our first team meeting and our first official skate.

      “It’s a long story, but I’ll tell you anyway,” she says.

      For a second, I forget what the story is about. Her grin widens, her eyes twinkle, and I can’t tell her not to bother. I don’t say anything, so she goes on.

      “I took cooking lessons from my family’s cook for the last three months in preparation for… my future on my own. So, I could go out into the world and cook meals for myself and…whoever else I’m…with.”

      The muscles between my shoulder blades tense up again, and I nod. “Sounds sensible.” Sounds ridiculous and unnecessary, and like she’s not telling the entire story, but hell, she doesn’t owe me any explanation. Especially not if I’m that person she’s with—whatever that means, which in this case, I’m sure isn’t the normal meaning of being with someone.

      She laughs. “Sensible? Are you sure you don’t mean silly or overkill?”

      I clamp my mouth tight because no way am I copping to that. No way do I want to encourage her to tell me her whole story, and not because I’m not curious or interested—probably the opposite. I don’t need to be interested in Lainey Hall. I need to be politely distant to keep her at arm’s length.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you. You were bound to find out sooner or later.” She sighs, and I hold my breath, guessing it has to do with a man. “I was engaged to be married—the wedding was supposed to be in a week, actually a weeks and two days from now—and I wanted to learn to cook for my new husband.” She huffs a breath, and her smile fades.

      For the first time, I see no light in her face, only a rim of sadness around her eyes where they twinkled seconds before. But she rouses herself quickly.

      “There you have it. Now, I’m here, and lucky you gets the benefit of my cooking lessons.” Her full smile returns as she studies me, waiting for my response with more patience than most women I’ve met.

      “Lucky me.” I really mean it this time though my words are flat.

      “You sure? You’re not very convincing. I get that you’ve had some…bad luck lately to dampen your spirits. I mean, let’s call it what it is—you’ve suffered some tragedy. But, Spence, you’re on the upswing now because you have Krissy and a great job as an NHL head coach, and you have Jason on your team and me. You have me. On your team, I mean. So to speak.”

      I nod because I have no idea what else to say except you’re right, and for some reason, I’m reluctant to make that admission to her. Afraid it’ll unravel the knot of restraint I’m holding onto, and who knows what else I’ll admit she’s right about. I pick up my fork and shovel in another mouthful of orecchiette pasta and half a meatball. I know my pasta, and this is fucking top notch.

      Her mouth widens, and her perfect pearly teeth practically sparkle at me, trying to blind me, so I look away and concentrate on the food.

      “I’m so terrible—I didn’t even give you a chance to tell me about your day. What did you do? Did you see Jason? Any meetings?”

      I almost choke but manage a nod before I finish chewing,

      She laughs and rolls her hand, prompting me to go on.

      “Jason skated. We worked together. A couple of the other players showed up. My assistant coach.” She stares at me like I’m delivering the Gettysburg address. I stab another forkful of chicken because my speech is over.

      “Wait, tell me more. Tell me about your meeting.”

      “More?” What the fuck? It’s not like I’m going to tell her about my meeting with the team owner.

      Except, hell, maybe she already knows. Maybe Jason knows and said something. He’s been getting a lot of attention from Gavonza. Fuck. I put down my fork, and empty-mouthed, I study her. “What do you know?”

      “Know? What are you talking about? Why would I know anything unless you tell me?”

      “Jason.”

      She stares at me, and I wait. Several beats go by, and I look at the big round kitchen clock, watching the second hand sweep around.

      Until she finally gives in with a big sigh.

      “Jason hasn’t said a thing to me about you. We have an agreement if you want to know. You are a forbidden topic of conversation. Happy?”

      I nod and pick up my fork, but she darts a hand out and stops me.

      “No, you don’t. You didn’t answer my question. I saw on your calendar that you had a meeting with Gavonza today. Tell me about it.”

      “None of your business.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “How the hell do you figure that?”

      “It’s affecting me because it’s affecting your mood.”

      “My mood is none of your business.”

      “Yes, it is. Your mood affects Krissy, too.”

      Raking a hand through my hair, my muscles clench across my shoulders and all the way down my back. Shit. She’s not right about this.

      “I know how to keep work at work. Krissy will never get anything from me but my best.”

      She nods. “That’s all I can ask for.” She quiets, and I finally shove the forkful of pasta in my mouth and chew. It’s delicious. And she made it. I ignore my flaring conscience.

      She watches me, then turns to her plate and mutters, “Though it would be nice if you were in a better mood around me, too.”

      Why do I feel like I’m stuck in a scene from a family sitcom where she’s playing the role of a wronged housewife?

      “Look, the meeting went exactly as expected. Nothing new. I have a one-year contract. Period.” Shit. No need to tell her about the extension clause. It’s not because of the NDA because I have nothing to lose there. But that foolish pie-in-the-sky clause is my own private folly.

      “You’re lying.”

      “You’ll have to live with that.”

      “What else is in your contract? I can’t believe you’re done at the end of one year, no matter what. What if you win the Stanley Cup? Would Gavonza still get rid of you then?”

      Holy shit. “Are you shitting me?”

      “Well, no. I think if—no, when—the Whalers win the Stanley Cup, Gavonza would be crazy to get rid of you for that old has-been he’s lining up for the job. Jason and I discussed it on the drive up north, and we agree you’re the better choice for the long haul.”

      “What the bloody fuck do you mean by that? Pardon my language.” My heart races at her words because they’re the same ones I dredge up to tell myself when I’m getting tired at the end of the day or whenever I see Gavonza—which is far too often.

      She waves a hand. “No worries. I’ve heard it all, thanks to my big brother. What I mean is that you are a go-getter, a winner with ‘team leader’ written all over you in neon. You brought St. Paul from a losing record to winning the Frozen Four in two seasons. You took over for their old coach after he’d been there for a gazillion years and elevated the program back to what it once was. Gavonza wants Old Smitty—but what does he have? Twenty extra years and thirty extra pounds of unhealthy mediocrity.”

      I can’t help the twitch in my mouth because I want to smile, or maybe even laugh. Under normal circumstances, I would laugh. But what are normal circumstances? Whatever they are, this ain’t them. I have my career and Krissy’s well-being hanging in the balance of this season.

      “Thank you for the vote of confidence. But I was never officially named head coach at St. Paul, so my creds are questionable, according to Gavonza. He doesn’t share your opinion.” I don’t think he shares her level of hockey acumen either, but I keep that to myself. “And last time I looked, he still owns the team one-fucking-hundred percent.”

      “Him and his daughter. Jason says she’s a trip.”

      I shake my head and may have let a half-smile slip.

      “Oh my God—that’s what makes you smile? An off-hand comment about the coach’s slutty daughter? You’re perverted, you know that.”

      “She’s not slutty. Aggressive maybe. And how does my possible smile make me perverted? No, wait—don’t answer that. I don’t want to know.”

      “You must be out of breath because you just managed to string together more than ten words.”

      “If you didn’t work for me…” I mutter, finishing the sentence in my imagination, I’d put you over my knee and give you a good spanking. The visual sends a hot rush of molten desire through my veins, reminding me I’ve been out of circulation for way too long. I push away from the table.

      “Where are you going? You didn’t answer my question. What would happen if you led the Whalers to a Stanley Cup?”

      “I don’t owe you an answer.” Her eyes go wide and her face turns pink, and I’m an idiot. I take a breath and take the edge off my voice. “I mean, I can’t say. There’s an NDA with my contract. I can’t talk about the details.”

      She nods.

      “I’m sorry I was harsh.”

      “Not your fault. I’m nosy, though I prefer to think of it as curious. Don’t worry, though. My lips are sealed.”

      She starts collecting the plates, and I stand grabbing the glasses. We meet at the sink. For a large kitchen, it’s feeling very cramped as we stand side-by-side at the counter. I put the glasses down and back away though I don’t exactly feel comfortable about letting her do all the work.

      “You’re the nanny, not the housekeeper. If you make dinner I should clean up.” Standing my ground, I watch as she rinses the dishes and slides them into the dishwasher.

      “That’s sweet of you.”

      “Not sweet. Fair. I’m not paying you enough to do cooking and housekeeping.” I shift from one foot to the other and wait. It’s not like I can shove her aside and take over, which is what I’d do with my brother or roommates in the past. Having a woman in my kitchen is a whole other beast.

      What the fuck is it going to be like having her around all the time?

      You should have thought of that before you hired her and signed the contract.

      She stops and aims her baby blue eyes at me, large and twinkling like she’s shooting fairy dust. “Next time, you can clean up. But for the record, I like to cook, and you did say there’d be light housekeeping. It’s only for a couple of months, right? Just so you know, while I’m here, I plan to throw my whole self into this job, so hard that it won’t seem like a job. It’ll be more like a lifestyle. I want to devote myself to making Krissy happy and your life smooth, easy, and worry-free. It’s the least I can do for you both after what you’ve been through.”

      Her words vibrate with truth, and I’m dumbstruck. “Why…would you want to do that?”

      She shrugs. “Because I can and because there’s something in me that needs to banish all the darkness I find in life. It’s just how I’m made.” She tempers her smile. “It’s not a bad thing, is it?”

      “No.” It’s all I can say with the stray thoughts and arguments crowding in my head, ready to tear apart the lovely idea of banishing darkness, ready to point out how impossible it is because there’s always more around the corner when you least expect it. But I don’t say a word. I hold it all in with a superhuman effort. But I don’t hold back my frown, and the skepticism must flash like a neon sign in my eyes.

      “Good.” She smiles as if I really buy into her mission, and I take a deep breath. She finishes cleaning up, and we’re still standing here in the kitchen. Krissy’s sleeping, and it’s getting close to nine.

      What the hell am I supposed to do now? I can’t order her to go to her room and leave me in peace. Can I?

      “What do you normally do in the evenings?” she asks, reading my mind.

      “Watch hockey clips mostly of my players and some of the games of our biggest rivals, namely the Boston Brawlers.” That ought to discourage her.

      “Sounds like fun.” She walks past me and heads straight for the living room. Fuck. The problem is—one of many—there’s only one chair, and it’s not big enough for the two of us.

      It should, but it doesn’t stop her. Shit.

      She detours to the closet, pulls out a yoga mat, rolls it out near my chair, and sits cross-legged.

