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            About This Book

          

          A Way Out

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Maria Hearsy Bernard is a wealthy, recently divorced mom with no plan and nowhere to live. So she hops in her Cadillac and drives from Seattle to LA to spend quality time with her rock star sister.

      

        

      
        …who is in Missouri, planning her secret wedding. A wedding Maria is supposed to be at.

      

        

      
        Luckily, her sister’s friend, Oz Garcia, the outrageously handsome and terribly sweet guitarist for the up-and-coming rock band Demigoddess Revival, is house-sitting and offers to let her stay with him.

      

        

      
        Then he offers to go to the wedding with her.

      

        

      
        Then she offers to sleep with him.

      

        

      
        And that’s when things get really complicated, because Maria has also offered to finance Oz’s fledgling band.

      

        

      
        Which means she’s now his boss.

      

        

      
        This book contains hot rock stars, a single dad, a totally adorable toddler, a super sexy rock ballad, a band on the verge of success, and a girl who may be falling for the guy from the wrong side of the tracks.

      

        

      
        Rock Star Series, in reading order:

        Before the Band

        Why Can’t We Be

        A Way Out

        Too Little, Too Soon

        All Keyed Up

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Maria Hearsy Bernard’s normally perfectly coifed dark hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun. She wore a Panic Station T-shirt that was far more fitted than anything she would normally wear in public—although to be fair, she wasn’t currently in public.

      Her makeup hadn’t been refreshed in hours, and here she stood in the middle of the kitchen of the estate home she shared with her estranged husband, trying to rush her three-year-old daughter through eating macaroni and cheese with a side of apple slices.

      Vic was due home soon, and Maria would prefer to be upstairs, bathing Riley, behind closed doors, before that happened. She knew her soon-to-be ex-husband wouldn’t wander up there looking for either of them. He’d wait for Maria to text that she’d put Riley to bed and left the room, and then he would make his way upstairs to bid her goodnight.

      Such was the routine they’d fallen into since that fateful day nine months ago when he’d noted that she ought to be ovulating soon and if they had sex for three specific days during her cycle, she was 76 percent likely to become pregnant. Not only that, he’d continued, but if they had sex during the first three days of her cycle, she was 58 percent more likely to have a boy.

      “Do you think spewing scientific probabilities makes me horny?” she’d responded, which was entirely out of character for her; both the snarky retort instead of docile agreement and also the use of the word horny.

      While he sputtered incoherently, she’d clearly been on an uncharacteristic roll, because she paused only for a moment before following up with, “I want a divorce.”

      A grin framed with practically neon orange Kraft cheese lit up Riley’s face as she focused on something over her shoulder, and Maria knew she had not timed this evening as well as she should have. Although—she glanced at the clock on the microwave—Vic was home earlier than usual.

      Darn it. She hated when she was forced to interact with him in person.

      He stepped into the kitchen, the heels of his Italian leather shoes clicking on the natural stone floor. Maria did not turn around.

      She did not call out a greeting.

      Their relationship had deteriorated to this—uncomfortable cohabitating for the sake of their child. Riley seemed oblivious to the fact that rarely were her parents in the same room together nor did they speak in person very often, but Maria knew it was only a matter of time before their daughter picked up on the tension and it began to affect her.

      Maria hadn’t yet worked out how she would handle that inevitable moment. In truth, she’d lived in the same sort of household until she went to Seattle for college, and she’d turned out…

      Well, yes, she most certainly needed to figure out a solution that would not set Riley up to follow in Maria’s footsteps.

      Vic stepped up next to her, so close that the sleeve of his Armani suit whispered past her arm. Maria kept her face forward, did not look at him.

      Sometimes, she’d try to recall the good times, would even attempt to talk herself into reconciling with Vic. Except the good times, in retrospect, hadn’t been good at all.

