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            He Has a Baby

          

          by Stephanie Queen

        

      

    

    
      Single dad hockey star Rafe moves to Boston to start over with his baby, but his nanny quits and he’s desperate enough to hire the first woman he meets. Will it work out?

      Or does he end up with more than he was looking for?
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          Rafe

        

      

    

    
      Managing to ring the bell with the rattle in my hand, I juggle Lizette against my chest with her diaper bag on my shoulder while balancing her portable crib against my leg. I have no idea how the hell single mothers do this all the time with half the muscle power that I have.

      Lizette smiles and makes an incoherent sound which I know will someday morph into words, and I don’t know if I’m excited about that future or if I dread it.

      “I’m glad you’re happy about this, cutie pie,” I tell her. “I bet you’re laughing at me, aren’t you?” Grinning, I kiss her, taking in her heady baby scent.

      The door pops open in front of me.

      “I don’t know about her, but I think you’re pretty funny.” A sultry female voice assaults the hairs on the back of my neck, and I look up from where I stand on the front steps.

      Two women stand in the doorway. Both of them look like they stepped from a magazine, tall and shapely, not the skeletal type like my ex. Tall drink number two only has eyes for my baby, but she finally meets my eyes with hers. They’re killer eyes. My breath stops for a second, but Lizette keeps me real with a tug on my too-long hair where it curls over my collar.

      “I’m not sure which one of you is giving me sass because, from the looks of it, you’re both full of sass.”

      “She said it,” tall woman number one on the left says. “I’m not taking the blame for your sass.” She points at her friend. Before I can respond, Ryan O’Rourke, the Boston Brawlers hockey team captain, comes to my rescue, sliding an arm around innocent woman number one with a knowing smirk on his face.

      “Welcome to the party—and to the team, Lemaire. Looks like you met my wife Chelsea and her friend Zoey. Come on in.”

      “Glad to be here,” I say, and I mean it because I need a fresh start.

      “Who’s the cutie pie?” Zoey says.

      “My daughter Lizette.” She’s looking at my baby with an infatuated smile as O’Rourke takes the portable crib from where I propped it. He and Chelsea lead me through a hallway into a fragrant kitchen where a few guys I recognize from the team turn to greet me.

      “Say hello to our newest teammate, guys.” O’Rourke raises his voice over the din. “This is Finn, Aiden, and Sam.”

      “Hey, Rafe.” Aiden Cavanaugh, a defenseman, slaps me on the back. “I hear you have a good shot. Didn’t know you had a baby girl. Welcome to the team.”

      Sam Grayson, the team’s first-line center, says, “We might have a spot on the second line for you.” I hear the edge in his voice, the test, the doubt about whether I measure up to my rep. That gets my blood up.

      “I understand the team needs a lift,” I say, “after last season.”

      “Ouch,” O’Rourke says. “Not even a subtle dig.”

      “Well, aren’t you full of yourself,” Zoey says.

      “Excuse my frank-mouthed friend,” Chelsea says, elbowing her friend. Zoey laughs.

      “Fuck you,” Finn says to me. The Brawlers’ number-one goalie sports a pained half-grin. He’s an open book and I like him instantly, laughing.

      “I think I’m going to like you guys.” I slap my new goalie on the back.

      But my eyes slide to Zoey, to give her a good look. I swear her eyes are like a pair of exquisite aquamarine gemstones set in the most luminescent skin I’ve ever seen. She looks more like a picture someone painted than a real person. And I could swear she looks familiar.

      Maybe I’m staring too long, too impressed with the full-on glitter of her, because she glances past me and refocuses her attention on Lizette. Not that I blame her.

      “How can this little beauty be yours?”

      She reaches her arms out as she smiles and my little girl smiles back, the traitor.

      “I’m her one and only,” I say. Zoey turns to me then.

      “No mama?”

      I shake my head. Everyone’s eyes are on me now.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” Ryan says in a somber voice.

      “No, no. I didn’t mean—her mother isn’t dead.” Shit. This is awkward to the point of uncomfortable. What do I tell them? “She’s . . . gone,” I say. Still a weak explanation. I clear my throat and give Lizette a squeeze. “I have sole custody.” Fuck. Real smooth. I’m not prepared to explain the story about my essentially motherless child. Didn’t think about what I’d tell people. I’ve been too busy concentrating on hockey, leaving Montreal, and wrapping my head around the fact that I’m now playing for my old team’s chief rival, the Boston Brawlers.

      A lot of serious eyes look back at me, troubled, puzzled, and silent, except not Ms. Frank Mouth’s.

      “What do you mean, she’s gone?” Zoey arches a skeptical brow and takes my baby from me without asking and without a fuss from Lizette, so I let her. Our hands touch when she lifts Lizette out of my arms and a massive shot of static electricity hits us, powerful enough to hear the snap. She laughs it off, but I’m taken aback. I’m pretty sure it’s static electricity, but it could have been a bolt of massive sensual awareness because my cock sparks to life. Reverting to my game face, I automatically shut down any expression, playing it cool.

      She smiles at Lizette and the lady’s smile is as startling as her eyes, with dimples and bright teeth, blinding in authenticity. I force myself to regroup.

      “I mean she’s living in France,” I say, “married to someone else.” The words are easier to say than they are to hear, even for me. The reality still feels like a shot to my soul. Not because I’ve lost Priscilla, but for my baby girl who lost her mother.

      A pained frown crosses Zoey’s face as she tightens her hold on Lizette, hugging her as if to make up for her mother’s desertion. Because let’s face it, that’s what it is. Fucking Priscilla deserted Lizette and I need to come to terms with the harsh reality that I’ll never be able to make up for that no matter how good a daddy I am.

      I also need to come to terms with the awkwardness of sharing this fact with other people. Because it’s fucking awkward if the looks on Ryan, Chelsea, and Finn’s faces are any clue.

      “Damn. I’m sorry,” Finn says. He slaps my back.

      Chelsea joins Zoey in showering attention on my baby girl, as if they instinctively need to make up for the lack in her mother. It lightens my soul to see young women with that nurturing instinct. Gives me hope for someday. But not today.

      Time to reclaim Lizette. I catch her eye and put my arms out. She automatically gravitates to me, making all kinds of happy noises and I take her from Zoey’s arms, glad to breathe in that baby scent and feel that cuddly baby warmth.

      “It’s you and me against the world, isn’t it, Lizette?” I say, smiling at her in spite of the terrible reality of the words, and she treats me to bubbles and cooing.

      “That’s so tragic,” Chelsea says.

      “No,” Zoey says, “something tells me they’re both fine.”

      “We are,” I say. Lizette makes a noise like she’s going to cry, and I know the sign. “She’s hungry though.”

      “Me too,” Ryan says. “Let’s eat.”

      I go to grab the bag with her formula, but Zoey picks it up first. “I’ll take it for you. Think of me as your baby caddy. Since you forgot to bring some help.”

      She flashes her twin-dimpled smile, and I find myself nodding in agreement. If my nanny Mrs. Freeny didn’t take off early this morning, I would have asked her to stay with Lizette even though it’s her day off. But I can handle Lizette. The question is whether or not I can handle Zoey, the hot goddess who seems to like babies.

      “I’m guessing you like babies?”

      “I do. I’m a big fan of hunky hockey players, too, FYI.” She wiggles her eyebrows like something out of a Marx Brothers movie, and I give her a double take as I walk out the door, nearly stumbling on the threshold.

      Laughing, I say, “Good to know. You have your heart set on anyone in particular?”

      Please let it be me. Please don’t let it be me.

      Shoot me now because I don’t know what the fuck to think of this plain-talking stunner who has a way with babies. She ignores my question as she baby-talks with Lizette, making faces over my shoulder as she follows me out back to a patio set up with two grills and a smoker.

      I’m pretty sure Brady Mackenzie, the team’s senior veteran player and co-captain, the wingman I plan to rely on with feeder passes, is the man wearing an apron, flipping burgers on one grill with a little boy at his side.

      Before I reach him to introduce myself and see if I can help out, my phone rings. It’s my mother. My chest tightens because this can’t be good, and I block the negative thoughts that are set to bombard me as I press the button and turn aside.

      “What is it, Mom?” I keep my voice low and calm in spite of the tension gripping my muscles. I move a step away from the others, catching the concern flashing in Zoey’s brilliant eyes.

      “It’s your nanny, Rafe,” Mom says in a voice she usually reserves for church. “You know I wouldn’t call you while you’re at a team function, but Mrs. Freeny quit. She called me from the road. She’s driving back up here already. The nerve of the woman. But don’t you worry. I’m packing my bags now⁠—”

      “Wait a minute, hold on, Mom. Mrs. Freeny quit?”

      “I’m so sorry, honey. She said she was homesick. But it should only take me two days to get there.”

      Fuck. I barely hold back from venting out loud to my mother. My grip on the phone tightens to the point that, if I’d done one more workout, I’d have probably crushed it. Forcing myself to ease my hold, a cascade of problems runs through my head, ending with the bottom line: who’s going to take care of Lizette on Monday morning—two fucking days from now—while I report to practice to start my career with the Brawlers?

      I don’t know the answer, but I do know it’s not going to be my mom. She has a full life in Montreal, and it would be too big a sacrifice for her to drop everything to come here, even if she could get here for Monday morning.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “You don’t have to do that, Mom. I’ll handle it. I’m sure the team’s front office can help.” I have no idea if this is true, but I hope to fuck someone with the organization will be able to help me find someone. The idea of a stranger staying with Lizette makes my stomach turn.

      “Of course I’m coming down. What kind of mother do you think I am?” The temptation to let her rescue me is strong, but there’s no way I’ll let her. No way I’d want to contend with Dad if she did leave him and come down here.

      “What about Dad? Is he okay with you coming down?” I know he wouldn’t be. He relies on Mom. They’re inseparable since he retired, and he’d starve if she didn’t cook for him.

      “Oh, never mind your father. He’ll survive.”

      “You didn’t tell him your plan, did you?” I can’t help my smile.

      “Not yet. But don’t you worry.”

      “It’s okay, Mom. Really.” Resignation solidifies into resolve, and I straighten, calming with certain belief that I can handle this. I won’t let her disrupt her life and come all the way down from Montreal. Aside from the fact that Dad would kill me. So I go with bravado. “I’ll find a replacement. She’ll start Monday.”

      “You’re sure? How will you manage that? It took you forever to hire Mrs. Freeny.”

      “And look how that turned out.” I’m hoping my joke will deflect the fact that I’m faking my way through this, lying my ass off and hoping I’ll be able to get a nanny by some miracle. I’ll have to rely on the Brawlers’ front office for help, or maybe one of the guys knows someone.

      After I convince my mother that I’m all set, she agrees to wait and come down with Dad for the season opener. We end the call. I’m left with the phone in my hand and a big fat fucking problem to deal with.

      I have to deal with finding a nanny by Monday either way, but now that I’ve pretended to my mother that I have things under control, it makes it only a fucking billion times worse.

      “What was that about?” Zoey asks. She appears at my shoulder as she plays with Lizette’s small hand, fascinating my little girl with her shiny rings.

      “It was about my nanny quitting.” I push my free hand through my hair, running the phone calls I need to make through my head.

      “That’s too bad. I figured you might have a problem the way you arrived with your things all disorganized. You find a new one yet?”

      “She quit today. I just found out now. She got in her car and is driving back to Montreal as we speak.”

      “Eek.” She stops fluttering her many-ringed fingers for Lizette and kisses her forehead as she looks up at me with those sparkly eyes and perfect face like she’s from a superior species.

      “That’s one way to put it,” I say. “Mine is more along the lines of fuck. As in, I’m fucked.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” she says, looking devilish. “Maybe as far as shit. As in, you’re up shit’s creek.”

      The corner of my mouth lifts a grudging millimeter. “Without a paddle,” I add.

      She looks between me and Lizette and whispers, “Without a fucking paddle.”

      I can’t help snorting a half-laugh, even as the stress level in me elevates, and my mind spins through the endless line of steps I need to take starting now to get a new nanny in time to start practice Monday morning with my new team.

      “I’ll call the team’s player relations office and see if they can help out,” I say in answer to the unspoken question on her face. She nods, but she doesn’t look happy. About the same as how I feel.

      “You’ll leave Lizette with a stranger?” she asks as if she has a stake in my baby’s happiness, and the jolt that hits me far exceeds the earlier impact of her looks. Her caring nature is like some kind of rabid aphrodisiac, because my cock’s interest grows by leaps and bounds. Literally.

      “Hopefully not for long,” I say, the words churning my gut. She makes a face, crinkling her nose. Then she pulls a bottle from the bag she’s still carrying for me.