      “This dress isn’t the best suited for sitting yoga style, is it?” She pushes her dress between her knees and gives me a saucy smile, and I’m not sure if it’s an invitation or a dare.

      Staring at her straight back, the way her breasts thrust forward, and the way the dress drapes over her legs, hiding the tops of her thighs in shadow, I’m mesmerized. And maybe, I finally understand what dumbfounded means.

      “You want to watch game tapes with me?” It’s perfectly clear that she does, and yet, I can’t wrap my head around it or around her sitting cross-legged on the floor. In a dress.

      “I love analyzing games.” Real enthusiasm beams from every pore of her spectacular face, and those mirth-filled eyes know exactly how much she’s thrown me off balance. “By the way, I ordered another recliner to match yours. It should be delivered tomorrow.”

      Holy mother of… I’m in a shitload of trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 8


          

          Lainey

        

      

    

    
      I shouldn’t be disappointed at his stubborn grumpiness, but I am. I was so hoping to establish a rapport, to lighten his mood and brighten his life.

      He clicks the TV on grudgingly, and we’re treated to a replay of last season's Brawlers Stanley Cup winning game.

      “I’m so excited we got Rafe Lemaire for our team.” Watching him score a goal in the first minute of the game, I pump my fist in the air. “That goal never fails to make me cheer.”

      He coughs. I dart a look up at him. “Tell me it doesn’t excite you?”

      “It’s…a good one.” He pauses and gives me one of those looks like he thinks I’m a mirage or some kind of zoo animal—and not necessarily one he likes. “How many times have you watched this game, and why?”

      I hold in my laugh and keep my smile normal as I go back to watching the game. His question has to be rhetorical.

      “Seriously,” he says.

      I turn back to him, and he pauses the game. “My brother plays NHL hockey. Of course, I’m interested.” Why wouldn’t he get that?

      “Okay, so you throw yourself into things with an abundance of enthusiasm.” He nods.

      “I thought we established that? You know—with the cooking⁠—”

      He raises a hand. “I get it. It’s just… Never mind.”

      “Tell me. What is it? Unusual?”

      “Hard to take.”

      I push to my feet and grab my yoga mat. “Sorry. I’ll leave you to your business. Next time, if you don’t want my company, just say so⁠—”

      “No. Don’t—” He rises from his chair, pushing a hand through that thick unruly hair, and I have the urge to help him mess it all up, to dig my fingers in and feel his wavy hair run through them. “Shit,” he mutters. “I’m not used to company. Stay if you want, but this is work.”

      “Got it. I’ll keep my opinions to myself then.” I lower myself, unwilling to leave him alone as if he’s a sick man and needs watching and caring for, and I stifle the urge to make chicken soup. Looking him over as we both settle down again, I almost laugh at the notion that there’s a goddam blessed thing wrong with him. He’s ridiculously healthy and oh-so-beautiful.

      Spencer Logan is one of those guys who packs power, and I don’t just mean in his impressive muscles. He exudes unexpended energy and has this aura of contained excitement. From his golden hazel eyes, intense and real, to his dark wavy hair and the way it curls at the nape of his neck, and mostly his solid, strong presence that communicates so much about him: his dependability, his pride, his sense of responsibility, his commitment, and all those old-fashioned things. He makes my ovaries work overtime.

      I only hope his girlfriend, whoever she is, appreciates him. I wonder for a speck of time where she is, and when she’s going to show up, but of all the things I have going on in my life, I don’t let Spencer’s lucky-ass girlfriend take up more than a molecule of thought.

      “Rafe Lemaire still has impressive speed. I’m surprised.” Oops. I’m supposed to keep my mouth zipped.

      He grunts. “Lemaire works at it. He knows exactly what to do at any given moment. Knows what he’s capable of and wastes no energy. He’s fucking brilliant at hockey. We’re lucky to have him.”

      My turn to grunt, making a mental note of his long-ass speech. So many words. But then it was all about hockey, and that’s his thing. His focus. I can work with that. He runs another clip from the game over and over, and at 11 p.m., I yawn, possibly more from boredom than being tired, I hate to admit. Even I, a massive hockey fan, have my limits. But not Spence. He’s still intensely watching and scrawling notes on an iPad.

      “I’m going to bed now.” I stand and pause for a few seconds, watching his profile, his rugged jaw with the shiver-inducing dark stubble, his long dark eyelashes, and those lips. He has one of the most sensual mouths I’ve ever seen on a man close up. The kind I could stare at for far too long.

      Rolling up the mat, I sigh and bring it to the closet. He frowns, noticing me only when I cross in front of the TV screen on my way to the stairs—okay, so I didn’t have to cross in front of the screen. I could have gone through the kitchen to the back stairs. However, I wanted his attention and some closure on our evening, maybe a pleasant good-night so I could feel like we’re going in the right direction.

      He frowns.

      I say, “Goodnight.” Hopeful.

      He grunts and goes back to watching the screen, but I notice the tensing of his jaw, that wondrously hard jaw that I’d love to scrape my hand over, and the tic in a muscle there. I register something on his radar, but I’m not sure if it’s good or bad, but as Scarlet O’Hara famously said, Tomorrow is another day.

      Circling back to the kitchen, I take the baby monitor up to my bedroom with me. In bed, I close my eyes to sleep, normally a very easy thing for me to do since I give everything I have, every day. But behind my lids, I’m wide awake and staring at a full-blown picture of Spencer.

      What I enjoy fantasizing about most is his sexy full mouth and what it would feel like crushed against mine, what he would taste like. Or maybe better yet, how it would feel to have his muscled forearms wrapped around me⁠—

      My phone pings, ending my fantasy. Too, too bad, although I suppose it’s not the healthiest fantasy for me. I need to find someone more eligible to fantasize about. Or better yet, stick to forgetting about men right now and concentrate on my new life, my job. Krissy. And Spence. Full circle.

      It’s late for a text, so I throw my covers aside and get up to pick up my phone.

      Checking the message, I’m not surprised it’s from my younger brother.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Peter: I’m sending apologies but it’s not my fault. Not exactly

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: What the heck are you talking about?

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Silence. Not even three dots. He has a serious case of a guilty conscience, but I have no idea about what. I’m about to put my phone back in the night table drawer when he finally sends another message.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Peter: I didn’t want to tell u, but you need to no. Rumor about Moe that he’s getting engaged 2 that woman. Wants your ring back. Sorry!!

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Me: Rumor? U know better than 2 listen 2 rumors. No worries. Gnight.

      

      

      

      

      

      Pulling open the drawer, I shove the phone back inside. Then I reach into the back and pull out the small ring box. I kept the ring—the only thing of value Moe ever gave me that I kept—because his grandma gave it to me. At least, that’s the way I remember it. The ring had been mine, a gift from Grandma Borelli. It’s true that it had been in Moe’s family for three generations, but his grandma wanted it passed down to me before she passed away.

      It’s a blessing that Grandma Borelli passed away before we broke up, and maybe, I took that as a sign that the ring is mine. I’m confused about giving it back. Deep down, I know I need to, and I meant to, but it will hurt because I loved his grandma.

      “Sorry the wedding never happened, Grandma B,” I whisper into the starlit room and gaze out the window at the harbor. Clutching the box, I shove it back in the drawer and notice my phone is lit up with a fresh message, so I pull it out.

      “Oh, no.” I cover my mouth because that comment was a little too loud. But who could blame me? I just got a text from my ex in the middle of the night. Not a good sign.

      Curiosity, and the fact that I’m suddenly wide awake, push me to open the message and check it out.

      Moe: Don’t believe the rumors about my engagement. Some chick is wishful thinking.

      Me: You’re mistaking me for someone who cares

      Moe: haha.

      Three dots flicker and fade, then flicker and fade again, and my tummy tumbles—not in a good way—and I wonder what my problem is because I really don’t care. I hate that he can still make me feel bad.

      So, don’t feel bad. Feel anything but. Feel sorry for him. Feel happy that you escaped his untrustworthy clutches.

      His message finally pops up, and now, I insist on only feeling curious.

      

      Moe: But I do need the ring back. It’s a family heirloom. You could have kept anything else but that, sweetheart. Please understand.

      The untrustworthy slime ball was choosing to be his best, most polite self.

      Me: I’ll mail it priority tomorrow.

      Moe: No. I don’t trust the mail. Can you bring it home on your next visit?

      Me: Sure. Not sure when that will be.

      It takes a long time for him to reply, and I watch the three dots bubble off and on for what seems like forever. I’m almost ready to shove my phone in the charming nightstand drawer when his text pops up.

      Moe: I’ll come up and get it.

      

      Shit. I don’t waste time thinking about my response. I tell him what I’m thinking, like I wish he would have done before betraying me, before fooling around. My fingers type fast.

      Me: You sure those rumors about your engagement aren’t true?

      

      Shit. Should I… No. I don’t want to take the words back even if I could. I shut my phone because I don’t want to see his answer or even know if he has one.

      No matter how much our history and families pointed us that way, I was never meant to be with him. We were friends, and our chemistry was never more than lukewarm at best. So why am I so hurt?

      Because we were best friends, and now, we’re so absolutely not. Because he absolutely betrayed me and my trust and humiliated me in front of our community—or would have if I gave a shit.

      But I don’t. Do I? If not, then why did I head north for a fresh start?

      Falling back onto my pillow with my eyes wide open, I’m thinking I need a shot of whiskey to get some sleep when the baby monitor makes a sound.

      I spring from bed without thinking and dash for the nursery.

      Scooping up Krissy, I wait for Spence to wander in half-asleep. After a few seconds of pacing around and whispering in her ear, Krissy falls back asleep. There’s no sign of Spencer.

      This removes any residual uneasiness about my decision to live-in with my hunky boss and my uneasiness about relying on my restraint to keep things cool between us because he was right. He really does need someone to be available at night, even when he’s home. More importantly, Krissy needs me.

      Besides, even if Moe wants to get his family heirloom back, his threat to come up here and get it was surely an empty one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 9


          

          Spencer

        

      

    

    
      The smell of fresh coffee wakes me, and I inhale the scent of heaven as it wafts up to my room. Rolling out of bed, I don’t give myself a chance to enjoy the reprieve of one less chore. It’s fucking early, but the team is showing up for our first full practice this morning, and I want to be ready for them.