      She didn’t even particularly like her mother, yet that life was all she’d ever known, so it was what she formulated for herself, even though she’d not once been truly happy. Well, not until she had Riley, at any rate.

      Since then, those moments of happiness had revolved entirely around Riley. Not a single one had involved her husband. She’d not even felt all gooey and mushy over watching him interact with their child, because he rarely had until she’d asked for the divorce. And whatever interaction he now had was not within her sight, normally.

      Almost as if he were trying to contradict her thoughts, he reached out and ruffled the soft, dark curls on Riley’s head. His daughter thrust out chubby arms, but he stepped slightly out of reach and slapped something onto the counter so hard Maria winced and Riley’s mouth fell open.

      Maria’s gaze darted down to the piece of paper on the granite countertop, her eyes automatically drawn to the bold headline across the top of the page.

      

      FINAL DECREE OF DIVORCE

      

      Oh. It was finally official.

      She waited for the emotions to hit. Something, anything. That was supposed to happen when something so life-changing occurred, right? She’d certainly felt an onslaught of emotions over her grandmother’s death. More than she’d probably ever felt in her entire life.

      This, the announcement of her divorce, did not produce an onslaught.

      She canted her head, studying the fancy, swirling letters. Nope. No reaction. Oh, wait. There it was.

      Relief.

      Was that supposed to happen? She had no idea. She didn’t have any close friends who had divorced—okay, she had no close friends. And no one in her immediate family had ever divorced. There was an aunt on Vic’s side, but Maria did not know her, and if the divorce was mentioned at family gatherings, it was referred to as “the scandal.”

      Neither of her sisters were married, although her younger sister, Holly, was due to be married—this month, actually. Maria and Riley were supposed to fly down to the Ozarks for it. Vic wasn’t going. She hadn’t invited him. She was looking forward to the physical distance, truth be told. She was always so damn tense these days; it was a wonder she didn’t have high blood pressure. Or anxiety. Or something.

      “I want you out of the house,” Vic said, and for the first time in months, Maria fully turned to face him, to really look at him.

      He’d changed. Not much, but there were small details that were noticeable now that she actually focused on him.

      Those brackets around his mouth were new, and the lines on his forehead hadn’t been there before she’d quietly demanded this divorce.

      He was still arguably handsome: tall, muscular, with pale blue eyes and regal features. If one were searching for something, the only potential negative she could note was his receding hairline, which had begun when he was in his twenties. He was forty-two now, ten years older than Maria, and the decades had exposed more and more of his wide forehead.

      All of this observation was not why she’d looked at him directly, though. “Pardon?” she finally asked.

      “I know we agreed to coparent Riley and that living in the same house would make that easier, but I need space right now,” Vic said.

      “It’s a 5,000-square-foot home,” Maria pointed out. “We go days without seeing each other, with very little effort.” Okay, perhaps she did consciously put forth a reasonable effort to that end, but he didn’t know that. Nor did he need to.

      Not that Maria wanted to continue to live with her newly minted ex-husband. It was more of a necessity at this juncture.

      She was one of those wives who had contributed a great deal to the household, yet none of it was financial.

      She managed the staff who ensured her house was clean, that there were groceries in her cupboards, and her yard was impeccable; she even arranged for the standard maintenance on their vehicles. She supposed she’d be an excellent manager, although she doubted she could convince any hiring entity to see it that way.

      She’d not worked a day of her life outside of her home, and with her utter lack of a résumé, she couldn’t imagine anyone would be willing to hire her.

      Truth be told, she didn’t need to work right away. She had money. Her grandmother had left a sizable inheritance to each of her granddaughters. Maria hadn’t touched hers. She hadn’t needed to. Each time she thought about leaving, finding her own place, joining the real world, she couldn’t convince herself to take that first step.

      Because she had no clue what that step was.

      “Are you saying you want to stay together?” Vic asked, and oh God, that wasn’t hopefulness in his voice, was it?