      “I heated up Lizette’s bottle for you. Let me feed her?”

      I laugh, giving in, and we find a seat at a table. I feel the eyes of most of the women at the gathering on me, shifting from me to Lizette and Zoey. I can hear the buzz of speculation. Fat fucking chance.

      Although I’ve been inundated with female attention throughout my career and have taken full advantage of it at times, right now I need to concentrate on hockey and my daughter, and not in that order. Either way, I have no business carrying on a flirtation with Zoey that’s not going to end with a new mama for my baby. Not ready to jump into that fire again. I only have room for one love-of-my-life and that’s Lizette.

      As for a fling, I can’t afford a fling with my teammate’s wife’s friend. O’Rourke is my new team captain, and hitting on Zoey at this party would be bad form. Bad fucking form. Besides, I don’t know a thing about her except that she likes babies and hot hockey players. And she’s unnaturally gorgeous. And frank-mouthed. Okay, that’s not nothing, but she could have skeletons or career ambitions that are problematic, like my ex-wife for instance, who is more enamored with her modeling career than her baby daughter.

      “How do you know Chelsea and Ryan?” She helps me feed Lizette, true to her word about being my baby caddy, passing me food and things from the bag and wiping Lizette’s mouth.

      “Chelsea was my volleyball coach at Boston University.”

      “Interesting. That explains your height.”

      She laughs. She is tall, but there’s something wrong with her story. There’s more to it, but I don’t have a chance to push for it as Brady lets out a shrieking whistle the old-fashioned way, with two fingers in his mouth.

      “Team meeting.” He points in the direction of a side door where O’Rourke stands waving us over.

      “I’ll take care of Lizette,” Zoey says. I hesitate to say yes, so I say nothing as I study this woman’s face. I’m way too fascinated, too drawn to this stranger. Except she still seems familiar.

      “Let’s go, new guy. Give up the baby. There’s plenty of help here,” Finn says in a taunting voice as he passes by our table.

      “I really like that guy,” I say to Zoey.

      “I’m sure he likes you,” she says. “You and your hundred-point seasons. You have a rep to live up to.”

      “More sass, eh?” Shit. She knows my hockey stats. She may be a family friend, but she acts more like a puck bunny. Another look up and down her flawless body and face and I know better. This lady doesn’t need to chase anyone for any reason.

      “I think she needs a nap,” I say as I hand my baby over to her, another jolt striking me to the core as we make contact. She shoots her eyes to mine but they’re unreadable. Mine are telegraphing Did you just feel that? But she doesn’t answer my unspoken question. Of course not. She’s all business with the baby now.

      “I’ll put her portable crib in the nursery.” She holds the baby as if she’s a pro. Maybe she is. Maybe she works in a nursery or a daycare. Or maybe she’s a pediatrician. I should ask.

      Instead, I dig my phone from my pocket and scroll open the monitor app. “Here’s my phone. There’s a baby monitor app⁠—”

      “Go. I got this.” She takes my phone and tosses her head in the direction of the door where everyone else has disappeared. They’re waiting for me while I take care of Lizette and that drives home the point that I need to solve the nanny problem pronto. Because I can’t damn well count on having a mysterious knockout offering to help me wherever I go—at least not a trustworthy one. Something, even beyond the fact that she’s friends with the O’Rourke’s, tells me this one is trustworthy. And don’t forget off-limits.

      Zoey holds Lizette against her chest and my baby settles in as if her breast is a pillow. I have no business feeling a spurt of desire mixed with my gratitude as I nod my okay, keeping my mouth shut.

      “I’ll put her down for a nap and I promise to keep an eye on her while you have your unofficial team meeting with the guys.”

      “No need to watch her. You can keep tabs with the monitor app.”

      The smile she gives me could stop a tank, and for the moment it stops my breath. I’m lucky I don’t follow my dick and grab her face to plunder those sassy lips. This is fucking ridiculous. I’m ridiculous. Guess this is what happens when a guy goes without for too long. It’s been since before Lizette was born last time I was with a woman and it’s showing tonight. Shit.

      “I’m honored that you’re entrusting me with Lizette,” she says, and I believe her. Again, I don’t trust myself to speak, so I nod and pat Lizette’s back once before I walk away. I wanted to lean in and kiss my baby, but I didn’t dare get that close to Zoey and her tempting breasts. Hell, who am I kidding? Everything about her tempts me.

      Snorting to myself because I’m pathetic, as I join the others I do my best to keep that fact under wraps. It’s time to concentrate on hockey and my new team. I have a lot to prove. Besides, though Zoey is an undeniable beauty, my attraction is more a symptom of my desperation than a real connection. She’s more connected to Lizette than me. Zoey’s not my type. She’s too bold, too shiny, and glittery. Besides, if she’s interested in me at all, I can’t tell if she’s looking for a hook-up or a relationship. Either way, she’s a friend of Chelsea O’Rourke and so it’s better she stays off-limits, because I don’t need to piss off the team captain by making a wrong move with his wife’s friend.

      Maybe she can help me find a nanny, though. Maybe she can be my nanny. A shiver of desire runs down my spine straight to my dick as I walk through the door. I dismiss the idea and concentrate on where I’m going, down a few steps to an impressive man cave where the other guys are talking and joking.

      O’Rourke blows a loud whistle through his two fingers, effectively stopping conversations and causing a string of curses and muttering from my new teammates. I lean against a wall and take the beer Finn hands to me as he takes the spot next to me against the wall. The two couches and four chairs at the card table are filled. O’Rourke stands front and center in front of a big-ass screen that’s currently blank. A few guys lean against the pool table to the left.

      “Welcome back to the season—our Stanley Cup season.” O’Rourke grins and we all clap and hoot. I join in because I know he’s serious, and I know I’m the last piece of the puzzle the team needed to assemble the kind of team that will be a top contender for the Cup.

      “Preseason starts next week and if you didn’t already meet him, let’s welcome Raphael Lemaire to the team.” O’Rourke points to me and claps. All the guys clap. “Say a few words.” O’Rourke gives me no choice.

      “Call me Rafe.” That gets some laughs and a snort from Finn.

      “Does this mean there’s going to be a shake-up on the first line?” Finn says, because he’s a bold bastard, I’m learning.

      “You’re the fucking goalie. What do you care?” This time the laughs are more robust, and I shake my head at the guy’s fucking pluck. “The answer is no. Coach told me I’m playing on the second line, and we’ll see how the team meshes.”

      That satisfies the guys, except Grayson, who throws me a death stare. I’m laughing when I see him approaching.

      “Enough shit about babies,” he says and elbows me. “We have a season coming and we need to turn it around. What I want to know is how many points you can get us?” He doesn’t bother to hide his animosity. Tough shit. O’Rourke is about to say something, but I stop him.

      “If I stay healthy and play 85 percent or more of the games, I guarantee 100 points, minimum.” I’m not joking, though Finn laughs. I already know the guy well enough to know he doesn’t doubt it and appreciates the self-confidence. O’Rourke quirks his brow.

      “I wouldn’t go making bold statements, but he asked and I’m not going to back down with false modesty. I take the question seriously because I know the team is serious about counting on me, about coming back from last season,” I say to O’Rourke. “You okay?” He nods. He’d been injured halfway through the season last year and missed too many games to help them much. There were a few other personnel changes, including some shoring up of the defense.

      “We should be good to go then, right?” I turn to Finn. “I know we’re fucking aces at goal.”

      He high-fives me, taking the compliment as his due. Brady joins us and smacks him, but he’s grinning while he does it.

      O’Rourke goes on to give a tough and inspiring captain’s speech and I wonder if he’s going to coach after he retires at the end of the season. He’s a class act—now. You’d never know he was nothing but trouble his first couple of years in the league. I know all the players on the team, their histories and stats and everything else I can find out about them. Made it my point to do my homework before I made the move.

      “That’s it for official business,” O’Rourke says. “Drink up and then we eat.” The guys comply with impressive speed.

      “So, what’s with you and Zoey?” Finn says as he grabs another beer.

      “Nothing. Why do you ask?”

      “You’re one of the few single guys on the team now who are eligible. The others are under twenty-one. Beware of the puck chasers.”

      “I’m pretty sure Zoey isn’t⁠—”

      O’Rourke comes over and hands me a beer. I take it, putting my empty bottle down.

      “What about Zoey?”

      “She’s gorgeous,” I say.

      “Mr. Obvious,” Finn says.

      “Don’t let Finn fool you. She’s no puck chaser,” O’Rourke smiles. “She is special though. A near and dear friend of my wife.” He gives me a friendly wink. Or seemingly friendly wink, but I know a warning when I get one. He walks away and Finn lets out a low, quiet whistle.

      “Jesus H. Guess that means Zoey’s off-limits. Sorry man.” He slaps my back again. I don’t mind. It’s more like brotherly affection than anything else.

      I shake my head. No fucking way. I say, “No worries there. I have my hands full with the one girl I have in my life right now. I don’t need a girlfriend. I need a nanny. By Monday.”
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          Zoey

        

      

    

    
      “Chelsea, you need to help me with the new hottie, Rafe Lemaire.”

      My former coach and good friend laughs at me.

      “Impulsive much?”

      “I know, but⁠—”

      “Today you want him. But what about tomorrow?” Chelsea softens her look and throws an arm around my shoulders.

      “You have it all wrong,” I whisper. We stroll toward the bedroom where the two babies are sleeping, Chelsea and Ryan’s number two baby, Charlie, and my hockey hottie’s little girl are fast asleep. Lizette looks like a cherub in her portable crib that turns out to be sturdier than I would have guessed.

      “My heart needs someone to reach out to, to pick up the slack since . . .” I fly my hands around because there’s no need to explain the loss of Grams to Chelsea. We both spent enough lunches and brunches and after-dinner glasses of wine with Grams for Chelsea to know how close we were, how special my Grams was. She lived on Beacon Hill in a big, old mansion and left it to me along with half her fortune—not that I need it.

      “You hardly know him,” she says, her forehead furrowed.

      “Oh—not Rafe. Not that he isn’t compelling on his own, but we both know I’m in no shape for any romantic entanglements. I’m talking about his baby, Lizette.” I smile and wink, shoving her shoulder.

      She looks like she’s about to take a bite out of a balloon. “Oh. Well. That makes more sense. But what the heck do you need my help with? Looks like you have Lizette wrapped around your pinky the same way you have my two devils under your spell.”

      “I want to be his nanny—I mean Lizette’s nanny.” I try to keep my voice low as we check on the sleeping babies, but there’s so much excitement bursting from me.

      Chelsea gives me a strange look and drags me from the room. When she closes the door, she says, “What about your real job? You’re a freaking supermodel. Or did you forget that?”

      “I’m no supermodel.” It’s true. In the world of modeling, I’m up and coming. Only friends and relatives who have no clue think of me as a superstar.

      “Only a matter of minutes.”

      “Which isn’t happening since I’m on hiatus and, honestly,” I pause and sigh, saying out loud for the first time what’s in my heart, “I don’t care if I never go back to it.”

      “You don’t mean that. Grams was so proud⁠—”

      “She was proud of me for being me, for shooting for the moon, not for being a model.” The modeling comes too naturally to be an accomplishment. I almost feel guilty for succeeding in such a competitive field without putting up the necessary fight to make it worthwhile. Especially when so many others struggle and never make it. “I’ll step aside and give someone else a shot at the Estée Lauder contract.”

      Chelsea nods and rubs my back. We stand in the hall just outside the nursery door.

      “Maybe I’ll go back to beach volleyball,” I joke. We both know that’s not happening. I barely made the team, and my right knee probably has a different opinion about whether I can go back.

      “A hard no on that one, sister.” We slap our palms in a high-five. “Save your knee and all your other limbs for something more worthwhile.”

      I snort. “Like modeling?”

      “At least it pays well. You get a platform and could do a lot of good.”

      I nod. “There’s that.” That was the reason I went with it in the first place, the reason Grams was proud. But now that I’ve made some money and inherited half of Grams’ fortune, the money from modeling is no longer a factor. But there is the platform . . . “I’ll think about it. But I’m going to take some time. And I’ll need to do something during that time besides naval gazing and sorting through Gram’s wardrobe.”

      I hear a stir inside the nursery and go back inside to find Lizette awake. “You’re wet,” I whisper as I get her bag and, before I have a chance to wrangle a diaper from it, Chelsea is there handing one to me along with wipes and powder. I change her up and the deep satisfaction of her adorable baby face seeps through me as I lift her into my arms. Taking her and her bag, we leave the nursery and head back outside.

      Chelsea says, “Join me and work on the annual Festival of Trees to benefit the team’s foundation.”