      Showered, if not shaven, I come down the back stairs directly into the old-fashioned kitchen to see Lainey there with a cup of coffee in one hand and Krissy draped over her shoulder. She’s wearing a blue-striped polo dress with a white collar and looks like she’s about to hop onto the deck of a sailboat any minute with her boat shoes. I suppress a smile and manage not to shake my head.

      She grins and heads straight for me, instantly raising my pulse rate. “Here, why don’t you hold Krissy, and I’ll get you some coffee and breakfast.”

      I take Krissy and hug the baby to my chest in relief, breathing in her baby scent and relaxing. The fact that I’ll miss her warmth and miss caring for her today registers. She’s only been mine for a couple of weeks, but I’ve grown accustomed to her needing me even as I’ve floundered with what to do with her and worry about doing everything wrong.

      “Are you a pancake or waffle guy?” Lainey asks in a bright voice as she places a griddle I know I don’t own on the stove.

      “No time for breakfast. I’ll catch some food at the rink.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You all have a kitchen to feed the hungry team, don’t you? You can at least take some coffee.” She pours the coffee, and I look for signs of disappointment, but all I see is relentless cheer. She hands me the coffee in a covered thermal cup with a Whalers logo. “It’s black.”

      “Thank you. How’d you know I take it black?”

      “A wild hunch.” She smirks, and the twinkle in her big blue eyes could blind an eagle, much less a guy like me. I stifle the urge to pull out my sunglasses. I take a sip of my coffee and put it down on the table as I walk in a circle with Krissy and listen to her make sounds.

      Then I hand her back to Lainey. “I need to get going. Text if you need anything.” I pull out my wallet and remove an extra credit card I never use. “Use this if you need to buy anything for Krissy or the house.”

      “Wow. Aren’t you worried I’m going to rob you blind?” There’s a small dimple in her right cheek, and I stare at it for a beat too long until it disappears.

      “No. The limit on that card is only five thousand. Knock yourself out.”

      She laughs, and the sound chases me out the back door, and I think if I let it catch me, I’ll never leave because I’ve never heard anything so tempting, so irresistible as that authentic, unfettered joy. How does she do that? How does she not let life weigh her down? Clearly, she’s had a recent setback of her own.

      “Good luck today,” she calls after me. “Give old man Gavonza hell.”

      I’m out the door before my mouth curves up dangerously, and I thank fuck she can’t see that errant bud of a smile. No use encouraging her. Getting old man Gavonza to notice anything will be a major accomplishment.

      An inexplicable lightness takes hold of my mood as I start Aunt Hildie’s old pink Cadillac Coupe De Ville for the short drive to the rink. Maybe it’s nice knowing someone believes in my mission, or at least that she wouldn’t think I was crazy for including the pipe dream clause in my contract. And though I didn’t tell her about it, I want to, which is ridiculous because I’m not a sharer by nature. I’m a keep it close to the vest kind of guy, which suits me fine. My tight lips won me the trust and respect of my teammates, coaches, and players in the past.

      As I drive to the rink, I should be mentally preparing for the day, but my mind sticks on Lainey. Shit. My attraction to her—or whatever it is—is too out of character and raw to be anything but a symptom of being without a woman in my bed for too long.

      Not that I have time to deal with a woman now because it is truly the least of my concerns. Maybe it’s a good idea to call Shonda and invite her for a visit. We need to make a decision about having a long-distance relationship. The way we left things in our last conversation was unsettling. Neither of us had much enthusiasm for a long-distance commitment, but we didn’t rule it out either.

      Now that the reality of going the whole season without a woman or the time and energy to find someone new hits me. Under these circumstances, facing Lainey every day forces me to consider giving a shot at a long-distance relationship with Shonda—even if I suspect it’s a long shot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After some quick preparation in my office, I take my iPad and head for the rink. Anticipation quickens my steps as I head for the locker room. Rafe arrives at the door at the same time as I do, and I extend my hand with a rare gravity-defying grin tugging at my mouth.

      “If it isn’t the youngest coach in the NHL.” He claps my back and draws me in for a bro hug that feels sincere down to the bone. I hug him back, meaning it.

      “If it isn’t one of the oldest players in the NHL,” I say. He laughs. “But if the tapes I’ve been watching are right, you’ve found the fountain of youth.”

      “Sure, if the fountain of youth is a strict diet and workout regimen, regular sleep, and no alcohol, then I’ve found it.”

      “Good man. We’re all going to learn a few things from you.”

      He laughs. “I hear you have a new baby.”

      I nod, and my talkativeness dries up.

      Still, Rafe knows who I am from early in Montreal, and he clamps a hand on my shoulder and speaks in a quiet cool voice. “I know what it’s like to be faced with raising a baby girl alone. I lucked out and found a good nanny. I hear you lucked out, too.”

      “You’ve been talking to Jason,” I say. The kid has a big mouth.

      Rafe nods and smiles. “Don’t hold it against him. I heard about the baby—everyone has. It was in the sports news and all over social media.”

      “Swell.”

      He laughs. “We have a lot of parallels with our baby girls and nannies showing up in a pinch. I married my nanny. Who knows, maybe you’ll get lucky, too.”

      “Lucky?” His words set off all kinds of alarms, fire alarms if the heat roaring through me right now is any clue.

      He chuckles, and I push the door open to the locker room and escape inside. After I walk through the room and welcome each player, I lace up my skates and tell them to be on the ice in ten minutes.

      Leaving the guys in the locker room feels funny, but I’m the coach now—the fucking head coach—and the guys need to have the locker room to themselves. Waiting at the gate to the rink with my tablet, I check the formations and drills I want to start with after warm-ups.

      Rafe is the first one to the ice, and he pauses at the gate with something to say. “I want you to know, Coach, when I got the news I’d be playing for Portsmouth this season, I was disappointed, initially,” he pauses, serious as fuck.

      I nod. I figured as much.

      “But when the entire roster came out, I started looking forward to being here, especially when I heard you were named coach.”

      I nod again, not sure what to make of his confidence.

      “I always thought you’d make a great coach. I wasn’t surprised to see what you did at St. Paul U last year.”

      “I’m glad to have your experience in the locker room.”

      “That a polite way of saying you’re glad you have another old guy to talk to?”

      I give him a half-smile despite myself. His confidence in me and good nature is hard to ignore. Unlike Lainey’s good nature which seems to spring from an unfathomable internal well, I get where Rafe is coming from and why he’s a happy guy. Even at thirty-seven, the same age as I am, he was a top twenty scorer in the NHL last season and healthy as ever. Where he’s lost some speed, he’s gained in vision and laser-sharp passing that make him second in the league for assists.

      I arch an eyebrow. “That’s a way of telling you I’m counting on you to run the team on the ice and break your personal record for assists this year to come out tops in the league. You have it in you?”

      “If I didn’t think so, I wouldn’t be here.”

      I nod and step aside as a couple of guys file past us to take the ice. I have my skates on today to get a close look and get hands-on with the younger guys, if I need to, to work on their quirks and weaknesses.

      Rafe follows me onto the ice, and I wait for my coaching staff to catch up. I blow the whistle, and we gather at the bench, where I introduce the coaching staff and have the team do a roll call introducing themselves. Then I quiet the crowd of players and hold their attention for a beat of silence before I begin my speech.

      “Forget everything about what your routines were before you got here, what your other teams’ routines were, because this is a new team in every sense of the word, and we’re going to behave like we’re reinventing the way the game is played.” My words are loud and strong and reverberate off the rafters and through my insides. I feel every bit of the now-or-never commitment, the emptying of everything I have on the table and taking every chance there is to take.

      Then I hear a single person clapping and look over to see a man walk out onto the ice and head for us, holding onto the boards. Gavonza.

      He holds up a hand to stop me like he knows I’m going to blow the whistle and dismiss the team. “Hold on, Coach. I came by to say hello to the team.”

      “Men, this is Mr. Anthony Gavonza, owner of the Portsmouth Whalers and signer of our paychecks.” I keep my gaze on the man and my expression neutral as the guys chuckle and nod and take in the man. He’s gray at the temples and balding but polished and slick. He has a compact body, short, not coming up to my shoulder in his street shoes with me on my skates. I straighten taller as he approaches with no intentions of making him comfortable.

      “It’s good to see you all here for our first year. I’ll do my best to fill the stands if you do your best to win a few games.”

      “We’ll do better than that, Mr. Gavonza,” I say. “We’re in it to have a winning season, to win the division and go deep into the playoffs.”

      He chuckles and pats my arm like he’s humoring me.

      I blow the whistle. “Warm up for five.” The huddle of men breaks up as they skate away.

      “Rafe, hold on,” Gavonza takes Rafe’s arm to hold him back. “It’s especially good to have you here. How do you like the arena?”

      “It’s great. Time to warm up this old body.” Rafe’s smile looks strained.

      “You can take a few minutes to talk to me.” Gavonza turns to me. “Right, Coach?”

      Before I do more than glare at Gavonza, Rafe speaks up. “Sorry, Mr. Gavonza, but I’m here to play hockey, and though I appreciate that you’re paying my salary, I answer to Coach.”

      Gavonza flashes a dirty look at me then says to Rafe, “He put you up to that.”

      Rafe gives him an evil smile. “No one tells me how to think.” He doesn’t wait for Gavonza’s permission to leave and gives me a nod over the man’s head as he skates off.

      Gavonza turns back to me, and if it’s possible to see someone’s temperature rise like a cartoon character turning red, that’s what I’m seeing. To the point that I might be concerned about the guy busting an artery.

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Gavonza,” I whisper. “I answer to you. You can boss me around and tell me what to do to your heart’s content.” I say it with zero sincerity. But since the guy is made of more ego than good sense, he doesn’t seem to notice, and I skate to center ice.

      Blowing the whistle, I gather everyone in, aware that Gavonza is drilling twin holes in my back with his eyes and doubly aware that I just insured that I will not only be Gavonza’s target but that he’s likely to double down on me for the duration.

      My prediction is that he’ll go out of his way to make me look bad every step of the way so that, in the end, he has more than enough excuse to fire me no matter how well the team does.

      My biggest concern is whether or not he’s the kind of guy who would break a contract.

      Because even though it might cost him to break it, and I’d end up with a pile of cash, what I really want is a new life, a new sense of purpose and accomplishment.