      They’d not actually had any arguments over the divorce. She had asked for it, he’d ignored her for a few weeks, and then he’d approached her as if the conversation had never happened. After the third time around that merry-go-round, she’d had him served with divorce papers.

      He'd hired her lawyer. She hadn’t even known that was allowable.

      The lawyer had written all of her requests into the documents, and Vic hadn’t argued with a single one. Including this agreement that they live in the same household and raise Riley together.

      “No, Vic,” she finally responded. “I’m not.”

      “Why do you want to continue living here? With me?”

      “It isn’t with you, exactly…”

      They were terrible at communicating. Always had been. For their entire relationship, he’d suggested they do something and she’d gone along with it. It started when she was about to graduate from college. She’d not had a clue what to do then, either, despite her degree and all the resources available to help her start a new career.

      Vic had suggested they get married—they’d been dating for about six months at that point—and she’d agreed because it was easier than finding a job and anything was better than moving back home with her parents.

      Four years ago, he’d suggested they have a baby, and Maria agreed because that was what she was supposed to do.

      “Then what is it?” he asked.

      “What about Riley?” she asked, flapping her hand at their daughter, who sat in her highchair, her head bouncing back and forth like she was watching a tennis match.

      “I assume you’ll take her with you.”

      It was a relief to hear him say it, but did he not want to spend time with his own child? Not that Maria would ask that question, in case he changed his mind. Without a place to live, she would most definitely not win a custody battle, even if they did continue to use the same lawyer.

      “I have nowhere to go,” she finally admitted.

      “Go to your parents.”

      She snorted. He’d always hated the sound. Just like her mother did.

      “There’s nothing wrong with your parents.”

      He would say that. Because he felt her parents were the perfect role models. Even better than his own.

      “Did it ever occur to you that our attempt to be exactly like my parents is why we’re divorced now?” She rubbed at her forehead. No, of course he wouldn’t think that. “Besides, even if I could stomach moving back in with them, my mother will disown me when she finds out about the divorce. This is possibly even worse than running off to join a rock band.”

      That was what her younger sister had done, and guess what? Holly was the happiest of all three sisters. If only Maria had any musical talent whatsoever.

      “She already knows,” Vic said.

      Of course she did. It wouldn’t surprise Maria in the least if he told her mother the moment the lawyer handed him the document. He had a bit of an Oedipus complex for her mother. If Maria weren’t so convinced that they both hated scandal so much, she’d almost think they were having an affair. Hell, her father would never notice; he was too busy working.

      “Now I certainly can’t stay there,” Maria pointed out.

      Vic sighed. “What about your sister? Could you stay with her?”

      “Which one?”

      Like her mother, Vic preferred to pretend Maria had only one sister: Ava, who lived in New York City and worked as much as their father and kept the entire family at arm’s length at all times.

      Maria was much closer to Holly, which was a topic one did not discuss in either the Hearsy or Bernard household.

      “Ava, of course,” Vic said.

      Maria had never been to visit Ava in New York City. The invite had never been offered, and until now, she would never have dreamed of asking.

      “You really want Riley and me to go all the way to New York?” she asked.

      “I just want you out of the house.”

      The statement wasn’t even full of emotion, yet it was the most emotion he’d ever shown, outside of when they had sex. And even then, he buried his face in the pillow or in her neck, and half the time it felt as though he were trying to restrain himself. At a moment in time when he should be allowing himself to be utterly free and unrestrained.

      Look, divorce was hard. Harder on Vic than on her, she’d wager. This was not something he’d ever considered would be in the cards. It just wasn’t done in his circles, and he’d done his darndest to select a spouse from a family with the same criteria. He believed he’d done everything right.

      Except there was one aspect of their relationship that had always been lacking.

      Love.

      And Maria was no longer willing to live like that.

      She unstrapped Riley from her high chair and lifted her daughter into her arms. “Fine. I will leave. In the morning.” She paused. “Is that acceptable?”