      “Isn’t that just for players’ wives and girlfriends?”

      “We’ll make you an honorary member. Besides, you never know what might happen with Rafe.” She arches a brow.

      “You’re incorrigible. But I’d still . . .” rather take care of his baby.

      “What are you thinking, girlfriend? You look so sad, like a lost puppy. Spill it.”

      “My heart goes out to Rafe’s little girl. I’d really love to take care of her. Just for a while.”

      “I don’t know. I think he needs a professional nanny, not temporary help. He needs someone who can stick around and give Lizzie stability and you have⁠—”

      “Nothing on my horizon. Seriously. Call me crazy, but the last thing I want to do is perpetuate a modeling career that I never looked for in the first place. I certainly don’t need the money and I can do without the notoriety.”

      Chelsea gives me one of her thoughtful, skeptical, crunched-forehead looks and I know she’s worried about me. We find an empty table and sit with Lizette on my lap playing with my rings.

      “You’re feeling lonely and off-kilter after losing Grams,” Chelsea says, “but it won’t always feel this way.”

      “I hope to hell not. But that doesn’t change my mind about modeling.”

      “There’s always volleyball. You can help me with my team.” She grins because we both know my short career in beach volleyball was even more of a lark than modeling.

      “I’ll take Lizzie to your team’s games, and we’ll cheer on the sidelines. That’s as involved as I want to get. I’m sticking to yoga for my daily dose of activity. It’s all my knees can handle.”

      She sighs. “If you’re dead set on being a professional nanny, then by all means go for it.”

      “I’ll need your help. He’d never hire a perfect stranger with little to no experience. You need to vouch for me and let him know how good I am with your Charlie and Suzie.”

      “Of course I will. You’re one of the most nurturing souls I’ve ever met, even if you are a little . . .”

      “What?”

      “Lost.” She wraps an arm around my shoulder as she says it, and she’s not wrong. At least she didn’t say flighty. I haven’t found what I want to do with my life, switching majors, sports, and careers in the past six years like changing socks. I haven’t even figured where I want to settle until now and only because Grams left me her Beacon Hill townhouse and it’s filled with memories of her.

      Boston isn’t as sunny as California or as glamorous as New York, but it’s home and it’s a start to figuring out my life.

      “I’m also bored and restless, and I can’t stand the idea of filling my time with shopping and decorating and busywork. I need a place to put my heart, Chels, and Lizette could be that place.”

      “What about her daddy? Is he a contender for your heart?” She pokes me like we’re a pair of twelve-year-olds talking about the cool guy on the playground.

      “How would I know?” I half-laugh. “I just met him today. All I know is he’s hot and interesting. And I love his voice and I especially love the way he fawns over his baby, the way he kisses her forehead.” I pause with the image fresh in my head of those lips.

      “You’re thinking of him kissing you, aren’t you?” She whispers, poking me again and I push back, laughing.

      “Will you grow up?”

      “You grow up. You admitted he’s hot. If you’re his nanny, I’m sure he’d consider you off-limits. Maybe you should date him and let a mature, experienced nanny take care of Lizette. You could still see her⁠—”

      “You’re too crazy. As much as Rafe is tempting, you know I’m in no shape for a grown-up relationship. I need to get my head on straight, figure out my life before I consider that.”

      “So just have a fling.”

      “No way. That wouldn’t be fair to Lizette. Besides, something tells me he’s not a fling kind of guy.”

      “Well, he’s not a monk. At least not according to the gossip⁠—”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be out of the celebrity gossip business?”

      “Sure, but I’m having a hard time kicking the habit of consuming the gossip. I don’t know what it is. Some kind of disease that’s embedded itself in me after working in the field. But in my defense, I don’t spread gossip anymore.”

      I snort. “Well, at least there’s that, thank god.” I know it’s true because she could have spread all kinds of gossip about me, and the media would have sucked it up like a vacuum. “So, bottom line, I’m feeling the tug to nurture the little angel Lizette and you’re going to be my agent and make me sound like the second coming of Mary Poppins, right?”

      She laughs and gives me a one-armed hug, nodding her agreement. Now all I can do is hope that Rafe—Mr. Lemaire if I’m going to work for him—is desperate enough to hire me. Because, frankly, I wouldn’t hire me unless I was desperate. I’m too flighty, too needy, and sad.

      Shit. I pull out of the hug and hesitate.

      “But only if you really believe in me . . .”

      “No you don’t.” Chelsea puts her hands on her hips. “Do not second-guess yourself. Hold your chin up and own the fact that you’re the queen of nurturing.” She forces a smile from me in spite of my insecurities—another thing I need to work on. “Of course, I have no idea if you can handle a kid once they hit adolescence, but let’s hope that bridge gets sturdy by the time you need to cross it.”

      “Adolescence?” The notion of twelve years down the line rattles me, giving my doubt a second life.

      Chelsea laughs hysterically and is almost to the point of tears before she can insist she was kidding. Which I, of course, get now.

      “I was . . . kidding. No way any parent would expect a nanny to stay twelve years.”

      But the idea of stability and longevity go hand in hand and leaving Lizette once I fall completely in love with her would be out of the question. Aren’t the people you love supposed to stay in your life forever? Grams was that to me and I’ve almost forgiven her for dying on me far too young, but the hurt twists in my gut and my heart aches like I’ve been punched every morning just before I wake up.

      “You’ll be fine. You’re exactly what he needs.”

      “You mean what Lizette needs, don’t you?” I’m not sure I trust Chelsea and her matchmaking tendencies.

      “Same thing.” She waves it off and I suppose it’s true. Rafe loves Lizette and whatever she needs, he desperately needs. That much is clear.

      The guys come out of meeting, laughing and loud and rambunctious. When Rafe steps out of the door my heart pings like it’s just been messaged by Cupid. He’s so absolutely doable with that dark wavy hair all sexy and disheveled. But it’s his sensual full lips and that manly cleft in his strong chin that clenches my thighs together. Until I meet his eyes, and everything melts.

      The deep brown fringed with long lashes and set at the exact angle to set my girl parts on fire with longing hits me with an atomic spark. He grins and I answer with the kind of smile that screams take me now. It takes everything I have not to falter when I realize it’s Lizette he’s grinning at.

      I excuse myself and bring her over, meeting him in the middle of the patio, the crowd of hockey men swarming past me to the steaks laid out in stacks on a table with all manner of dishes.

      “Short meeting,” I say.

      “Hungry men,” he says back as he takes Lizette from my arms as if she’s been waiting. “I bet she’s hungry again.”

      “I bet.” I clamp my mouth shut to prevent me from licking my lips like I want to devour him. Maybe Chelsea is right about him.

      He takes Lizette inside to the kitchen where we put the rest of her formula and I follow him. It’s because I want to be helpful. It’s the least I can do really for the poor guy with no nanny. He takes out a bottle from the fridge and heats it up in a plug-in bottle warmer, doing everything one-handed while he holds her, like an expert.

      All I do is watch and play with Lizette’s chubby hands and feet and talk nonsense with her.

      “I don’t suppose you resolved your nanny problem in that meeting?”

      “No.” He half laughs, half looks at me like I’m silly.

      He takes the warm bottle back outside and we settle at a table together with Angela, Brady Mack’s wife, who’s nursing her latest baby. I think she has three other children running around. A strong jolt of need to nurture strikes me fresh. When he strikes up a conversation with Angela, I look around for somewhere else to be, like in a hole or under the table because I’m so pathetic.

      But when I hear him say to Angela, “I don’t suppose you know of a good nanny who might be available?” I snap to attention and jump in without a thought or even a breath.

      “I do,” I say. They both turn to me. Rafe raises his brows until they’re hidden under the dark waves of his hair. I stare back for a beat and then, remembering I’m an adult woman, almost a supermodel, and I have professional poise and confidence, thinking maybe I ought to find all that hidden treasure and put it to good use here. “I know someone who would be great with Lizette.” I sound convincing because I mean every word. My heart beats fast like I’m trying out for a spot on the cover of Vogue. Both Rafe and Angela’s eyes are riveted on me. Lizette flails her arms at me as he takes the bottle from her mouth.

      “Well? Who?” His eyes dance with interest and wariness and a touch of desperation as they beg me to be his savior. I square my shoulders and let it rip, spilling my fresh new secret desire out into the world, smack into the face of the one man who can grant it.

      “Me.” I flash my most brilliant, photo-ready smile, sitting up straight and holding my breath as I meet his astonished gaze.

      “But—” Angela starts and I should have known she’d be shocked since she knows I’m Chelsea’s supposed supermodel friend. That’s what they all call me. Damn. How the hell am I going to keep that under wraps?

      “I’d be honored and thrilled to help you out.” I cut off whatever Angela was going to say and, since she’s a kind and smart lady, she shuts her mouth and tries not to smirk.

      “Really?” he says. “Don’t you already have a job?”

      “I’m in between jobs right now.” I flash my eyes at Angela begging her to go along when she looks like she’s going to burst out laughing.

      “What do you do?”

      “That’s the million-dollar question.” This is where I’m going to lose him if I can’t flag down Chelsea right now to back me up. I look frantically around and see her with a tray of hot dogs and wave at her.

      “Still looking for a career?” he prompts. Angela coughs.

      “I’m in between careers,” I smudge the truth. “It’s not a crime, is it? It’s not that I’m a flake or anything, but I’m not sure I know what I want to do when I grow up.”

      “Daydreaming is nice, but how about paying the bills?” he says. The nerve.

      “Says the guy who pursued his dream to play hockey for a living.” I arch a brow, with extra meaning, reaching for my hairline and hoping I don’t look like a freak. Great. Now he thinks I’m a flighty, irresponsible freak.

      “Touché. It worked out for me. What dream are you pursuing?” He roams his eyes around my face and it takes all my moxie, as my grandma would say, not to flinch or blush. But I’m no blusher. I’m made of tough stuff—according to said grandma, the woman who I loved most in the world, who recently deserted me, leaving me with a pile of money and too many decisions to make in the vacuum of her loss.

      I shrug. I can’t tell him my current dream is to be his nanny or that I’m on hiatus from modeling. My last shoot was in France last week, but something tells me to keep that tidbit to myself.

      He fucking rolls his eyes at me.

      “You have nerve judging me. Your career could end any time and you’ll find yourself in the exact same⁠—”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. Don’t mind me. It’s just . . .” he lets out a big breath. “Lizette’s mother was . . . flighty.” His mouth flattens and I know there’s more to the story than that. A hell of a lot more and whatever it is has him too skittish to be healthy.

      And look who’s talking about emotional health now. I’m the queen of messed up. I’m his worst nightmare, in fact. Flighty.

      “So, when do you think your baby mama will have her epiphany and come back from France to collect her little angel.”

      “Never.” He scowls, anger simmering.

      “I’m not trying to be a jerk, but I find it hard to believe that she won’t be back.”

      “I don’t care if she does come back. After the way she deserted Lizette, no court would ever give her custody. Not if I have anything to say about it.” I nod, understanding his anger, the fear and hurt behind it. He knows he can’t possibly make up for his little girl’s mother deserting her.

      I look at him, ready to say more, but his mouth goes flat and thin and he looks away, paying an unnecessary amount of attention to adjusting Lizette’s cute little pink hairband.

      “You’re probably right,” I say. He looks at me and doesn’t say a thing, no pretense of a smile showing. He flashes a look at Angela, and she gives him a reassuring nod. When he returns his eyes to mine, he looks absolutely hostile.

      But fuck that, because I want to help him, want to erase the hurt, shield Lizette from feeling deserted, from thinking that she’s not every mother’s dream girl. I want her to know that her mother is the one in the wrong. I want to make up for that skanky woman, whoever she is, want to erase the horrible rep she’s giving to models everywhere.

      While I’m working up my nerve to say what’s on my mind, Angela speaks up, “I think it’s wonderful that Zoey wants to help you, Rafe. I know my word doesn’t mean much since you don’t know me, but she’s a good person and has a way with babies and kids.”

      Rafe stares at her like she just landed from Mars, and I want to kiss her and pick her up and swing her around and squeeze her with gratitude. I settle for a big smile and a gentle squeeze of her hand. Rafe nods and turns to me, all business, his face making me feel like I forgot to wear my hockey pads and helmet for this conversation because he’s in game mode.

      “When you’re not between jobs, what do you do? Nanny? Daycare? Kindergarten teacher?” He smirks at the last as if he’s joking. Maybe mocking me. But he has a point.

      Shit. I have no experience. He’s asking the exact question I don’t want to answer, can’t answer because I know he’ll shut the door of opportunity in my face.