      Being able to take care of Krissy financially is the main thing, but it’s not the only reason I’m here. I want to be the head coach of the Portsmouth Whalers for a long time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The team assembles in the main meeting room meant for watching films or reviewing plays on the whiteboard. Today, I’m doing my first official coach’s speech, a kind of orientation for the new team. My mini-speech earlier was an impromptu warm-up.

      Now as I walk across the front of the room, my nerves kick in, but I don’t show it. I look out at the faces of the thirty guys under contract. Some of them won’t stay on the active roster, but hell, they’re all mine for right now to mold and drive as far as we can go.

      “Welcome to the Whalers. I’m your coach and master for the duration, but you can think of me as the engine driving this team as hard and far as possible down to the last second of every period of every game, all the way to the end of the season and into the playoffs.

      “Because, yes, we will be playing in the playoffs.” My voice thunders with conviction and determination, and the room erupts with enthusiastic support. After they settle down, I take a few deep breaths and calm myself. My heart is beating fast, and I don’t remember the last time I felt this alive.

      “First order of business, I’m naming Raphael Lemaire, more commonly known as Rafe the knife, as Captain of our team.”

      The guys whistle and clap and chant for a speech.

      I blow my whistle to get their attention. “I’m glad you approve, but he was the obvious choice—aside from the fact that he’s the old man of the team.”

      He lifts his hand to give me the finger, and I grin, a real one. It stretches my mouth and feels good like I’m using muscles I haven’t used in a while.

      Sabien calls out to me from the front row, “Coach, I thought the team was supposed to vote for captain?”

      “Right.” I nod and stare at him for a few seconds while everyone goes pin-drop quiet. “Would you not vote for Raphael Lemaire for this team’s captain?”

      He squirms, and I can feel his discomfort, but my intention is less to embarrass him and more to make sure I have his buy-in. He remains silent.

      “I thought so. Sometimes, the choice is so obvious that a vote isn’t needed.”

      All the guys grunt, and some slap Rafe on the back.

      Sabien nods at him and mumbles. “I would have voted for you.”

      Rafe laughs. “Sure, sonny. What’s your name?”

      Everyone knows his name, but they give him a hard time coming up with all kinds of variations on Sabien Dumas. The youngster is from Quebec City, and I know Rafe is particularly aware of him and was looking forward to playing with him and bringing him along as his mentor, the new French Canadian wonder, as Hockey News dubbed him.

      In the locker room after practice, Gavonza comes in, I presume to gladhand everyone. But he asks me to blow my whistle and get the guys’ attention.

      “Get decent, men. I want you to meet someone special. She’s going to be helping me out with public relations shit—you know what I mean.”

      Gavonza, who made his money in construction and developing the seacoast area in New Hampshire and southern Maine, is rougher around the edges than I thought he’d be. Though my research on him says his son handles the corporate side, he bought the team to “play with” while he turned the reins of the rest of the company over to his son. I also found out he has an investors who own a fifty percent share, and though he or she is a silent partner, I’m going to make it my business to find out who this person is behind the corporate name.

      Gavonza opens the locker room door and brings his daughter inside.

      “Men, I want you to meet my daughter, Tina.” The look on her face is equal parts horrified and fascinated. Guys scramble because most of them didn’t take Gavonza too seriously about getting decent.

      It’s awkward, so I move forward quickly to block ninety percent of her view of the room, and shake her hand, though it’s not my usual style to invade someone’s personal space like this.

      “I’m Coach Spencer Logan.”

      She snaps her attention to focus only on me, her eyes so wide her false eyelashes nearly reach her eyebrows. “I know who you are.” She inhales a breath and fans herself. “So much hotter in person than the photo in your file.”

      My brows rise of their own volition, and I make a mental note to not give this young lady too much attention.

      “Wait ‘til the girls at my sorority hear about this. I can’t wait to tell them.”

      Backing up, I smile because she’s just a kid. “I’ll sign a couple of photos for you to give them if you want—from the whole team.”

      “Of course, you will. She’s my daughter. She’ll have all the signed photos she wants,” Gavonza says.

      Tina gives him a side-eye, then smiles at me, rolling her eyes in commiseration. We have a mutual antipathy for her father. I think I’ll get along with this girl.

      “Jason, come on over and say hello to Tina,” Gavonza says.

      Jason does what he’s asked, but I can see he’s not happy about it. At least he’s half-dressed, the important half. His shirt’s gone, but his hockey pants are still on.

      “Hello, Tina.”

      She nods, barely looking at him, and unexpectedly reaches out and clasps my hand. “Maybe we can go get those photos now?”

      Flashing a glance at Gavonza, whose brows furrow over his eyes as he glares back at me, and then at Jason, who wears an amused smirk, I try to figure a way to handle this that won’t get me in trouble.

      In a miracle of luck, there’s a loud knock on the locker room door, and I thank fucking heaven for whoever is on the other side of that door, swearing I could kiss them.

      Then a familiar voice shouts, “Are you decent? Can I come in?”

      My heart stutters, and I freeze. Lainey doesn’t wait for an answer and shoves inside with the stroller ahead of her, filled with my baby girl to guarantee she gets a warm welcome reception.

      Her gaze darts to Tina’s hand holding my arm, and I quickly step away from the girl and introduce her.

      “Your wife and baby, how adorable.” Disappointment dims her smile, and she lets go of my hand.

      I briefly wonder if it would be easiest all around if she kept thinking that, but that would be impossible. And fucking stupid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 10


          

          Lainey

        

      

    

    
      “She’s not— She’s my nanny,” Spence says after the briefest pause.

      He makes the word nanny seem like a dirty sexy thing, and I bite my lip because I want to say a whole lot of something that would likely be trouble.

      “This is Lainey Hall,” he emphasizes the Hall. “Jason’s younger sister. She’s helping me out with my—with Krissy for a couple of months until my Aunt can move in.” Spence flashes a warning glare aimed at the young kid, Sabien, whom I’ve read about and whom Spence and I watched in clips last night. He looks younger in person and not as filled out as Spence—but then, who is? Not one person on the team I realize, as I look over the half-dressed bodies spread around the locker room. They’re all staring back at me, nodding and murmuring hello.

      Spence picks up Krissy, diverting their attention. More than half the men have kids, and they gravitate to him.

      Drawing a deep breath, he explains to everyone in the room who Krissy is in halting words. It’s clearly difficult for him, which shuts everyone up and makes a funeral parlor seem livelier than this locker room.

      Tina gasps and brings a hand to her mouth, looking at Spence like her ovaries just exploded with eggs all having his name on them. She gravitates to his side and touches his arm.

      Boom.

      The sight turns on some kind of rusty old lever in me, sending protect signals off like I’m Batman and I just saw the bat signal over Gotham City.

      My man—even though Spencer Logan is not technically my man, or even my charge, but he is my cause, my mission, and that’s just as good—is in trouble, under assault by a young girl with a crush, who wants way more than casual attention—trust me, I know this is true. I wonder if she’s even legal.

      “You poor guy. That’s so awful,” she says and stares up at him with heart eyes. “Krissy is so adorable, and she’s lucky to have you⁠—”

      “And me,” I say, pushing the stroller forward, forcing her to back away from poor Spence. The last thing he needs is someone encouraging him to feel plagued. He struggles mightily against the sadness and weight of his circumstances as it is.

      “Thank you for bringing Krissy by,” Spence says as he hands her back to me.

      “Let’s snap a photo of you holding her here in your element.” I slip out my phone and aim before he can say no.

      “Oh, yes,” Tina says. “I’d buy that picture.” She backs up, and Spence holds Krissy against one shoulder and angles so they’re both facing my camera, and I snap several before his shadowy smile fades.

      “I need to get out of my skates,” he says as soon as I lower my phone, and this time, I take the baby from him and settle her back in the stroller.

      Jason comes over and gives me a hug. “Where are my cookies?”

      I laugh and smack his shoulder. “I’ll bake some later.”

      “I’m holding you to that.”

      “Did you look at any of the condos the realtor lined up?” I wave to Spence as I turn the stroller around and head back to the door. Jason follows me.

      “Not yet. I’m looking at a couple of them later.”

      Gavonza pushes open the door as we reach it and almost barrels into Krissy and me. Jason moves the stroller out of his way in a quick move, saving them both from a collision.

      “You. You’re still here,” he says to me. He glances at the baby and squints his eyes. “This is no place for a baby.”

      “We were just leaving.” I squeeze Jason’s arm to stop him from saying anything because I know he wants to jump in and defend me or take the blame for the baby being here, but I don’t want him getting in trouble with the owner on my behalf, even if he is a colossal ass.

      Gavonza’s nose flares like he smells something bad, and I wonder if Krissy needs a diaper change. I smile and congratulate her silently on her impeccable judgment and perfect timing.

      Gavonza barrels past us and heads straight for Spencer, who is sitting on a bench.

      “Coach Logan. See me in my office as soon as you’re finished here.” Gavonza’s words are clipped, and he smiles through gritted teeth.

      I hope to hell I didn’t get him in trouble by bringing Krissy here. I get the idea that he’s not on the best terms with Gavonza. Shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 11


          

          Spence

        

      

    

    
      While Gavonza lectures me about keeping focused on hockey and how the rink is no place for babies, I let my mind wander. So, of course, it takes a stroll down Lainey Lane. She saved me from the awkwardness of rebuffing Tina Gavonza’s obvious and inappropriate interest.

      But why the fuck did I entertain for a second letting anyone think there was something more between Lainey and me when Tina made the assumption?

      Must be playing house with her every day fucking with my head. And since she’s not much older than Tina, Lainey Hall is just as wrong to tangle with—and maybe more so—because she’s just mature enough and tempting enough to be dangerous.

      Gavonza must notice my lack of attention because he raises his voice.

      “Don’t mistake my lack of commitment to a long-term contract for a lack of attention to your performance.” He pounds his fist on his desk. “I plan to hold you accountable every step of the way. And I don’t mind making sure everyone knows how I feel about your performance.”

      He’s threatening to use me as a scapegoat to justify the coaching switch to old Smitty at the end of the season. He’s assuming we’re going to suck.

      “Don’t worry about my performance unless you’re worried about having no rope to hang me with. I intend to work hard. I am working hard, and the team is going to be well-prepared, well-coached, and playing like a well-oiled machine. I will get every last ounce of excellence out of this team, and that’s a promise.”

      He snorts. “Whatever. The win-loss record is only one measure. You know more than one coach in the professional sports business has been fired for personal behavior issues.”

      Every muscle inside me goes rigid, and my teeth clench with outrage. The familiar sharp pain knifes through my shoulder blades like an old enemy blindsiding me with a cross-check.

      He nods and grins with repulsive arrogance, his intentions crystal clear.

      Fuck.

      “Same answer. My behavior outside the arena will be as focused and impeccable. In fact, there will be no such thing as personal behavior outside my job because there will be nothing I do this season besides concentrate on my job and care for Krissy.”

      The lift of his mouth bares his teeth, and he almost snarls. “Krissy, your baby, is all I need. That baby is going to be your downfall, and there will be nothing you can do about it.”

      I have no idea what kind of angle he has in mind, but the sudden leap of my heart to my throat in response to his threat is automatic because I know he’s serious. I know he’s dirty enough to create some kind of conflict, to push his agenda and spin things to make them look ugly.

      It’s how he got majority ownership of the team. I’m sure of it. He used some kind of threat or blackmail, or leverage as it’s called in polite circles. Otherwise, there’s no way he would have gotten his partner to agree to the silent part of the terms, giving him all the control of the team, not for the kind of money he put in. The Hockey News Rap ran an article that questioned the notion that his business expertise had the extra value his partner needed. Supposedly, his so-called business acumen is why he’s President and CEO despite not putting up the kind of investment that would normally be required.

      I’m staring at Gavonza, watching his fingers twitch. My silence is unnerving him. Good.

      “Thank you for giving me valuable insight into your business style,” I say quietly.

      It’s true. Every bit of knowledge is power, and I soak it all in and intend to use it. I’ll approach how I manage Gavonza the same way as I approach managing the team.

      First step is understanding a person, their strengths and weaknesses. Second step is making a plan to use the strengths and overcome the weaknesses to achieve the goal.

      The only difference between the team and Gavonza is that, while I’m on the same side as the team, I’m opposing Gavonza.

      So, I’ll use his weaknesses against him and to my advantage in achieving my goal, the team’s goal. But I’ll need to figure out how to overcome his strengths, which are mainly his money and ownership control.

      His strength is seemingly impossible to overcome, but I know better. I know how to work against long odds. If I didn’t, I’d never have gotten here. I’d never have played professional hockey. I might not even still be alive.

      He snorts. “You’re welcome. Not that it’ll do you any good.” His grin disappears, and I can see the spark of fear, the crack in his arrogance for a second before he shoves back his desk chair and stands. I don’t smile, though my urge to do so hasn’t been this strong in a long while. Not sure what that says about me, except I know how to use my game face and know how to maintain control of myself. It’s all I have control of, but it’s enough. It’ll have to be enough.

      I stand and lean forward, getting in his face and unabashedly using my substantial height and size advantage over the older man. I extend my hand to shake his, knowing full well he’ll need to shake it or look like a scared pussy for backing down. Also knowing full well that he’ll feel threatened physically because he’s the kind of guy who understands physical threats.

      But we’re alone in his office, and he can’t rely on security to beef up his confidence.

      He takes my hand, and I crush it, just short of breaking his small, pitiful bones. He withstands it because his tough-guy ego demands it. I calculated correctly that he wouldn’t do what a normal businessman would do—call me out and make legal threats—not that a normal businessman would get themselves into this situation.

      I let go of his hand and walk out of his office without looking back before he can call security, as he shouts obscenities at me.

      The line between us has been drawn bright and wide. There’s no pretense that we’re on the same side this season. You’ve carved out a fucking tough road for yourself.

      I console myself with the knowledge that it was mostly Gavonza doing the carving. Mostly. But insisting on the pie-in-the-sky clause in my contract is what really set the stage for us to be enemies, at least in his mind.

      Reaching my office, I shove the door open, the blank nameplate mocking me.
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      After working on the administrative side of my job for a couple of hours, meeting with public relations and human resources, I prep for the late afternoon session with the team, which includes film review and shooting drills. We’re going to be a high-scoring team because that’s our strength, and we’re going to lean into it. Afterward, we have a team meal, and it’s late when the guys disperse to go home.

      I encounter a group of the guys on the way out of the facility. Rafe is with them, holding court as they listen to him.

      “You’re from around here, Coach,” Sabien says as I walk by and nod. “Know of a good bar we can crash tonight?”

      I raise my brows. “You’re in training.” I don’t elaborate that I expect them to get to bed early to sleep.

      Rafe slaps the kid on the back. “It’s team bonding,” he says to me. “No more than two beers. In fact, you should come along, Spence—Coach Logan. Coach Kap, too.” He nods at my assistant coach Bobby Kapinski, who joins us.

      “I’m in,” Kap says. I frown, unable to hide my reluctance. Kap adds, “For one beer and a chance to get to know you lug heads better.”

      Rafe grins a real grin and glances at each of the men in the group, about seven of the younger guys, including Jason and Sabien.

      “What about you?” Rafe asks me again point blank.

      The line between coach and player is a real one, comprised mostly of respect and authority, but there’s also a need for understanding and familiarity to get to the next level, and a need for actually giving a shit. As much as this game is a business, it’s still a game first and a family at best.

      “I’m in,” I say. “But for the record, I’m not going to enjoy it.” My frown encourages a split-second pause where no one is sure how to respond. But Rafe knows better and laughs, slapping my back, giving all the guys license to laugh as well.

      “If that’s your story, we’ll stick to it.”

      Even as I walk with them a few blocks to an out of the way place I knew from back in my high school days, I replay Gavonza’s threat about my personal business being my undoing in my head and pull the ball cap down over my face in the twilight, telling myself it’s a healthy thing to be on the paranoid side in this age of social media and cell phone cameras.

      Not that I’m recognizable by anyone except a very few of the nerdiest hockey fans. Like Lainey Hall.
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      Because I know how to nurse a beer, it’s late when I get home, almost midnight, and of course, Lainey is in bed, likely fast asleep. I move quietly up the stairs and open Krissy’s door to look in on her. It’s more than guilt or duty that moves me. I have to admit I miss her and the sense of peace and wholeness she gives me, that sense innocence. Preserving that and making her life as perfect as possible is what’s important. She’s not even five months old, and she’s already becoming the center of my universe.

      Watching her sleep, I touch her face when she fusses. In the next minute, she wakes and starts to cry.

      I pick her up. This is the first time I’ve been left alone to deal with a crying baby in the middle of the night. Aunt Hildie took care of Krissy at her house while I was getting the place together, right up until she had her doctor’s appointment two days before I met Lainey.

      Alarm seizes me at her distress because I have no idea what to do, no motherly instincts to draw on.

      Do I wake Lainey? I reject the idea as soon as the thought arrives because I can’t think of anything more cowardly to do, even as my shoulder muscles bunch, and I hush Krissy quietly, wondering if she needs changing or if she needs a bottle. The paralysis of indecision of what to do first and a shameful lack of confidence make me walk in a useless circle while she quiets, though not completely. Whimpers issue from her with each breath, and each time the sound tears through my heart.

      “Tell me what to do, little girl. Please.” I whisper the words and wish to hell she could answer me.

      A quiet voice behind me says, “You’re on the right track. Did you check her diaper?”

      I startle and wheel around, tightening my hold instinctively. The sight of Lainey in her T-shirt, barely covering her panties, both calms me and disturbs me, for the right and wrong reasons. I look away.

      “What the—do you have supersonic hearing?”

      “Yes. What about her diaper? Did you check?” She stands there in her bare feet, not moving to help me.

      “No. I was about to.” Of course, I was. As soon as Krissy quieted, I would have put her down to check on her. But somehow, holding her while she calms feels best. I face Lainey.

      She nods, an expectant look on her sleepy face. Struggling against the chickenshit urge I have to hand Krissy over to her, I move to the changing table and lay her down.

      Even though I’ve changed Krissy’s diaper before…a handful of times—okay, three times—my lack of confidence is pitiful. I feel entirely inadequate and like this task is urgently important, a litmus test. Maybe it’s because the responsibilities of childrearing have been pounded into me, with the repercussions of what can go wrong if it’s not done right. Witness my brother, Krissy’s father, and what my father did to him. What he almost did to me if it weren’t for my mother.

      Lainey stands at my shoulder, and without me asking, she guides me when I need it, like an air traffic controller or an expert gamer with a joystick directing the avatar—which would be me.

      “Do you think she’s hungry?” I ask. I have no idea, and I should know. How often do babies need to eat? I keep the question to myself.

      “You have good instincts, Boss-man. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” I wonder how she knows so much and how she’s so confident and fearless.

      With her assured directive, I’m wondering who the boss really is here. Lainey leaves the room and my tension releases. The hint that maybe I got something right, that I have good instincts, relieves me. The positive reinforcement that I can do this parenting gives my tired bones energy.

      Or at least I can do the baby part of parenting. Shit. I put the brakes on my thoughts as they attempt to spin out of control, thinking about the teenage Krissy and what the hell I’ll do with her ass when she grows up.

      Krissy smiles and clutches at my shirt as I carry her down the back stairs to the kitchen, and the feel of that grasping hand sends all kinds of emotions flooding through me, mostly an overwhelming sense of responsibility, followed quickly by a need to be there for her, to solve her every problem.

      “Let’s start with feeding you, little girl,” I whisper in her ear and breathe in her freshly diapered scent. How did I miss the not-so-fresh scent earlier? Maybe it was the couple of beers I had. I shouldn’t have had the second one, not that it affected me, but I need to set an example of restraint. Plus, I need to be here for Krissy. Guilt at my irresponsibility sucker punches me. There’s no such thing as downtime when you’re a parent. It’s like I’m on call twenty-four/seven. For the rest of my life.

      The enormity of this new visceral level of understanding of the responsibility reverberates through me, freezing me as Lainey pads down the stairs behind me into the kitchen and flicks on the light.

      Circling the kitchen with the comfort of Krissy in my arms, I watch Lainey zero in on the fridge and the stove as she preps the bottle.

      “I’ll heat water on the stove to warm the bottle even though the microwave would be a lot faster.” She turns to me with a lock of her sleep-mussed hair in her face, and I stifle the urge to go to her and brush it aside. So inappropriate.