      “No.” I look frantically around for Chelsea again, needing her to stand up for me. Angela’s words opened the door, but I need Chelsea to close the deal. He’s looking at me expectantly, like I didn’t finish answering the question.

      “I was playing pro beach volleyball for a while. Now I’m kicking around.” I refuse to admit to my career in modeling. Not now. I don’t want to spill that not-so-secret secret. I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t recognize me from any of my commercials. I have no makeup and my hair is in a ponytail, like the way Grams used to do it when we’d go to Revere Beach when I was a kid. God, I miss her. A pain spears me like a renegade bolt of lightning from a faraway storm, reaching out and bringing me back to the heartache.

      Angela stands with her little bundle of joy asleep on her shoulder and says, “Like I said, if it counts for anything, I think Zoey would make a great nanny for Lizette, at least until you can find someone permanent.” Rafe nods with excessive politeness as if her opinion counts for exactly zero points. He’s clearly protective of Lizette. Angela winks at me before she leaves us alone and now my nerves kick in. He hasn’t come close to answering the question of whether he’ll accept my offer of help.

      Not good. All that means is he’s trying to avoid rejecting me, hoping I’ll go away. Unfortunately for him—and me too—I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t disappear, I don’t quit a challenge, not even when I’m hurting. I may be flighty, but I always rise to a challenge when it’s put in front of me. Maybe that’s my problem.

      Too bad. Grams’ voice tells me to own it, flighty or not.

      Lizette slaps at Rafe’s face and I laugh. Time to bring the conversation back to him and Lizette.

      “What’s the real story about why your baby mama left? Did you do something terrible to her?”

      “Are you blaming it on me?” He’s incredulous and I laugh.

      “No. Just sassing.”

      “Not funny.”

      “Sore subject. I get it. Although Lizette seems very happy with you and is no doubt way better off without the skank who birthed her.”

      His eyes snap to mine and after a shocked beat, he barks out a laugh.

      “Do you always change your mind from one breath to the next?”

      “Not when a thing takes hold of me.” Or a desire, a bone-deep need to share the love in my heart that has no place to go right now because Grams is gone. “So, I take it you weren’t close to⁠—”

      “Priscilla. No. I wasn’t. She was barely a notch above puck bunny, dating me for the status.”

      “But why were you dating her?” This is the million-dollar question.

      He has the grace to turn away and look embarrassed, blushing slightly. When was the last time I’d seen a hockey star blush? The answer is never. My heart lurches into go-mode, beating a bit faster than usual, even faster than it does with the normal interest in a sexy man.

      Well shit.

      “I . . . was stupid. Didn’t think much of it. She threw herself at me and I needed some arm candy at the time.” He pauses, clears his throat, and I let him continue, knowing what’s coming next, but feeling his pain as he admits it.

      “She was attentive and fun. We got along, so when she got pregnant, I was happy because I always wanted to have kids.” He sighs. “But I wasn’t interested in marriage. She said she wouldn’t have the baby unless we got married. I understood where she was coming from and there was no way I wanted her to give up the baby, so I agreed to marry her.”

      “Tough start to a marriage.” My mind spins with the kind of commitment he has to fatherhood to agree to marry a woman he wasn’t in love with so he could be a father to his baby. “She wasn’t the wife you had in mind?” He shakes his head.

      “She wasn’t going to have the baby at first. The fact that I had to persuade her should have been a big red flag.” He runs a hand through his dark hair, ruffling the sexy waves. “Fuck, I should have known then she wasn’t going to be much of a mother. She left to pursue a career in modeling because that was more important than her baby. I don’t mind that she left me since we were hardly a love match, but⁠—”

      “But who leaves their baby? To model of all things?” I mean the words with every fiber of my being. I’d give up modeling for a lot less. For me, it’s a temporary career at best, a way to save up to do something worthwhile with the money. Now, money is the least of my worries. But again, I don’t share that with Mr. Judgmental. I don’t want him to be influenced by my money.

      If he finds out I’m a model, he won’t appreciate the similarity to his ex.

      And for some reason, I care about what he would appreciate. Against my better judgment and everything I thought I wanted, I want him to appreciate me. I want him to look at me with those deep brown eyes that remind me of melted chocolate and melt my heart with the same kind of adoring look he gives to Lizette—only with a side of sexy. A jumbo side of sexy.

      “Well, this was a terrible getting-to-know-you conversation,” I say. He laughs. I love the sound of it, deep like he’s hiding a big bass voice of operatic proportions inside, like he could blow the roof off if he let out a yell. And, all of a sudden, I want to make him lose his mind bellowing in orgasmic pleasure, to hear that sound.

      It’s my turn to blush and I hope he doesn’t notice as I turn away. WTF?

      “An even worse job interview,” he says. But his smile says otherwise.

      Chelsea comes over, dragging Ryan with her, and out of nowhere she gushes on and on about how good I am with her children and how she trusts me with them implicitly. Before either me or Rafe can say a word, she elbows Ryan, who agrees that I’ve taken good care of Charlie and Suzie when I’ve stayed with them. He looks confused, but he goes along because he adores his wife.

      “She’s a very responsible person,” Chelsea says. “The most responsible player on the volleyball team when I was coaching.” It’s a ridiculous statement, totally out of place, and when she realizes it, she blushes furiously. I pat her shoulder and try not to wince. Rafe smirks and I know he knows I put her up to it.

      “Is that right?”

      Chelsea nods while Ryan shakes his head.

      “What’s this all about?” he asks.

      “Zoey put Chelsea up to vouch for her to be my nanny,” Rafe says without missing a beat. Well damn.

      “It doesn’t mean what I said isn’t true,” Chelsea blurts, admitting all.

      “No doubt you meant every word,” Rafe says, “even if it is biased.”

      “Now wait a minute,” I say, ready to fight for what I want, trying not to look at Lizette’s little cherub face. Rafe puts up his free hand to stop me.

      “But since I’m desperate and Lizette seems to like you, you’re hired.”

      Bam. My heart stutters and clatters in my chest and I grin like a girl in love who’s just been proposed to. I’m certifiable, Grams, but at least my heart feels better as I reach out to Lizette and take her in my arms.

      “Temporarily,” he adds. “Until I can find a professional.”
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      Chelsea is comical in her endorsement of Zoey, saying that since I need a nanny so desperately, she’ll give up her favorite babysitter in the world and let me have Zoey and going on about how perfect her friend is. Clearly these two are more than friends; they’re close like sisters.

      Zoey looks at me with those compelling eyes that should be illegal because I feel like I’m under the influence of some kind of mind-altering drug when she stares at me. But I shake myself mentally enough to see the genuine caring there, the real commitment.

      “Why do you want to be my nanny—I mean Lizzette’s nanny?” I don’t bother keeping the curiosity from my voice because I could swear she’d be better suited to something more glamorous, maybe fashion, hell, probably fucking modeling with her face and body. I wouldn’t have guessed a woman that looks like her would have such simple ambitions as to be a nanny. “Even temporarily?”

      “Because I love babies, and I need to shower my love on someone right now. It would truly be my pleasure. Even temporarily.”

      “Are you prepared to stay overnight? I mean when I have an away game, until I can find a professional⁠—”

      Chelsea jumps in, “Of course she would. If they had an award for the most committed and nurturing nanny on the planet, Zoey would be a top contender.”

      “At least she didn’t claim I’d win,” Zoey says, just short of an eyeroll. I laugh because I like her sense of humor. Her self-deprecating modesty is refreshing.

      “You can report for work on Monday morning. It’ll be early, I’m afraid. 6 a.m.”

      “Ouch. I can’t pretend I’m normally an early riser, but I’ll be there. Me and my extra-large Dunkin’s coffee.”

      “And I had you pegged as a Starbucks kind of girl.”

      Chelsea laughs. “She almost went to the froufrou side, but being back in Boston cured her of that.”

      Zoey’s eyes go wide with panic, and I’m confused.

      “Back to Boston? Where were you before and what brought you back?” There’s a story about this girl that I don’t know. In fact, I know hardly anything about her. I must be crazy to be trusting her with Lizette even with Chelsea’s recommendation and knowing she’s a friend of O’Rourke’s family.

      “I told you. I was playing beach volleyball on the West Coast for a while.” She licks her lips and I swear she looks guilty, but then she adds, “I came back when Grams—my grandmother—got sick. She passed away a month ago.”

      “I’m sorry. You were close to her.” There’s no question. Her beautiful face is filled with pain and my chest tightens at seeing the raw hurt in her eyes. She’s so expressive, so open.

      She clears her throat. “Where do you live?”

      “I’m staying in a townhouse on Beacon Hill. The team arranged a short-term lease. I have six months to find a permanent place to live.”

      “Wow,” Chelsea says. “The team’s gone all out to bring you here. I’ve never heard of them arranging housing for a new guy.”

      “It was part of my terms. Because of Lizette. I didn’t want to leave her behind with my mom and dad, though they offered. I thought I had everything worked out, bringing my nanny with me from Montreal, but . . .” I shrug and smile.

      “Maybe it’s meant to be,” Chelsea says. Zoey nudges her with her hip. There’s definitely something going on. The undercurrent of a hidden agenda is strong. But how can Zoey be so enchantingly authentic and hiding some kind of agenda or secret at the same time?

      Finn heads our way with a big plate of food, and I wave him to sit. At the same time both Chelsea and Zoey pop up to their feet.

      “Gotta go now and see to . . . the dessert,” Chelsea says, wrapping an arm around Zoey’s shoulders. “Zoey needs to help me.” They take off in the direction of the house and disappear before Finn arrives and I wonder why they’re so hot to avoid him. From what I know, he’s a happily married man.

      “You’re living dangerously hitting on Boston’s beauty in spite of O’Rourke’s warning,” Finn says as he sits down.

      “What the fuck are you talking about? I’m not hitting on anyone. But I did just solve my nanny problem, at least temporarily.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” He says and I laugh.

      “I just hired Chelsea’s friend to be Lizette’s nanny until I can find someone permanent.”

      He looks at me and tilts his head, his brows furrowed to trenches. “Chelsea’s friend? You can’t mean Zoey Ross?”

      “Yes.” Zoey Ross. Fuck I didn’t even ask her last name. What happened to the cautious, thorough, responsible father looking out for his little girl? Shit. We didn’t even talk about her compensation. Fuck, I’m so messed up. Why the hell did I hire her on such a wild impulse without knowing a fucking thing about her—not even her last name?

      “Are you out of your fucking mind? She’s no nanny, man. Do you even know who she is?”

      “Apparently not. But Chelsea recommends her highly and Lizette likes her.”

      “Chelsea recommended her? To be your nanny?” he rubs his face. “This is so fucked up. Did she agree to this?”

      “She practically begged me,” I say. It’s only a slight exaggeration, but I could tell how much she wanted it. “Seemed like she needed the job.”

      He barks a laugh, looks at me shaking his head and then laughs and laughs and wipes tears from his eyes he’s laughing so hard.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I say, but I’m deathly afraid there’s something wrong with my new nanny that I’m about to find out about.

      “She’s playing you, man. Has to be, because the last thing that girl needs is money. Don’t you know who she is?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?” It seems like I’m missing something big, and I steel myself because it’s not going to be something good. That much is clear.

      “She’s Zoey Ross, the supermodel. Shampoo commercials, perfume commercials, on billboards all over town.” He stops and looks at me like I’m an alien from another planet and that’s exactly what I feel like because his words don’t make any sense, refuse to sink in. The word supermodel pings around in my head like a lead ball, like a bad message I refuse to decipher as I stare back at him.

      “Oh yeah, that’s right. You just got to town a few days ago. But you must have seen her on TV commercials?”

      “No.” No, no, no. It can’t possibly be true. The universe would not send me a supermodel to replace the mother of my child who left us to become a supermodel. It’s simply not possible.

      “She said nothing about being a model. She said she played volleyball.”

      “Sure. Beach volleyball. That’s how she got discovered. It’s a cool story.” Finn grins, oblivious to the dark vortex circling me like crows, about to overtake me as I hold onto Lizette. She’s sleeping against my chest, and I don’t know how she manages with the loud drumming of my heart beating against my chest, sounding like a parade in my ears.

      “If that’s true, why would she agree to be my nanny?”

      “Beats me. Maybe she wants to get in your pants.” Finn picks up a rib and bites in.

      I’m a fan of hunky hockey players too. Zoey’s comment rings through my head and I flinch. How could I be so wrong about her genuine fondness for Lizette, about her openly telegraphing her desire to be her nanny?

      Maybe I wasn’t wrong. Maybe I was right about there being a hidden agenda. And maybe Finn is right and I’m the hidden agenda. But that makes no sense because why would she go to the trouble of being my nanny if she wanted a hook-up? Especially the way she looks?