      Her blue eyes stare at me, half-lidded from sleepiness and making her look sexy as fuck. I barely stifle a groan and force myself to look away and concentrate on Krissy.

      “You’re a really good father; you know that?”

      My head snaps around to look at her. The way she spoke, with such sincerity, almost admiration in her voice, grabs my attention, causing a confusing mixture of pride and alarm to swirl in me. I want to ignore her, but she steps closer and caresses Krissy’s face.

      But she’s looking at me. And I imagine she’s touching me. Fuck. My fucking dick stirs with no subtle pretense, flat-out jealous of that caress.

      “She’s a lucky girl.” Her voice is soft and her stare intense. I don’t want to think that she’s flirting or wants to be the lucky girl in my arms, but my mind goes there. Fuck.

      I shift. “The bottle.” It’s all I have the sense to say.

      She gives me a Mona Lisa look, a knowing twinkle in her eyes, unoffended as usual, not put off in the least. She nods and finishes prepping the bottle, testing the temp of the formula on her wrist like my aunt showed me. Except when Lainey does it, she’s confident.

      The way she holds her long slender wrist, the way she stands at the sink with her back to me and her panty line showing under her T-shirt, the perfect curve of where her thigh meets her ass—they all taunt me. Taunt my dick good and hard. Fuck.

      I clear my throat. She turns and comes back to me, and blood pounds in my veins.

      She touches my arm as she hands me the bottle, her eyes glassy, her long lashes fluttering low, and sensuality oozing from her every pore. Her plump young breasts are outlined through her tee, and I could swear her nipples grew hard in the last two seconds since she touched my arm.

      “You want to…” She licks her lips, and I don’t know if she’s trying to tease me or if she has no idea how sexy and provocative her behavior is. “To feed Krissy?” she finishes.

      With a monumental effort, an act of rational sanity, I step away from Lainey and turn away. Cradling Krissy, I let her clutch the bottle as I hold it, and she drinks. I automatically begin pacing and expect Lainey to go back to bed.

      But she doesn’t. She leans against the counter and watches me. Shit.

      “You were out late,” she says. “Where were you?” Her tone is no more than curious, but her words raise the hairs on my arms anyway, sounding proprietary to my overly sensitive ears.

      “You realize it’s none of your business, right?”

      She shrugs, and her sunny face remains undaunted. “So? Call me curious.”

      “More like a disgruntled housewife,” I murmur, looking away, and I put some distance between us because, unlike her, I am daunted.

      She laughs, and when I look up, her eyes swim with mirth.

      “What?”

      “Did you forget I have supersonic hearing?” she reminds me.

      This is where I fight down embarrassment and rely on my disgruntled-at-the-world look to stare her down. “I’m not used to this situation.” I glance around the kitchen as if it’s out of place, but I’m the only one out of place here. “It’s fucking strange living with a baby and…you.” I toss accusation at her as if I weren’t the one who insisted she needed to live here.

      “True. It’s a lot to get used to, but I’m game. In fact, I think it’s fun. I like playing house. There. I said it. Can’t pussyfoot around the fact because that’s exactly how it is. And I’m one for confronting situations head on.”

      My heart thuds unnecessarily hard, like she’s struck some kind of nerve, uncovering the exact raw source of my discomfort. The reason my dick is currently on edge. Fuck.

      “I’m not. I don’t.” I leave it at that. The pile of shit named emotions ought to stay buried wherever they were because the last thing I need to do is start unpacking that fucking bundle now.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      Ignoring her question, I deepen my scowl until I imagine the furrow in my forehead resembles the Mariana trench, and it doesn’t take much effort. “You feed Krissy. It’s late, and I need to leave early. I’m going to bed.” I hand over Krissy and head upstairs with unexpected energy, given that I was dead tired fifteen minutes ago. But before I reach the quiet sanctity of my bedroom, I hear her laugh and the words she shouts after me.

      “See you in the morning, Boss-man.”

      Not if I can fucking help it.
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      Getting up before the crack of dawn isn’t hard since I hardly slept. I sneak downstairs, get a cup of coffee, and I’m about to leave, but I glance up the back stairs. It doesn’t feel right to leave without seeing Krissy.

      It’s a helluva thing to feel a need to avoid Lainey since that almost always means avoiding Krissy, too. And that can’t be. I can’t do that.

      I need to grow a pair and deal with Lainey, make it crystal clear that this boss man doesn’t need or want to be her friend, and that we don’t need to be anything more than civil to each other for this to work. There’s no need to get to know each other or deepen our relationship or be close or pals or any of those other notions she may have in her head—one of which had fucking better not be romantic. Not in any way shape or form.

      Her brother would kill me, and I wouldn’t blame him. Not that he’s the reason why getting involved with Lainey is all wrong. There are too many reasons to count. Like how young she is, and how not my type she is, and most of all, how unready I am for any kind of relationship with a woman right now. Not even with my soon-to-be former girlfriend.

      That’s right. No sense pretending otherwise and no sense leading Shonda on about it.

      I jog up the back stairs, determined to kiss Krissy goodbye, hopefully without waking her. Because even if she’s not aware of my affection, that’s a bond worth building, and I need to work on it. That’s the only relationship I need to work on.
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      Escaping the house without seeing Lainey is surprisingly easy. She must have been tired after being up late last night. A surge of guilt hits me. As I sit behind my desk, my phone pings.

      It’s a text from Lainey, and I feel just enough guilt to read it now instead of putting it off like I usually do.

      Lainey: I saw you in the room with Krissy this a.m. I let you leave in peace. Have a gr8 day

      She got my message that I want to be left alone. Good. That’s good.

      So why do I feel like a shithead?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 12


          

          Lainey

        

      

    

    
      The minute he walks in the door, the atmosphere changes like a storm, like thunder and lightning have arrived. I’m up in Krissy’s room, and she’s sleeping in my arms as I rock her. Getting up, I carefully place her in her crib and bend to kiss her forehead. Then I steel myself to go downstairs and face her daddy.

      It shouldn’t be so terrifying—or so exciting. My nerves jump around inside me like I consumed half the beans on a coffee farm.

      All the texting in the world isn’t going to make this work. Avoiding each other isn’t going to work. Not for me, anyway. I tiptoe down the back stairs to the kitchen, ready to confront him.

      He’s standing in front of the refrigerator with the door open, studying its contents, when I step quietly into the kitchen. Suddenly breathless, I watch him, his energy almost visible like a forcefield, his shirt sculpted to the muscles of his shoulders and back…

      “You’re early. It’s only eight.”

      He turns and pins me with his eyes. They darken as he stares, and I’m mute for a few breathless moments.

      “I was finished for the day.” He looks back into the fridge.

      I didn’t expect that much of an answer and wouldn’t blame him if he told me to back off. My optimism spikes to the stars.

      “I made you dinner. Fried chicken—in the air fryer—with green beans and⁠—”

      “Air fryer? I don’t own⁠—”

      “I bought one. It’s a modern kitchen must-have.” I move forward, take half the refrigerator door from him, and pull out the covered dish of chicken and the containers of vegetables. “I also made mashed garlic cauliflower.”

      Turning to him in time to see his grimace, I laugh. “Not a fan of cauliflower?”

      “I’m starved. We’ll see.” He backs away, gets a plate and silverware, then stops. “Did you eat?”

      I nod. “I don’t mind having seconds, though. I mostly nibbled while I was cooking and entertaining Krissy.”

      “You’re good at that,” he says as he grabs another table setting and brings them to the table while I prep the food, warming it up on the induction cooktop in a stainless-steel pan.

      “Good at what? Cooking or entertaining Krissy?”

      “Both. Multi-tasking.” He sets the table and sits. When I look at him, he turns away. His natural state of frowning at the world returns as he glances around the kitchen.

      My hope is that good food will fix his frown, if not my good humor—because heaven knows that hasn’t worked. At all.

      “Thank you for the compliment,” I say. “Years of practice. Like you and hockey.” I finish prepping the food and transfer the chicken to a napkin-lined basket and the veggies to serving bowls, then bring them to the table, feeling a lot like I did back home as a young girl, helping the cook serve my dad and brothers after Mom was gone. Brushing away the moment of painful nostalgia, I sit opposite him and grin like a giddy teen because I can’t help the fact that I’m enjoying the hell out of my domestic engineering job, even without the “wife” status.

      He encounters my stare for an instant, his mouth turning down sharply until he turns his attention to the food. Then he digs in and keeps his attention solely on eating as if it takes the concentration of a surgeon to consume his food.

      “Gavonza seemed upset with me for bringing Krissy around—or at least inside the locker room—but don’t worry, I won’t let that stop me from bringing her to see you. I’ll confine our visits to the office or the public areas of the rink.”

      He doesn’t look up but nods and grunts as he takes a bite of a chicken leg and chews the crunchy morsel, letting out a sound of satisfaction which I’ll have to accept as praise.

      “Good,” he says between bites, surprising me, though I’m not sure if he thinks it’s good that I’ll still bring Krissy to see him or if the chicken is good. I choose to believe it’s both and don’t bother to ask for clarification as I resume my monologue.

      “Look,” I say as he shoves his chair back, finished with his meal. “I know I get under your skin, that you…we haven’t hit it off⁠—”

      “Oil and water,” he says, his scowl entrenched to epic proportions.

      “Fine. My point is that all I want to do is help you, to make your life easier, to make your home a happy one, and bring a little lightness back into your life⁠—”

      “Lightness?” he snorts. “Not a priority. And not your place.”

      I stare at him, and for the first time in a very long time, the dark vortex of discouragement starts to pull at me, to drag me in close. I stand, almost knocking my chair back and causing his eyebrows to rise in surprise.

      Forcing a smile I don’t feel, I breathe rapidly because this is so not good. Then I think of Krissy, and my mission clears. I clear my face. No more insincere smile.

      “If that’s how you want it. I can ignore you. Happy to do it.” Almost happy. A part of me will be happy. But the other part…will be miserable as hell. But that’s the devilish part of me and deserves to be in hell, right?

      He stands, watching me, his scowl taking a softer, more concerned turn.

      “I know you want to help. I appreciate that. I’m not trying to be mean.” He shoves a hand through his hair.

      I snort. I don’t tell him I wish I didn’t find him so attractive or that we didn’t have some kind of crazy spark between us that has to be at least partly responsible for making it hard for him to relax at home.

      His eyes flash with alarm. “I’m not. It’s just that…I’m busy. If you want to be helpful, let me concentrate on hockey and the team. That’s what I want most—need. It would be helpful if you left me to my work in the evenings.”

      “So you can relax and not spend your energy dealing with me?”

      He gives me a good study, then nods. I see the apology in his eyes, and I’m betting that even expending the effort to find the words to smooth things over is too much for him right now.

      “I’d still like the text updates about Krissy.” His expression is far from a smile, and his mouth is still turned down slightly as if he hates making the admission.

      And that’s all I need. One small speck of encouragement, of progress, of acknowledgment that I’m doing something right for him, some communication from me that he appreciates.
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      I text, sending a pic of Krissy dressed in a new yellow flower dress that I found, which almost matches the one I have. I’m hoping to get some kind of response from him, and I wait as I sweep the kitchen floor while holding her and making it a game. I kind of feel like Cinderella sweeping the floor with the cartoon animals cavorting around and wonder if I should break out into song when my phone pings.

      Putting the broom aside, I check the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Spence: really? poor Krissy.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Spence: I was kidding. U no that right?

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        I laugh because I honestly wasn’t sure.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: okay. I’ll put the bottle of pills down for now. Do u want me to bring Krissy by for lunch?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Spencer: No. working lunch

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: okay. I’ll keep pics coming

      

      

      

      

      

      Then nothing. No little dots bubbling, no more pings when I put my phone down. Nothing but a great big sigh coming from deep down inside me. I’m wistful more than discouraged.

      “Let’s forget about your daddy, Krissy. Let’s have some fun for ourselves.”

      We’re out for a walk in the neighborhood when my phone pings, and knowing better, there’s no jump of anticipation that it might be Spencer. It’s Jason texting to say he found a cool condo, and Sabien agreed to room with him.

      Sabien? His roommate? WTF? Concern tumbles in my belly. Am I responsible for this drastic plan? He doesn’t have me staying with him now, and that was our original plan. Checking the time, I figure they’re eating now, so I call him back right away.

      As soon as he answers, I say, “A roommate?”

      He snorts, and there’s a muffled sound like he’s swallowing food. “Hello, Lainey. Jesus⁠—”

      “Well?”

      “You know I’m better off with company.”

      Guilt floods me because I was supposed to be his company. I can’t fault him for wanting a roommate, can I? “But a rookie, J?”

      He laughs. “We all gotta start somewhere. Speaking of rookies, how are you doing with the rookie daddy-coach.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “Rookie daddy-coach? Who dubbed him that?”

      “Me. The locker room loves it. But don’t you dare tell him.”

      “Right. He’s supposed to be off-limits in our conversations. The Chinese wall is now broken.”

      “Chinese wall?”

      “Never mind. I won’t tell him if you don’t tell him I’m having a hard time cheering him up. He’s a tough customer.”

      “Tell me about it. The guy never smiles.”

      “I feel sorry for him,” I admit, though it’s only a fraction of what I feel for him. Which I’ll never admit, especially not to Jason.

      He snorts. “Forget about him. You should feel sorry for me and the rest of the team. He’s working us like dogs.” He pauses, and I know he has more to say. “I have to admit, though, he knows his stuff, and I can already see my wrist shot improving.”

      “That’s fantastic, J. I always knew you could get it quicker.”

      “Yeah. Sure. Coach says I should aim to be a sixty-goal scorer.” I hear the pride and excitement in his voice, and it makes me want to give Spencer a big hug of gratitude for putting it there. Jason’s always been confident but shy about big ambitions.

      “You have it in you, big brother. I can’t wait to see it. The sooner, the better.”

      He snorts again. “I’ll settle for thirty-five goals this season.”

      “What about aiming high?”

      “Now, you sound like Spence.”

      The off-hand comment sends a surge of unexpected warmth through me. Whoa, baby. I have no right to that kind of surge.

      “I have to go. What do you need from me to make your move go smoothly?”

      He gives me a list of things to do, from hiring a mover to get his things from his apartment in Charleston, to getting his cable and internet turned on, and everything in between.

      “You need to find a girlfriend soon, J, because taking care of you is a full-time job, and I have one now.”

      He laughs. “Add finding a housekeeper to the list.”

      “How about a personal assistant?”

      “I’ll think about it. Depends on how personal she is.”

      I screech with feigned horror at his dirty mind. “You’re such a hockey player.” It’s an old accusation from the few times I found myself treated to time in his team locker room as an adolescent. I was grossed out and fascinated at the same time. But I was there because Mom was gone, and Dad wasn’t up to it.

      He’s laughing on his end of the line.

      I’ve been taking care of my brothers for a long time, and we’re closer than most siblings. At times, I feel like a substitute mother, though that’s an impossible role.

      “Love you, Lainey. And thank you.”

      “Love you, too, J. Love being here for you.” We end the call, and the warm fuzzy feeling I get reinforces my decision to come north with him. It was the right choice no matter what else happens.

      Even if I don’t succeed in helping Spencer, in making his life lighter as he so desperately needs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two bottles for Krissy and six errands for Jason later, I take a snack break. As I suck down my power shake while I play with Krissy in her high chair, I notice a small box filled with index cards next to the phone in the kitchen. He has a house phone. Adorable. Flipping through the cards because I don’t believe in the curiosity killing the cat deal—besides, don’t cats have nine lives?—I find Spence’s Aunt Hildie’s number and her number at the rehab center.

      I call Aunt Hildie and introduce myself.

      “What a delightful surprise to hear from you. Spencer told me you were a veritable baby whisperer.”

      “Did he? He’s such a charmer.” My tongue is in my cheek, and I’m not sure if she realizes it or if maybe he’s a different person with her than he is with me.

      She laughs. “You’re funny. I think I’m going to like you.”

      “I wonder if it would be all right to bring Krissy by for a visit some time?”

      “I would be forever indebted to you. Is tomorrow too soon? I swear I’m going to go crazy if I spend another day watching game shows.”

      “Do you have a cell phone?”

      “Yes, I do. Let me give you the number.”

      The woman is wonderful and reminds me of my aunts back home. I definitely plan to send her pictures and maybe do some facetime in between visits. She’s exactly the kind of woman Krissy needs to care for her, aside from me.

      I wonder why Spence didn’t give her my number to call. Keeping close touch with the woman is vital for bonding and good for her recovery. Being cheered every day and reassured about Krissy’s welfare can only be a good thing.

      As we’re ending our call after I belatedly ask her if she minds me calling her Aunt Hildie, I’m not surprised when she says she wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Good-bye, Aunt Hildie. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I immediately start thinking about what kind of gift to bring her and hit on buying her a Kindle—filled with books.

      I have a lot of extra money with this salary that I don’t need. Money was never a problem for me. I never needed it because Dad has plenty, and Mom, dear wonderful Mom, left me a trust fund when she left this world. This is something I sense would not sit well with Spence if he knew, so I’m not going to tell him.

      All the same, I intend to buy Aunt Hildie a Kindle and fib about it if I have to. I’ll tell her I had an extra one I didn’t need, that it was a gift from my no-good ex-fiancé. Poor Moe. I shouldn’t keep thinking of him as no good because he’s got some good in him after all, doesn’t he?

      Not long after my call with Aunt Hildie, the delivery truck arrives with the furniture I ordered—a couch, chair, an area rug, a coffee table, and a floor lamp. I have the men arrange the furniture before they leave while Krissy and I watch. The finishing touch on the room to make it an official living room is a framed photo of Krissy that I place on the mantle alongside a framed photo of Spence I found on the internet when he won the Frozen Four as acting head coach at St. Paul U. I hope he likes it. Hell, I hope he notices it.

      Now, there’s plenty of seating in the living room, but after I eat dinner alone and pace around the living room for a while, checking my watch every few minutes, I finally put Krissy to bed at nine p.m. I’ve been so looking forward to Spence’s reaction to the newly decorated space that I can’t help being disappointed. He’s later than usual tonight, so I go to bed with a good book and the baby monitor.

      The next morning, four days in, I make sure I’m up in time to get a lunch together for Spence. He comes down the stairs, and my heart pounds with anticipation. I don’t know why I’m putting so much significance on his reaction to the furniture, but I am. He stops short in the kitchen doorway with a full scowl in place.

      “You shouldn’t have bought all that furniture, Lainey.”

      “It was no trouble, I⁠—”

      “This isn’t your house.” He walks into the room and heads for the coffee, practically growling.

      “I know it’s not, but I wanted to feel at home for the next few months since I’m here in the house ninety percent of the time without you. I’ll take the furniture with me when I leave. If you really don’t like it, I’ll put it in storage until then.”

      I stand facing him with my hands on my hips, self-righteous anger over-riding the hurt that threatens to well up—for the moment.

      “Still…it’s my house, and you’ve invaded it and taken over like a force of nature.” He pushes both hands through his hair in an act of sheer frustration. I recognize the emotion when I see it. I’ve had my share of it lately.

      I could make any number of sassy comments right now about how it was his idea and how it’s only temporary, and once again, how he’s hardly ever here anyway, but I let his words swirl around the room and cover it in a pall of idiocy, until the realization that he’s being a dick finally hits him.

      He fills his coffee cup and then stares back at me with that face, so ridiculously sexy, even with the super scowl firmly embedded. I don’t break eye contact, and even though I’m not smiling, I refuse to scowl. I wait for him to come to his senses. He’s a sensible guy, right?

      “Storage?”

      “Stop being a dick.” The words explode from my mouth, and the satisfying look of shock on his face almost makes me smile, but I’m still indignant, if not flat-out angry. “You hired me to live in your fucking house. Get over it.”

      “You…,” he heaves a breath, then finishes his thought in a whisper, “you’re a hard person to get over.”

      All the frustration and indignance drain from me like they are sucked out by a hose, and I’m left with a palpitating heart and jumpy nerves because I don’t even want to think about what he could mean by his words. Too afraid to contemplate the possibilities, too afraid to be wrong.

      “I’m…” Oh hell. “What do you mean by that?”

      “You know exactly what I mean.” He stares, his jaw clenched and the muscle gilding the jaw twitching with tension.

      I feel like I should do a count down because he looks like a ticking time bomb. But I wait him out, my hands clamped on my hips and my eyes glaring, trying to see what’s inside, deep down, that makes him so afraid.