      Boom. I’m a fool. She looks like a supermodel. Perfect features and skin, amazing eyes, tall and shapely. What the fuck was I thinking? I stand.

      “I need to find Zoey,” I say.

      “I bet you do.” Finn talks around a bone in his mouth and makes no further comment.

      I collect Lizette’s things and go inside where I last saw Zoey going with her partner in crime, Chelsea, who swore up and down what a great nanny Zoey would make. Damn. What kind of people am I dealing with on this team?

      In the kitchen I see Chelsea with her little boy in her lap, feeding him a bottle, but Zoey is nowhere in sight.

      “Where’s Zoey Ross?” I don’t bother keeping the displeasure from my voice and face, aware of the thin, tense line of my mouth and jaw. Chelsea flinches. Lizette breathes quietly on my shoulder, and I kiss her head automatically, my chest tightening. Poor baby girl.

      “She left. But don’t be mad at her because she knew if you knew she was a model that you wouldn’t let her help you and she so wanted to help, to be Lizette’s nanny.” Chelsea rushes out her words and gives me a pleading look.

      “You expect me to believe that? What kind of game are you playing?”

      Shaking her head with convincing violence, she says, “No game. I promise you that. She’s legit in between jobs. She left modeling last month when she came home to take care of her grandmother. Grams was at the end of her life. It was hard on Zoey, and she needs to shower someone with her orphaned love since her Grams is gone. Surely you can understand that?”

      “If that’s all true, why didn’t she just tell me?” My outrage slips. I felt lost when my grandpappa passed years ago.

      She snorts. “You seemed very cautious, and she didn’t want you to think she’s flighty.”

      “She is flighty,” I say. It’s true. But I can’t make myself assign a big negative black mark against her for it. “What else do I need to know? What else are you hiding from me?” Because she is hiding something else.

      “Maybe one tiny thing,” she says.

      “Spit it out.”

      “She has a crush on you. She’s attracted.” Chelsea throws her hand up. “But she swears she’s willing to put aside the possibility of a hook-up so she can help you with Lizette. She’s fully aware of how inappropriate it would be if you two were to have a fling while she’s the nanny for your child.”

      “Is she?” I’m not sure if she is, but I can’t seem to quiet the insistence of my dick that there’s no problem at all with a fling on the side. Stupid cock. Lizette is more important than a fling. “But she’s only going to be a temporary nanny.” Then she’ll go back to modeling. Just like Lizette’s mother.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but Zoey isn’t like that. She’s not going to run off to France. She plans to stay in Boston. She’s not into modeling. She stumbled into it by accident. It was never her dream.”

      “Then what is her dream?” Zoey never answered that question, claiming she didn’t know.

      “You’ll have to ask her that,” Chelsea says. “In the meantime, she’s reporting to your apartment on Beacon Hill on Monday morning, two short days from now and you have no one else to help you. I promise you she’ll be fine.”

      I nod and give Lizette’s sweet temple another kiss. Chelsea’s right, although I bet if I leaned on O’Rourke, he’d have Chelsea help me out. Or Brad’s wife Angela could help. Either one of them might be able to help me for a week or two while I find a permanent nanny. Somehow, I don’t voice these thoughts or act on them. Besides, it could take longer to find the right person. I need to be extra sure this time.

      The image in my mind of Zoey’s eyes, sparkling and genuine, tug at my soul, the need in them real. She needs someone to shower with her orphaned love. The words strike home, making me shiver. As irrational as it is, I don’t doubt for a second the truth of the words.
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          Zoey

        

      

    

    
      My phone wakes me up from a delicious dream featuring the enigmatic Rafe, my forbidden fruit. I groan, but it’s just as well that Chelsea rescues me from an embarrassment. My hot hockey playing daddy is more trouble than I can take on in my overloaded emotional state. Reaching for the phone, I swipe it on.

      “Is there a volcano about to erupt and cover us in lava? Because otherwise, there’s no excuse for you calling me at⁠—”

      “It could be a fire. Or a hurricane, or even a tornado,” she says.

      “Get to the point, honey.” I can tell from the squeak in her voice that she has one, that is bubbling inside her and her mouth is frothing over with it. Lucky for me my BFF didn’t choose to go with facetime.

      “He knows.” Silence. My mind spins in a bad direction but I pull it back. She’s talking about Rafe, isn’t she? But I don’t know that yet. Stay calm. “Who knows what?” My voice is scary calm, with no fun banter left. My heart beats fast and I force myself to breathe while I wait for the confirmation of my doom. Or the doom of my short-lived nanny gig.

      “Rafe. He knows who you are.” I hold my breath.

      “And?”

      “And he’s pissed.”

      “Am I fired?”

      “I… guess not. He’d have to tell you if you were, wouldn’t he? You haven’t heard from him, have you? Check your texts and your email--”

      “He doesn’t have my phone number or my email address. Does he?”

      “I didn’t give it to him—did you?”

      “No. Good. That way he can’t fire me.” I scramble out of bed and look out my window high up above the Boston Common. This view, this room is my favorite place in Grams’ house. It was always my room since I was a little girl. No need to change it now even if Chelsea thinks I’m crazy not to move into the massive master bedroom suite.

      “At least not until you get there,” she says. My gut squinches, but I take a deep breath.

      “Something tells me his desperation is going to trump my past modeling career. You did tell him I was through with modeling, didn’t you?”

      “Of course. I’m not sure if he’s convinced though. Hell, I’m not sure I’m convinced.”

      “Poo on you. I meant it when I said I was done.”

      “Have you called your agency yet?” She has a point. I’ve been avoiding the calls. But only because I hate to disappoint them, not because I don’t have resolve about my decision. I don’t say this. I shrug, not that she can see me, but she can sense it. Chelsea lets out a long sigh as I throw on my robe and head for the hall bathroom.

      “Let’s not worry about it until we have no choice.”

      “I’m not worried at all. Except I hate to see you disappointed.”

      “There’s a lot of that going around.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind. I need to shower and dress. See you later.”

      Even though I shove the idea of getting fired to the trash bin in my head where it belongs, the otherwise lovely day passes with a shade over it like a tiny, but persistent storm cloud following me around. When it comes time to sleep, there’s no worry, because the worst thing that could happen if I’m not his nanny is that I throw myself at him and have a fling. That idea ought to fire up some saucy dreams.

      Except there’s one flaw in my perfectly logical assumption. Maybe he won’t want a fling with me after I deceived him. Shit.
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      I’m nervous as I arrive at the front door of his apartment only two blocks from Gram’s house. I ring the bell, feeling silly with my big bag filled with all kinds of baby things. He probably already has everything, but I didn’t want to take any chances. Besides, it was fun shopping for baby stuff, like cute hats and bibs and cloth baby books.

      After another thirty seconds, no one opens the door and there are no sounds. Maybe the bell doesn’t work. Or maybe he’s expecting me to go to the back door. He’s probably in the kitchen, right? Shit. I pick up my bags and start heading back down the steps. The only way to the back door is through the alley around the block. Double-shit. I start running.

      “Where the hell are you going?” I hear his voice loud and clear booming through the early morning chill and it stops me in my tracks. I spin around and nearly fall over with relief. Then I run back to the door, grinning like a goofball because I know I look silly running away from his door as if I’ve made a big mistake. Which I didn’t and that’s the last thing I want him to think.

      “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” I’m out of breath by the time I climb back up the steps and inside while he holds the door open. I follow him into the stunning formal living room that looks like a movie set for a period piece. That’s when I look him over and notice he’s half-naked and has a razor in one hand. My knees do not go weak, but I do feel a little light-headed. Must be from running with all these things. I drop the bags on the polished hardwood.

      “Did you change your mind? Or were you afraid to face the music?” he asks with a sarcastic twang in his Canadian drawl that’s becoming familiar to me.

      “Face the—no, I’m not afraid.”

      “Maybe you should be. You withheld some pretty important information from me, Zoey Ross.” He pauses a beat but I don’t jump in. All I can do is gulp. “I googled you. Impressive rise to the top in modeling in a short time. Tell me why I should trust you after you lied to me?”

      “I didn’t lie.” Weak. Even pitiful. I stifle my groan.

      “By omission.” He puts his razor down on a polished wood surface. I wince and he folds his arms over his powerfully muscled chest. Focusing my eyes there to avoid his, I lick my lips and determine to defend myself.

      “I suppose you could look at it that way. But I look at it as keeping the extraneous irrelevant details out of the way of your making a clear-headed decision.” I had no idea I was going to utter such nonsense, but it’s all true, straight from my heart and my very logical brain. He’s looking at me with that game face and thinking it over.

      “Anyone ever tell you you’d make a good school principal?” I blurt because I feel like I’m about to get detention. He snorts and rolls his eyes.

      “Your principals go around shirtless, do they?” I suck in a breath. He’s too sexy for me to withstand, so I back up a step and look out the window. Of course I watch him in the reflection.

      “Look,” he runs a hand through his hair, “It doesn’t matter. I mean it does, but since this is a temporary arrangement between us and I’m still desperate, I’m not going to fire you. Plus, Lizette adores you.” I hear something that sounds like a cry coming from a baby monitor. He slips his phone from his gym shorts pocket and we both stare at it while we listen to Lizette waking up. “I’m going to overlook your dishonesty—this time. But it can’t happen again, Zoey. I need to know that I can trust you. Absolutely.” His need is palpable, the edge of desperation hanging between us and I sense the worry and the fear for his little girl’s well-being behind it. However miffed I’d planned to be at his self-righteousness and intolerance vanishes, leaving my heart melting.

      “Totally understood.” I reach out and touch his arm in reassurance. It’s an automatic reflex—and a big mistake. The spine tingling shot of desire that zings me doubles my already fast heartbeat and has me clenching my thighs together against the irresistible tingling.

      He pulls back as if I’m poison, blinking his eyes and all too aware of the seriously crazy electric connection we have. It’s like we’re two live wires that can never touch without a powerful bolt zapping us. The noise from his phone’s baby monitor app draws his attention away from me.

      “Game time,” he says. “You up for this?”

      I nod. He wears a determined look with sparks in his eyes and I half expect him to give me a high five and shout Let’s go get ‘em. But I gather myself, and match his determination to make this work.

      “Show me to her room.” I follow him and when he opens the nursery door, we both walk inside. Whoever decorated it has impeccable taste. That couldn’t have been his lousy ex whoever she is and I wonder if I know her. Dismissing the thought, I immediately go to Lizette and pick her up. She goes from fussing to happy, and holding onto me. The rush of pleasure and well-being that goes through me can’t be matched by any photoshoot or volleyball slam, not by a mile or even a hundred miles.

      Rafe leans over my shoulder and kisses his baby, telling her good-morning in his gruff version of baby-speak. He’s so close that his aftershave tingles my nostrils and I can feel the heat of his body. But it’s his tenderness with his baby that overwhelms me so that I finally feel it, the kind of feeling I’ve never felt before, induced by a man, that mythical weakness at the knees.

      “I’ll leave you two to get better acquainted. There’s a stack of diapers on the changing table. I need to finish getting ready and get out of here.” He leaves and I try not to fall over, not to feel the disappointment, but I do, right down to my toes—with a long lonely stop at my lady parts.

      By the time Rafe is ready to leave for hockey practice, I’m composed and have Lizette dressed and pretty in my arms feeding her as I sit in the kitchen. He grabs the coffee thermos.

      “I won’t have time to stop for coffee.”

      “Don’t they have coffee for you at the practice facility?” I imagined they had all kinds of amenities for the team set up at the Brawlers Practice Arena.

      “Sure. But I’ll drink this on the way over.” After leaning down to give Lizette one last kiss, while I hold my breath at his closeness, praying he can’t hear the embarrassing pounding of my heart, he raises the metal cup and winks, then disappears out the back door.

      Letting out my breath, I give Lizette a squeeze. “It’s just you and me now.” Thank god because I think my chest would explode the effort of trying to control my out of control attraction to her daddy.

      The day feels like a dream come true, part like a child playing house, but when I lose myself in the moments with Lizette, changing her, feeding her and reading to her, it’s like there’s never been anything more real.

      Meeting with Chelsea and her two babies, we go for a walk on the Boston Common. The last thing I expect is that people will recognize me. Why should they? I’m wearing my hair in a ponytail with a Brawlers baseball cap and giant sunglasses.

      But I forgot that my agent is conspiring to get me back to modeling, trying to get me publicity and keep me in the public eye in the interim, and that he sent random people to photograph me “in the wild” as he put it, for social media.

      Shit. My only thought as I see the young man twenty feet away aiming his cell phone at us while we push strollers is that Rafe will never believe that I forgot. He’ll think I was withholding information, deceiving him. Again.

      But maybe the only one I’m deceiving is myself.

      “Don’t look,” Chelsea says. “But there’s a guy taking pics at four o’clock. He’s coming this way. And shoot—he’s not alone.”

      My heart races, but I remain cool on the outside. I can handle this.
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          Rafe

        

      

    

    
      Hockey is the perfect escape, the solace I need from the turmoil in my soul which seems to have quadrupled since the cook-out at O’Rourke’s and not just because my nanny quit. Unfortunately, my neglected dick insists it’s waited long enough for some female attention and I’ve had embarrassingly erotic dreams the past two nights featuring my new fucking nanny. Or my new nanny who I’d love to--.

      Fuck. Concentrate. I finish lacing my skates and head for the ice. Breathing in the frigid air, feeling the hard, slick surface under my blades as I glide around the oval revives me. The coach arrives with his whistle and I do my best to establish myself at practice.

      Coach has us doing Belfry’s two and three puck stickhandling and shooting drills including the double shot strong side sequence. I own this drill, the only one to hit the net with two pucks every time down.

      “What the hell, Lemaire?” Brady says, as I shuffle the puck in between my skates, flip it in the air with my stick and hit into the net at a nearly horizontal angle. “I thought your claim to fame was face-offs. You’re like a magician with the puck.”

      “Aren’t we all. It’s our job, eh?” In truth all the guys are nimble and my only advantage is that I worked with Belfry one-on-one over the summer to improve my puck handling.

      “Didn’t I hear that you and Belfry did some work together?” O’Rourke says as he skates to a stop at the blue line. Coach blows the whistle and I smirk. O’Rourke taps my shin pads with his stick, laughing.

      “He ought to be good with the puck for all the money the team’s shelling out for him,” Sam grumbles to one of the guys as we skate to the bench. “Let’s see how he does on face-offs against Duggan.” Duggan is an up and coming center on a division rival team and our first opponent in pre-season. Sam knows I’m in earshot, but I’m not about to say anything. He’s worried about his position on the team and I can’t help him there. The lineup will settle out the way it’s supposed to and I want to enjoy this season, especially the comradery of the team.

      Finn is about to say something to Sam, but I put a hand on his shoulder stopping him. Finn is turning out to be my best friend and ally on the team while O’Rourke and Brady are close behind. Where Finn takes my side against Sam by confronting him, O’Rourke and Brady try placating the disgruntled Center. As the team progresses from pre-season into regular season, it’ll become clear I’m replacing him permanently on the second line.

      Coach follows me off the ice and before I push into the locker room, he takes my shoulder, stopping me.

      “Press conference in ten minutes. You want to hold off on the shower?”

      Sweat drips off my chin and I swipe at it. “Hell no. I can shower fast.”

      “Fine. Get at it, then. We’re introducing you as the next big thing to slice bread on ice.” Coach smiles and lets me go. I laugh. I don’t mind. I can handle the press. Hockey talk is one of my favorite things and I’ve already seen from today’s drills alone where I can fit into the team and have an impact, in particular on the face-off. My career face-off win percentage is up over 80% and with O’Rourke on my wing with his shot, that should be good for at least a dozen goals this season, maybe more.
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      Things get crazy at first press conference when they ask about Lizette and my bachelor status.

      Standing at the podium with my hair still dripping, I listen to coach introduce me as the premiere center in the NHL, a well-established veteran with a great hockey mind, speed, size and strength.

      “What we have here is a perfectly balanced player, a legit superstar, who’s going to boost our team to the top of the teams in contention for the Cup this year.” His intro goes from complimentary to embarrassing, but I hold my smile. There’s a smattering of applause mixed with the usual commotion of the press shouting questions, cameras going off and jockeying for position and angles. “Now let’s hear from the next coming himself.” Coach gets a few laughs with that as he moves aside and I step to the microphone.

      Putting up my hands, I calm the crowd of sports reporters, larger than I’ve seen in the past. The Brawlers PR people, namely Mary the Ballbuster Delaney, suggested I prepare some remarks to head off the whole arch-enemies Montreal angle of questioning. So I start off with my speech about turning the page to a new chapter in my life and how I’m excited to be in Boston and getting comfortable with the city already.

      “As for my teammates, Finnegan Reed and I are already exchanging recipes.” I get a few laughs.

      “We’ll take questions now,” Mary says, coming to my side as if she’s my body guard, here to protect the team’s shiny new player as if I’m fragile. Or problematic. Mary did anticipate one area of potential trouble. My marital status. I told her that was fucking crazy. Sports reporters don’t care about that crap.

      “I understand you’re divorced and have a baby. Do you have plans to find a new Mrs. Lemaire and mother for your child?”

      “You mean a new Mrs. Hockey?” One of the guys jokes. The questions make me shiver. Fuck if Delaney wasn’t right. Shit. My main concern is Lizette and keeping her and my personal life out of the limelight. It had been a losing battle in Montreal partly because it’s my hometown, but mostly because my ex-wife craved the limelight and battled me for it every single day it seems—even before we had Lizette the signs were there.

      I was one stupid fuck to jump into that frying pan. No way it’s ever happening again—not any time soon.

      “No plans to re-marry,” I say, grinning as wide as my distaste will let me. Keeping my smile in place, I add, “Not that it’s any of your business.” They mostly laugh, but I sense the message is received.
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      “You’re late,” Zoey says as I walk come in the back door, stepping into the kitchen. She has a drink waiting for me. Something on ice. I walk around the unfamiliar space, trying not to feel the way she makes me feel, like we’re playing house. “Chelsea told me they kept you for a press conference, the big introduction. How'd it go?” 

      “Fuck that. How did it go here?” I take the drink from her hand and put it down on the kitchen island. “Where’s Lizette?”

      The minute I stepped outside the rink after the press conference, Lizette was front and center on my mind. It was a struggle to not call on my way home to ask about my baby girl, but it’s only a ten-minute drive home and I didn’t want to come off as a douche. So much for that.

      But Zoey smiles and I get taken in by the brilliance of it, the pure pleasure of it.

      “She’s napping. I didn’t realize you’d be this late.” She shrugs her apology as if it’s her fault. “Do you want me to wake her?”

      “No. I’ll wake her if I need to.” I sound like a possessive dickhead, but I can’t help it. She laughs.

      “Of course you will. You’re her daddy, her absolute favorite person in the world.” The knot of tension I didn’t know I had winding across my shoulders eases up and my mouth ticks up at the corners.

      “You’re good at this,” I say. “I mean at knowing exactly what to say to an anxious parent. Maybe you should take up nannying professionally.”

      She shakes her head. “No, I think the next baby I take care of will be my own.” Her smile falters. “I mean someday. Not necessarily any time soon.” She runs her multi-ringed fingers through her great mane of lush golden hair and I wonder what it feels like, what it would look like splayed out on a pillow⁠—

      Fuck. I turn away from her and go to the refrigerator and take out a bottle of Gatorade. I managed to arrange for regular grocery deliveries in my spare time since I arrived, so at least my fridge is stocked.

      “Things went well?” I ask.

      “Amazing. Lizette is a living doll. But you already know that. We went for a walk to the Boston Common.” She stops and looks down. “It was a good day. She gave me no problems.”

      “What is it you’re not telling me?” Her face is like an open book and I can see why the camera loves her, why she’s a successful model. It’s not only her beauty—which is a fucking triple hat trick—it’s about her expressiveness. Her authentic emotions show at all times. She’s shockingly real.

      She lifts her chin, pulls back her shoulders and looks me in the eye. “We ran into some… people who took pictures. They recognized me.” She pauses, but I know she’s not finished. She licks her lips, those luscious lips and I suppress my urge to go to her and bite them, to suck them into my mouth. Instead, I take a step back, to the other side of the island to hide because my dick wants the whole world’s attention now as it grows and twitches with impatience.

      “What else?” I ask, keeping my voice calm and modulated. I’m not sure which has me more on edge, waiting for what she’s going to say next or having to hide my inappropriate fucking erection.

      “They asked questions. But they didn’t listen to my answers exactly. I think they may have leapt to conclusions.”

      “Spell it out, Zoey. What conclusions are you talking about?”

      “They may think Lizette is our baby.”

      “Our baby?”

      “Yes. As in I’m the momma and you’re the daddy.” She looks so pained I almost want to smile because her concern charms me, makes me want to caress and comfort her. But of course I don’t because I have no standing. She’s not my baby mama.

      “Shit.” The reality hits me. “You told these people, whoever the hell they are, that Lizette is my baby?”

      She nods, her eyes big and beautiful and apologetic. “I didn’t realize⁠—”

      “So now some random people with pictures of you and Lizette think we’re an item?”

      “I’m afraid they might think we’re more than an item. When I last checked my social media accounts⁠—”

      “Your social media accounts?” I sound like an idiot parrot, but I can’t help it. The repercussions of having a fucking ex-super model for a nanny keep rolling out one after another like thunder booming in an endless summer storm.

      “Mostly IG and Facebook although I got a few pings on TikTok telling me I’ve been mentioned. But don’t worry about it. I’ll make an official post tomorrow setting things straight.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Okay, tonight. I’ll post tonight that I’m helping you out with child care because you were in a bind. And that you’re no more than a friend.”

      “A friend?”

      “No, you’re right. How could I be friends with a parrot? Check that—a disgruntled parrot.” She snatches the drink she gave me from the island and dumps it in the sink, picks up a bright-colored bag and heads for the back door.

      “Wait, I’m sorry. You’re right, of course we’re friends.” She flips her hand at me, but she stops and waits for me to apologize. “I’m being an ass. Sorry. I know it’s not your fault if half the sports media in Boston is more interested in my personal life than my scoring record.”

      “The press conference?” She says, frowning. “Don’t worry about the media. They’re a crazy fickle bunch. Pay attention to the half that didn’t ask about your personal life.”

      “Good advice, but I’m afraid it’s not that simple.”

      “Of course it is,” she says. I snort and shake my head.

      “I thought you were media savvy?”

      “I never said that,” she says, “but I don’t let it bother me. Sticks and stones.”

      “Easy for you to say since you don’t have a baby.”

      There’s a beat of silence between us as she weighs my words and I see heavy resignation settle on her brows as she sits on one of the stools at the island, plopping her bag down.

      “Shit. I wasn’t thinking. Poor baby. I don’t blame you for wanting to be protective of her, but she’s still young and this will all go away soon. I promise.”

      “You’re probably right,” I say, hoping she’s right.

      “I left you some dinner in the refrigerator. All you need to do is heat it up.”

      Surprise causes a pleasant blip in my chest. And the inevitable twitch in my restless as fuck dick.  She cooked dinner for me. What are the chances I’ve found the only supermodel on the planet who’s good with babies and cooks too? Too bad she’s as flighty as a bat.

      “You didn’t have to do that.” She beams a smile at me.

      “Least I can do for you giving me this opportunity.” Shit. Now I feel like a royal fucking ass for being irritable to her.

      “What did you make?” Because my stomach rumbles and I’m only human.

      A grin stretches those lush lips wide and I swear the room is brighter.

      “I found out your favorite dish, so I⁠—”

      “How did you find that out?”

      “Your mother called the house and I had a very nice conversation with her. You’ll be pleased to know it was a far better getting-to-know-you chat than you and I had the other day. I think she approves of me for Lizette’s temporary nanny.” Another nugget of pleasure pops into my chest, giving me a small burst of joy like I get when I slide the puck under the goalie’s pads. It’s an unlikely thrill, but it counts.

      “You made a Bolognese? With white wine?”

      “Yes, and yes. Lizette enjoyed the trip to the neighborhood liquor store and the manager there, Patrick, absolutely adores her.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “That I’m now best friends with your local liquor store manager, Patrick?”

      “No.” I smirk. “That you went out of your way to get the white wine to make my favorite meal for me.”

      “Least I can do for a stranger from out of town. Never believe those stories about New Englanders being unfriendly.”

      “It’s not true at all.”

      “Especially when it comes to hot hockey stars.” She grins and picks up her small bag again, her breathtaking mix of bold and sweet and insanely sexy taking up all the space in my head and spreading to my incorrigible under-exercised dick. “I really do need to get going—except I have one more thing…”

      She pauses and it’s a deadly pause where I hold my breath and I can’t afford to be oxygen starved in her presence because it demands my complete focus to stay chill and pretend I’m unaffected.

      “Who are you taking to the Brawlers Foundation Gala Friday night?” She asks with a slightly expectant lilt in her voice. Shit. A test. But I can pass it.