      “Hell. You’re going to make me say it?” he says. He looks down like he’s gathering courage from the floor. I want to say, Spit it out, but I don’t. I’m not going to say a word until he admits everything he has to admit to.

      When he looks up at me, there’s no scowl, no frown, no smile. His expression looks hungry, like he’s been starving all his life, and I’m his last shot at a meal. He remains still though I get the sense that it’s at great cost for him to do so, like he’s holding back.

      “It’s hard to have you in this house with me, within reach, and yet so far out of my reach you may as well be on Pluto.”

      “Why am I so out of reach? I don’t mean to be⁠—”

      “You are off-limits, Lainey. Touching you would be like touching the sun. I would disintegrate.”

      He’s talking, saying all these words with such feeling, and yet, I have no idea what he’s trying to say.

      “Why? What is it about me?”

      “Your essence.”

      “You hate me.”

      He laughs. “I wish. I wish you were despicable. Because I want you, and I can’t have you.”

      He says the shocking words with such finality that the breath is sucked out of me, and I blink. It’s everything I was afraid of hearing, only worse.

      “But—”

      “No buts, Lainey. You and I… We can’t be. We’re not ever going to be a thing.” He heaves in a breath and whispers, “No matter how much I might want otherwise.”

      He picks up the bag lunch off the counter and leaves his half-drunk cup of cold coffee and heads for the back door.

      “Thank you. For lunch,” he says, and I think he might mean it, might really be grateful. As he’s going out the door, I remember I need to tell him I’m going to bring Krissy for a visit to his Aunt Hildie at the rehab center. That stops him in his tracks.

      “Did she call you—I mean, on the house phone?” He gestures in the direction of the old-style phone on the kitchen counter. I contemplate lying for half a second, which is uncharacteristically cowardly of me, but I square my shoulders and admonish myself that he’s already perpetually annoyed with me, despite his admission that he wants me, but what’s one more black mark? Except I’m supposed to be making his life easier, not annoying him, and certainly not annoying him with my presence.

      But based on the deepening scowl he’s aiming at me right now, I’ve clearly undone progress we made—because admitting to his…desire, even if it’s not the same as admitting to feelings, is major progress. So, I admit the truth.

      “I called her. I found her number in the box⁠—”

      He clenches his jaw in response. And I sense I’ve invaded his life again, a mortal sin, unsettling for him.

      “She was delighted—her word, not mine—that I called and thrilled at the prospect of seeing Krissy. I think it’s good for both of them.”

      He remains silent for a few beats, a habit he has that I’m becoming accustomed to, so I exercise my newly expanded patience muscle and wait him out.

      With a curt nod, he disappears through the back door.

      I follow him outside, not wanting him to escape without giving explicit approval. “So, you’re okay with the visit?”

      He stops abruptly on the walkway, and I almost bump into him.

      “Shit,” he mutters, putting his hands on my arms to prevent the collision. The immediate jolt of sexually charged awareness—because there’s no way to mistake what it is—renders me frozen and speechless and staring up close at his sensual mouth. I bump my gaze up to his deep sad hazel eyes, and butterflies dance around my tummy.

      He heaves a deep breath and steps back, removing his hands from me. I notice a slight shake as if I’ve unnerved him, which relaxes me. It’s not good for both of us to be so tense. What would happen to poor Krissy if neither of us felt comfortable in the same room?

      “Yes and no,” he says. “Do I want you to infiltrate further into my life? Yes and no. But for Krissy and Aunt Hildie’s sake, a visit is a good idea.” He holds my eyes with his gaze for an extra beat like he expects me to respond, and normally, I would, but I’m too locked into the butterfly-in-the-gut experience to do more than offer my automatic smile of great pleasure, though in this instance it’s possibly tinged with a measure of lust. I hope not, so much so that I clamp my lips tight, taming the smile.

      “Great.” That’s all I manage, but it’s enough for him to return to his usual frown. He steps away from me and heads down the walk to the pink Cadillac.

      The relief of fresh air and space between us unlocks my mouth from its lusty prison, and I shout after him as he walks to the driveway. “I’ll text you and send pictures. Have a great day. Let me know what you think of the sandwich. And the cookies. Have a great day.” I know I’m repeating myself, and the neighbors are wondering whether I’m a parrot or a person while Spence takes my farewell barrage in stride, literally, as he pulls the pink door closed, at which point, I finally stop speaking and pull myself back inside the house and close the door behind me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 13
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      When I walk into Aunt Hildie’s private room, it’s bright and cheery, and the first thing I notice is the photo on her bedside table of Spencer at his high school graduation with a woman I presume is his mom. He’s smiling, and his mom looks at him adoringly.

      The scene tugs at my heart with the promise that he’ll be happy like that again. All he needs is to rediscover the power of love. Maybe it’ll be Krissy’s love or his girlfriend’s love, or even Aunt Hildie, that finally cracks the icy armor guarding his chest.

      But it’s not going to be me, and I need to realize that. I knew that, didn’t I? Why am I even worried about it? I’m taking a break from the romantic love wars after my lost battle with Moe.

      I knock on the door to get her attention from the book she’s reading, and she looks up at me. Her smile is instantaneous and filled with so much life and joy I feel a kindred connection that feeds my energy. “Aunt Hildie, I presume. I’m⁠—”

      “Lainey Hall. How lovely to meet you. And the adorable little Krissy.” She tosses her book onto the bed covers and reaches out a hand to invite us closer.

      Lifting Krissy from the stroller, I hold her out to Aunt Hildie. The woman takes her in her arms like a natural.

      “Would you like to give Krissy her bottle?”

      “I could think of nothing more wonderful.” Aunt Hildie takes the bottle from me when I remove it from the bottle warmer, and she settles in, propped up in her bed, smiling and cheery with Krissy in her arms, feeding her.

      Talking to the baby, she says, “Do you know how lucky you are to have Spencer for your daddy, and now, you have a lovely young sparrow of a woman like Lainey to take care of you.” She looks up at me, settled with Krissy in her arms, aims her sage old eyes at me, and I feel her spirit full of energy.

      “I’m delighted that Spencer found you. I can tell on sight that you’re perfect for my nephew.”

      “For Spencer?” My mind takes a guilty turn. “I’m here to care for Krissy, not⁠—”

      She waves a hand. “Pish posh. Of course, you’re perfect for Krissy, too.”

      I blush because, of course, Aunt Hildie meant I’m perfect for Spence because I’m perfect for Krissy. What is wrong with me?

      “I couldn’t have found a more perfect situation than caring for Krissy and⁠—”

      “Oh, don’t mistake me. I’m talking about more than your position as the nanny. I think you’re perfect for Spencer. You and he are a perfect match.”

      Now, I flush with full-fledged embarrassed heat and find a need to deflect with humor because she’s talking about the unmentionable—me and Spencer? That’s one of those dreams that only comes alive at night when I’m asleep, never to be contemplated during the light of day, let alone be spoken aloud.

      In real life, we are so totally inappropriate together in the same sentence, let alone the same…whatever. I was thinking same bed, but I can’t let my mind go there, especially not after that dream I had last night. Do. Not. Go. There.

      Recovering from my weak and ill-advised foray into Spence-laden sex fantasies, I manage to say, “Is it the red polka dot dress?”

      Aunt Hildie laughs. “Maybe. It reminds me of something I would’ve worn out in the fifties. Wherever did you get it?” She waves a hand. “Never mind—I digress. It’s not your dress, it’s you. You’re delightful and extraordinarily cheery. In a word, exactly what Spencer needs to bring him around.”

      “To bring him around?”

      “Yes. To his full potential.”

      “Full potential?” My heart speeds up because I’ve thought the same, but that’s me and my starry-eyed self talking. Coming from his actual aunt, a blood relative, the words take on a different proportion. “I’m only the nanny⁠—”

      “Oh, pooh. Not that you’re not a perfect nanny, but you’re so much more, don’t you see?”

      I do see, but she has me and my normally mouthy mouth paralyzed. I nod.

      She kisses Krissy’s forehead and then goes on. “He’s a brooder, always was, but he has a kind heart and a determined soul, and he works harder than anyone I know—which is quite a few notable people since I’ve lived in this city all my life—including the mayor.”

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “He needs a spunky sunny person like you to save him from himself, I think.”

      “I’ll do my best—I mean, I am doing my best to cheer him, to create a cheery atmosphere.”

      “I’m sure you are, but maybe I should make myself crystal clear.” She stops and really studies me up and down and looks into my eyes with such intensity that I swear she must see through me, right down to my bones, to my soul, and every secret I harbor there.

      Taking a deep breath, I square my shoulders because I have honorable intentions, right? I have nothing to hide. Except for a few harmless fantasies of naked Spence⁠—

      The older woman cuts into my stray thoughts. “What I have in mind is more than pleasant surroundings, a positive attitude, and a sunny smile to cheer him, sweetheart. No, my dear girl, what I think you have to offer my nephew is the whole shebang—with an emphasis on the bang.” She winks.

      “Wait—what?” Am I hearing what I think I’m hearing? Her wicked grin, complete with a single dimple and a devilish glint in her eye, beams back at me as she nods.

      “Yes, I think you two would make excellent lovers and more⁠—”

      “Wait—lovers?” My voice goes up six-thousand octaves so that I’m not sure anyone but dogs can hear me.

      She waves a hand. “Don’t tell me you haven’t given it some thought? You’re a healthy young woman, and Spencer is…well, you’ve seen him—brooding aside, or maybe exactly because of his brooding nature. My nephew is a hunk. That’s exactly what I’ve been told by more than a few of my friend’s younger relatives on too many occasions to count—ever since he hit puberty.”

      I laugh as the resistance and air goes out of me, leaving me a little lightheaded. “You’re right. He is a hunk. I can’t deny it—” I have a big fat BUT all lined up, but I keep it under wraps because she gives me a warning glare and raises her hand as if to stop me. Nevertheless, I need to disillusion her. “All well and good, Aunt Hildie, but Spence doesn’t particularly like me or even think of me that way⁠—”

      She laughs. “Oh, you mark my words, dear girl, that young red-blooded man thinks of you that way. Most definitely.” Her pleasantly wrinkled face takes on the knowing-sage look, and her vivid blue eyes stare at me another moment, penetrating like she wants to impart something important.
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