      “No one,” I say. “I just found out about it.” I resume normal breathing. She nods and goes to the back door. She turns before leaving, presumably to say good-bye or see you in the morning or fuck you, I’m never coming back.

      “You don’t mind if I go, do you?” she says and for a second, I think she’s asking me for permission to leave. “Chelsea says she can have her sitter take care of Lizette for the night. I had the ticket for the gala before we… made our arrangement.” The gala. She’s going to the fucking gala.

      “You don’t need my permission to go. You’re not mine…”

      “No, but, by rights I should be staying with Lizette while you go…”

      “The Brawler’s foundation is a good cause. You should go too. I’m sure the O’Rourke’s sitter will be fine for one night.” I keep my voice casual, but in my head, I’m picturing her in a revealing little black dress.  Fuck no. The first pre-season game is on Sunday and I need to stay focused.

      “It’s just that I don’t want to feed the gossip,” she says with an elegant shrug of one shoulder. She has a way of shrugging that makes it seem like an invitation. And she does it a lot.

      And I need to stop noticing.

      “We’ll be going separately,” I say. Perfectly reasonable. “There’ll be a lot of people there. I’m sure we can avoid being seen together.” I’ll have to do better than that. I’ll have to keep my eyes off her and that’ll be a feat. But there’s bound to be other beautiful women there, right?

      “You’re right of course,” she says on a half laugh, the sound rings with her signature light-heartedness. “Though it’s too bad because I like you and it would be kind of fun to dance with you.” She flutters her ringed hand and frowns. “Never mind. That would only lead to trouble. I’m going now.” Then she disappears out the back door with her dangerous frank talk and I stand there staring at the closed door for a good ten seconds before my baby monitor app beeps me from my Zoey-induced stupor.

      Heading to Lizette’s nursery, I scoff at myself and promise my dick brain that I will find another beautiful woman--who’s not off-limits or flighty or dangerous—at that gala to take home and break my draught.
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      I know it’s silly, because I live so close, but I brought my clothes to dress up here at Rafe’s place while Lizette sleeps. Rafe had a shoot for an ad with a local car dealership after practice so he asked me to stay late and help him get Lizette ready to drop off at the O’Rourke’s.

      The last thing I expect is for him to pull up in a limo out front. When he walks in the front door my jaw drops like a bowling ball to the floor—or that’s what it feels like. I thought I looked pretty good in my strapless ice blue Portia and Scarlet gown fitted down to my thigh then flaring with a leg revealing side slit. It makes me feel giddy and playfully sexy when I wear with the fluffy feather trim encircling the bodice. But Rafe is a demi-god in his midnight blue tux sans tie with a white pocket cloth.

      “Is that a Brunello Cucinelli? You make James Bond look like your goofy sidekick in those rags,” I say before he can say hello. His smile slowly takes over his face as his eyes sizzle, raking me over from top to bottom and back again.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” he smirks. “Ever consider modeling for a living?” I laugh, giddiness threatening to take over if I don’t pull myself together.

      “I feel like Cinderella.”

      “I hope that doesn’t make me the evil step-mother making you work your fingers to the bone.”

      “No, you’re definitely playing the fairy godmother in this story.”

      “You sure I can’t convince you I’m prince charming?”

      “Keep trying.” I’d have gone on and on with the blood-boiling banter, the sense of reckless abandon taking over pushing me into naughty and dangerous territory, veering way off the nanny to the hot daddy’s baby reservation, but my phone rings and it’s Chelsea.

      “Chels we’re about ready to leave now.” I talk while Rafe’s eyes rove over me as he passes by and I feel singed. He motions to me that he’s going to Lizette’s room and I let out a sigh—either relief or longing I’m not sure which.

      “What was that for?” Chelsea asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s about Rafe, isn’t it?”

      “If you think you know everything why’d you ask?” I feel like the kid sister sticking my tongue out at her and she laughs at me, as she should. “Okay, so he looks better than a hot fudge sundae to a starving model,” I admit. She snort-laughs.

      “You should know. Hurry over. I can’t wait to see you and your next meal—I mean your hot date—all dressed up for the ball.”

      “He’s not my date.”

      “Hmmm. But he could be your meal⁠—”

      “Will you stop it,” I whisper-shout as I hear Rafe returning with Lizette. “Ten minutes. We’ll see you then,” I say and end the call, picking up the bag I’d already packed up with the baby’s things.

      “She’s still half asleep,” He whispers, carrying her all bundled up on his shoulder. “Let’s get out of here quick while we can.”

      We manage to settle Lizette in the nursery at the O’Rourke’s still asleep and find ourselves out on the front walk with two limos waiting.

      “We should have coordinated this better,” Ryan says, “and all gone in one limo.”

      My smile freezes because I’m stuck between the two cars while Rafe heads for his and Chelsea and Ryan head for the open door of their limo.

      “Are you coming with—” O’Rourke starts to say, but stops abruptly when Chelsea elbows him in the solar plexus.

      I know my BFF is playing matchmaker now and I have mixed feelings about it. Confusion about what the right thing to do with Rafe clutches at my gut and bubbles up in the form of nervous twitchy excitement. I look at him for the verdict and see a flash of matching confusion resonating, but he banishes the emotion. Guess he’s more sure of where he stands and I’m afraid it’s on the other side of the line from me.

      Or maybe I should be grateful. Someone has to be strong enough to do the right thing, right? Or is it the wrong thing? Shit. It’s right—think of Lizette. My only purpose is to take care of that little girl, not get myself embroiled in a hot sexy fling with her hot sexy daddy. Because the only way that would go after skyrocketing into the ozone is to crash and burn to the ground. I’ve been there and done that. Several times. I almost groan out loud.

      Rafe turns to me and says in one of those sure, carved in stone voices, “She’s riding with me.” Problem solved. I don’t entertain an argument. Not when the deepest part of me wants nothing more than to sit with him in the back of a limo. The drumming of my heart picks up again, but I keep my poise as Rafe helps me inside the shadowy back seat and slides in next to me.

      When the door closes creating a sinful cocoon that makes me feel like we’re inside a genie’s bottle where all those forbidden wishes live, I don’t move away when he slides so close, his thigh bumps next to mine and our shoulders touch.

      “I didn’t want to ride by myself,” he says. “Besides, we can catch up on the events of Lizette’s day. Tell me everything.” His eyes are on me and even though he’s thrown up Lizette between us, the heady scent of his soap and some dizzying masculine aftershave that I don’t recognize, but I will know always and forever as belonging to him, disorients me, confuses me.

      Am I the supermodel out with a handsome man as I had often been for the past three years, or the bereft lost soul pouring out my heart as the nanny to the poor abandoned little girl Lizette? The cognitive dissonance of two worlds that couldn’t be more opposite colliding throws me so that I need to dig deep down for who I am, who I always need to be.

      Can I be sexy without being glamorous? A loving nanny to this man’s baby without betraying myself and her with lusty impulses? I don’t know. Staring at his eyes, I’m lost still, afloat and looking for an anchor. Is that him? Should it be him or am I too desperate?

      This is why I have no business starting anything with this man, not even a fling, not when I’ve made a promise to care for Lizette, to put her first. Not when there’s a little baby girl’s heart at stake.

      “Zoey?” I shake my head and smile, corralling reality.

      “Oh, right. Today. You want the details.” He’s so adorable with his need to know all about what we do each day as if taking strolls and reading baby books are more fascinating than a spaceship launch. As if the exact flavors of her baby food and how many ounces of her formula she’s taken are more meaningful than world peace. As if Lizette’s world—and by default mine—is as important to him as his world in professional hockey.

      So I tell him and he hangs on my every word and a tiny part of me relishes it for the attention he gives me as a by-product of his interest in his daughter.
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      There’s a crowd outside with lots of cameras and cell phones and a couple of TV cameras as well. I’m no stranger to gala events and red carpets, and so I know what it would mean for me and Rafe to get out of this limo together. We’d have a new spate of speculation to squash.

      “How about if you get out and I ride to the valet parking area with the limo. I’ll come in through the parking garage⁠—”

      “Afraid of publicity? I thought this was your thing as a supermodel?” I don’t miss the edge on his voice, the way he says supermodel as if it’s curse word.

      “Not afraid, but we’re trying to avoid false rumors, right?” I’m proud of how even and poised I sound as my gut jitters around like I’ve swallowed a bucket of miniature frogs with serious crack addictions.

      “Right. But I feel like an ass leaving you to skulk around to the back door by yourself.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ve snuck into more than one back door in my life.” His nod of approval prods my gut to jump again as if it needs any more prodding. I’m afraid of losing my cool constantly with this guy. Hell, I don’t have any semblance of cool where Rafe is concerned. You’d think I have a crush on him.

      I wish it were only that. Maybe it is only that. But I’m so needy it’s hard to tell.

      He gets out of the car with one more reluctant backward glance and a pat on my exposed thigh. “You now this isn’t easy for me, right?”

      I nod and he closes the door. The driver looks at me in the rearview and I tell him to pull the limo into the garage because I’m going in the back door and he nods like it happens all the time. I suppose it does. I wasn’t famous enough to get past the stage where I needed all the public exposure I could get in my modeling career, to that point where I had to start hiding to find any privacy. Thus, the paid social media stalkers. How ironic. Because I’m happy to be anonymous, content to be unrecognized and grateful I never needed to hide.

      Until now, it seems, ironically, after I’ve quit modeling.

      Keeping to my word to avoid gossip, I avoid Rafe in the sea of people inside. Since Chelsea spends her time clustering with Rafe, Finn and Brady on the arm of her adorable husband, the beloved Ryan O’Rourke, I only run into her in the ladies’ room.

      “How come I haven’t seen you?” she says giving me a real hug the second she walks in, ignoring the handful of other women freshening their lipstick in the mirror. I pull her aside in the lounge area before she says anything about Rafe.

      “I’m on the QT. I need to keep the gossip about me and Rafe shut down.”

      “I thought you called off your social media pests.”

      “Yeah, but they whipped up such a frenzy—they’re apparently good at their jobs fyi—that there’s some genuine interest now and I don’t want to re-ignite that craziness. It’s the last thing Rafe needs while he concentrates on hockey. I’m trying to simplify his life, not make it any more complicated than it is.”

      She nods, but she has that look, the kind where I know she’s plotting something like Lucy Ricardo.

      “Why do I suddenly feel like I’m your unsuspecting side-kick Ethel?”

      She laughs and pats me on the back. “Don’t worry. I’m harmless. And besides, Ryan is no harmless Ricci Ricardo.”

      “What are you talking about? He’s exactly like Ricky Ricardo—minus the Cuban accent and the band.”

      She snorts and a few coiffed heads turn in our direction. “I gotta go. Meet me at the bar on the south wall for a drink in 30 minutes.” I nod as if we’re spies though we look more like the Housewives from Boston on the prowl. Or something like that.

      Two dances with strangers later, one man young and harmless and the other older, but definitely more dangerous. What is it about aging men and their desperation that turns otherwise decent human beings into borderline creepy?

      I head for the bar because it has to be close enough to thirty minutes later and I’m tired of trying to have meaningful conversations with acquaintances and strangers, who think they know me because they’ve seen my photos and in spite of my insistence that I’m no longer modeling, don’t seem to accept it. Did someone make a change to the English language and I never got the memo? Has the world gone mad? Or is it just me? It’s you. Maybe I am crazy to give up my modeling career.

      But if that makes me crazy, then so be it.

      As I survey the crowd and try to look inconspicuous standing alone at the bar, my phone vibrates in my clutch bag. I pull it out wondering who would call at this time of night who isn’t already here at the gala—namely Chelsea. I don’t recognize the number, but I shrug and answer the phone anyway to avoid talking to the man approaching on my left.

      “Hello?”

      “Zoe? I’m so glad you answered. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get a hold of you.” The harried voice of the babysitter I just met at Chelsea’s house makes my heart stutter and my skin go clammy.

      “What is it? Is Lizette alright? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing terrible,” she says and I breathe. “At least I don’t think so, but she’s been crying and she has a slight fever.” My ears ring as if she shouted the words like a clanging alarm.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can. On my way now.” The fight or flight response they talk about when fear kicks in is real because I find myself running, four-inch heels and flowing gown be damned. I lift the right hem and zero in on Rafe with dizzying accuracy. Had I been subconsciously tracking him?

      He’s dancing with some unlucky chick because I don’t care about cutting in with Lizette running a fever and crying. The poor baby girl is crying and she almost never cries.  Gliding in between the dancers, I reach him and put a hand on his shoulder as I swing into his view.

      The look on his face is priceless—or it would be if we didn’t have an emergency.

      “Rafe,” I dart a quick apologetic glance at his partner because I know I wouldn’t like the interruption much if I were her, but I don’t let the sparks flying from her eyes deter me. “I got a call from the babysitter and—” everything in his demeanor changes. The sardonic self-satisfied smile disappears and he turns to me taking hold of my arms and cutting out his dancing partner as if she’d dropped through a hole in the floor. I bet she wishes she had.

      “Lizette—is she⁠—”

      “She has a fever and I told the babysitter we’d be there as soon as we could.” He stares at me and takes a deep breath. “A fever I can handle. Did she say what the temperature was?” I shake my head. I should have asked. Maybe I was too quick to jump.

      “She was crying,” I explain. His eyes deepen, penetrating in their communication and understanding. He gets it.

      “She never cries. We should go. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Mind? I’m the one who pulled the alarm.” He takes my arm and is about to walk away with me when he stops short, turning to his deserted dance partner.

      “Rafe?” the woman speaks up, her question loaded and hanging in the air, asking a multitude of things. Like, who is this chick you’re running away with? Babysitter? And probably the most alarming part of all, if you’re leaving with her to run to your baby, then why the hell were you dancing with me? He glances at her. I note there are more than a few looks in our direction.

      “Sorry. The sitter called. We have to go.” The nameless woman stares from him to me thinking who knows what about all those unanswered questions and I almost stutter a denial, but Rafe tugs on my arm and truthfully, it would take a lot less than that for me to follow him anywhere. We pick up speed as we sail past the now openly staring crowd with the music stopped. A young lady who’s lucky if she’s eighteen, has her phone aimed, no doubt taking a video clip of our rush toward the exit.

      Ryan, the Brawlers head coach and some woman are huddled at the edge of the bar and Rafe stops us long enough to tell Ryan we’re leaving to pick up Lizette.

      “Not so fast,” the woman says. She eyes me and I see the moment of recognition pop on her face. “You’re the shampoo lady.” She puts out a hand and I shake it. “I’m Mary Delaney, aka the ballbuster. I run the Brawlers PR office. The old-fashioned way.”

      I half laugh as I say, “Good to meet you.”

      “What do you need, Delaney?” Rafe combs a hand through his wavy hair, ruining whatever orderliness there was and creating a sexy beyond fair play look. We’re on our way out⁠—”

      “So I heard, but you can’t leave yet. I volunteered you for the special fund-raising feature of the evening.”

      “My baby has a fever, I’m sure you can have your special feature without me.”

      “That’s too bad about Lizette. But… well let me rephrase my previous statement,” she frowns and looks us over. “This is a command performance, but as a favor to you,” she threads her arm through his, “We can do it right now. Surely you can wait five minutes to leave.” She leads him away as she mouths get a spot up front to me.

      “And here I thought ballbuster was a term of endearment,” Rafe says. “This better be quick.” He turns to me and I give him a don’t worry about me smile because I’m way more worried about him and what Mary the ball-busting PR lady has in mind.

      It doesn’t take me long to find out as I take a spot up front near the musicians’ stage as they step aside for Mary.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is the special fun fund-raising portion of the evening you were promised. No need to wait until the end of the night. This is so special I think you’ll bid outrageously on what we have to offer without a few extra drinks in you.” People laugh

      “What the hell,” I say under my breath and look around for Chelsea, but Finn joins me instead.

      Dipping his head, he whispers, “This is gonna be good. Whenever Mary’s involved in a project someone is going to suffer. Guaranteed.” I don’t have a chance to contemplate the situation, but a big well of protectiveness and a need to rescue Rafe from whatever fate Mary the BB has in mind rises and takes hold like I’ve suddenly stepped into the shoes of wonder woman.

      “You all know our newest Boston Brawler,” Mary bellows into the mic, “Raphael Lemaire, known to his friends as Rafe.” She takes a deep breath and I hold mine, sensing an anvil the size of Chicago about to drop. “Wouldn’t you like to be one of those friends? For at least a night? Well you can. Because we’re auctioning off an evening with Rafe Lemaire.”

      She pauses for the crowd’s loud applause and cheers and I let her words circle in my head before I finally let them settle. Shit. Shit. Shit. Some woman, not me, is going to get Rafe for a night.

      Mary goes on, “Your night with Rafe includes dinner at Del Frisco’s Double Eagle Steak House and entertainment afterwards at Blazing Paddles for a Ping Pong challenge. This can be an intimate night for just you and Rafe or a rowdy time for up to six people.” The crowd’s noise grows.  Finn whistles and fist pumps. What had been a quiet sophisticated gala degenerates as the Ball Buster gives the mic to Rafe to say a few words. Shit. I look at my watch. Then I look at Rafe.
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      Under the cover of the applause and whistles and some excited cat calls, I say to Mary, “It would have been nice if you gave me a heads-up about this.”

      “Don’t be a baby. It’s for a good cause. Besides, we just came up with it a couple of days ago as a way to augment the ticket sales.”

      “Why didn’t you do a silent auction like everyone else?”

      “We’ll be having that later in the year to benefit the children’s hospital.” She hands me the microphone. “Say a few words. Show your charm or your sense of humor or something.”

      “Sure. I’ll do the opposite of you.” I arch a brow because she’s treating me like I’m a kid on a school outing that needs to be watched.

      “Touché.” She pats my back, then steps back and claps her hands while I face the crowd. It’s not the first time I’ve had to speak in front of a crowd off the cuff and it won’t be the last, but it’s my least favorite part of having achieved the top scoring status in the NHL. But contrary to what Mary thinks, I’m no baby.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you’re having a wonderful evening. I’m sorry to disrupt it with a little auction.” There are whistles and yells of encouragement and I see more than a few eager young ladies making their way toward the stage, filling the dance floor. Once I spot her, I keep my eye on Zoey. “But this is for a great cause, the foundation does exceptional work—the only kind of work the Brawlers organization does with their high standards. So I’m proud to support it. Let’s do this and we’ll have a fun night out. I guarantee it.” Without meaning to, I wink at Zoey and grin when she laughs, shaking her head.

      Then Mary takes over and does her thing, starting with a five hundred dollar opening. Hands go up and paddles appear as servers scramble to handle them out. Fuck, I hope this goes quickly. Lizette might need to see a doctor. I hope the baby sitter has the good sense to keep her cool and give her some fever reducer. These are my thoughts as I watch the frenzy of bidding.

      “Three thousand dollars for the lady in blue, number eighteen,” Mary shouts, “Do I have three-thousand-five hundred.”

      Fuck, this could take forever. I catch Zoey’s eye and she frowns, checking her phone. I point at my wrist and wish I could mime for her to check with the babysitter, but as the center stage attraction, I’m literally being watched by every person in the room—about two hundred people if I had to guess.

      “We have four-thousand dollars, thanks from the lady in black. Do we have⁠—”

      “Twenty-thousand dollars! I bid twenty-thousand,” a shout rises up from the floor, stopping Mary in her tracks. After a beat she regains her poise and points her finger at Zoey.

      “Twenty-thousand dollars from the lady in the stunning ice-blue gown. You may recognize her folks, the incomparable Zoey Ross.”

      My heart stops and I stare at her, but she won’t meet my eyes, turning to look at the people in the crowd acknowledging her and hanging onto Finn who’s laughing his ass off as he looks back at me, pointing his finger and miming a shooting gun. What the fuck is she doing? Twenty-fucking-thousand dollars is way too much money to throw around even for a successful model.

      “Do we have anyone for twenty-thousand-five hundred?” Mary says reluctantly after the uproar dies down and I swear she’s reluctant to ask, as if she feels guilty fleecing anyone of this many of their hard-earned thousands for a steak dinner—even for a good cause. I hold my breath looking out at the crowd, still trying to will Zoey into meeting my gaze, but she’s looking around the room for competitors. There are none.

      “Sold! For twenty-thousand dollars to number twenty-three, Zoey Ross. Thank you so much. The beneficiaries of the Brawlers foundation thank you too.” Mary looks at me and arches a brow. “Looks like you have a supermodel super fan.”

      “Looks like I’m out of here,” I say as I step off the stage and Zoey meets me. Mary follows right behind.

      “With your new super fan,” Mary says.

      “With my nanny,” I say under my breath. “We need to get home to Lizette.”

      “Whatever you say, Rafe. Thanks for being a good sport.” She winks at Zoey and we head back through the crowd that seems to fold in on us making me feel like I’m plowing through a line of defensemen.

      “What the fuck?” I say to Zoey under my breath as soon as we clear Mary. I’m smiling in spite of my astonishment. She doesn’t bother answering me as I take some ribbing on our way through the crowd to the exit.
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      There were way too many people taking photos. I should have known Mary the ball buster, like any good PR lady, would have photographers ready to take official shots. Never mind what she has planned for our actual date. Rafe is on his phone calling the sitter while we wait for the limo. The night air is chilly and I didn’t take a jacket or shawl or anything. Planning isn’t my forte. Jumping head first into whatever is my thing. As evidenced by my crazy as shit bid to win that date with the one man who I’d promised myself is forbidden fruit. What was I thinking? Shit.

      “What did she say?” I ask him as he slips his phone back in the inside pocket of his tux jacket.

      “Same.” He looks tired. His lush mouth lies flat and tight. Tiny crinkles of worry surround his eyes. The waves of his longish hair are unruly and small curls flip over the stiff collar of his shirt. He looks like the most sinfully decadent hunk of man I’ve ever seen. He swipes a hand through his hair yet again and I don’t bother suppressing my smile or the need to touch him. I lay a hand on his chest.

      “She’ll be fine. We’ll take her home and watch her and cuddle her and take care of her all night if that’s what it takes until she’s back to herself.” His eyes blaze and the renewed energy in his face produces a half smile and his hand covers mine.

      “You’re too good to be true, you know that? What don’t I know about you that will make you a mere mortal, that’ll make you seem real?”

      “You mean besides that I’m flighty… and a little lost?” My voice is quiet, but not quiet enough and I can’t believe I said it, put myself all the way out there.

      “And frank,” he says, quirking a brow, compassion in his dark eyes, in his voice. My heart tumbles, but the rest of me is saved from tumbling when the limo pulls up and he helps me inside.

      He slides in and sits right up against me, his hard thigh solid against mine, setting my body on fire and my heart racing like a bad cliché of a teenager. Have I gone backwards in my emotional development? Is that what this is all about? Grams, see what you’ve done to me, leaving me like this?

      “Now, tell me, frankly,” he says, his voice rumbling in the low light of the back seat, making the intimacy meter skyrocket. “Why the fuck—excuse my French—did you bid twenty-thousand dollars, way too much money, good cause aside? Are you out of your mind?”

      “No—don’t worry about the money. I’m stuffed.” He snorts.

      “It’s still over-the-top. Not to mention wildly impulsive.” He pauses and I have no answer to that because of course he’s right.

      “You got me. I’m a wildly impulsive kind of girl.” I squirm because that’s not exactly a desirable trait for a nanny even if I am only temporary. So far, he hasn’t made any effort that I’ve seen to find a permanent replacement, although it’s only been a week.

      “Why would you bid at all,” he says in a quiet and far too serious voice, “to have a date with me when we’re in a professional employer-employee relationship?”

      I open my mouth, but my voice box or whatever it is that controls my voice because I wouldn’t know having failed biology in high school, is frozen, flat out refuses to work as if I’ve been suddenly struck mute by the merciful universe. His eyes bore into me, trying to read my mind, and as my heartbeats fly by, counting the seconds of my humiliating lack of poise or nerve or⁠—

      He blinks and says, “Never mind. I’m sorry. That was presumptuous. It was for a good cause.”

      “We were in a hurry to leave and I couldn’t—didn’t want to wait all night and … it is for a good cause.” I throw up my hands. Relief mixes with nerves at the one missing truth, the key prompt for my impulse to buy him. But I can’t say it now. I’ve already admitted it before, told him I thought he was hot. But that was when the stakes were low—like non-existent. Now… it feels like things are changing between us. But that’s probably me thinking crazy thoughts. I huff a breath.

      “Besides, what else am I going to do with all the money?” The frustration bursts from me with the words. “I’d planned on making a big donation. I have all this money I don’t need, that I need to do something with now. I didn’t want Grams’ money. I only wanted her.” My voice shrinks and he looks at me, puts a strong hand on my exposed thigh and leaves it there in spite of the shocking spark.

      “I’m sorry, Zoey. I know you’re still sorting through your loss.” He licks his lips and adds, “You’re right—we were in a hurry. Who knows how long it would have taken all those women to run the bid up⁠—”

      I swat his shoulder. “You’re funny. Maybe I should have let them have you.”

      “I’m glad you won. Now I can look forward to the date, knowing it’s not some chick out to get in my pants.”
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