      “Yes.” He sounded weary, and she paused again. Had he changed his mind?

      He didn’t speak.

      Maria headed upstairs to give Riley a bath. Vic would assume she was going to either her parents’ or Ava’s. It would never occur to him that she’d run to her other sister.

      Which was exactly where she planned to go.
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      “Ohmigod!” Oz Garcia’s eldest niece, Elana, gave a squeal and rushed through the open patio doors to admire the pool. The youngest, Isabel, followed, while his eleven-year-old nephew hovered by Oz’s side. No doubt trying to be cool.

      “Go on,” Oz said, nodding at the beautiful view. “It’s totally cool to be impressed by what’s out there.”

      Daniel darted his gaze up, and Oz threw his arm around the kid’s bony shoulders. Daniel shrugged him off. Four years had gone by since his mother died and he still wasn’t ready for personal contact, even from the uncle who had taken over custody of him and his sisters.

      Oz read every book the local library had about how to deal with kids after severe trauma—he couldn’t afford to send the kids to therapy and figured this was the next best thing—and the general consensus was, give it time. That was apparently the magical remedy when one’s abusive father shot and killed one’s mother—minutes before the kids walked into the house after school.

      Yeah, they’d been the ones to find their mother. Yeah, Oz would never, ever forgive their father for doing that to Raquel or her children.

      The drummer for Panic Station, the hottest rock band of the minute, who also happened to be the owner of this house, thrust out his hand and said, “Hello there, I’m Sam Stokes.”

      Daniel was more of a hip-hop kid, but living with Oz for the last four years had resulted in him listening to Oz practice his guitar every single day, and Oz played rock. Daniel had picked up a few things, including the fact that he was standing in the presence of a rock god.

      Daniel’s eyes went wide, and he stared at Sam for long seconds before finally shoving his hand out and shaking Sam’s, stuttering, “It-it’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

      Sam laughed. “It’s just Sam. No sir. What’s your name?”

      “Daniel Garcia.” Changing the kids’ last name had finally happened a few months ago. It was a battle Oz had refused to give up, despite the lawyer fees he’d racked up. Everybody needed some sort of closure after a devastating loss, and Oz’s was taking away their birth father’s parental rights and giving his sister’s kids her family’s last name for the rest of their lives, instead of the name of the man who had killed their mother.

      “Daniel,” Sam said, pointing at the woman standing next to him, “this is Holly McGregor. My fiancée and the singer for⁠—”

      “Panic Station,” Daniel blurted, his eyes glassy. “Yeah, I know.”

      Holly gave him a blinding smile while Sam chuckled. “We’re heading out to Missouri to get married, and we’d sure appreciate it if you and your sisters and your grandmother would watch our house for us while we’re gone.”

      Oz and Sam had rehearsed this, two days prior, when Sam had come up with the idea.

      Initially, Oz had turned him down. He didn’t take handouts, no matter how desperate he was, and this wasn’t even a desperate situation. They had a roof over their head, regardless of how small it was and the fact that it had only one bathroom, which was becoming increasingly more challenging as the kids got older.

      “Think of it as a vacation for the kids,” Sam had said. “And I’d really rather have someone here than leave it empty for two weeks.”

      Neither one of them pointed out the obvious: Sam and Holly were rock stars, often out on tour, and the house sat empty for months at a time. Normally, Oz would have said exactly that, but when Sam suggested it would be a vacation for the kids, Oz’s heart had given a little lurch. Those kids hadn’t ever had a vacation, and damn it, this was the closest they’d get anytime soon.

      Man, he could not wait for his own band, Demigoddess Revival, to take off so he could treat them to an actual vacation. Although first—after he paid off his staggering debt—he was going to buy his mother a new, larger home. Then the vacation.

      How many times in his life had he wished the music industry today was like it had been in the ’80s, when the members of a breakout band could shoot to the status of millionaires in the blink of an eye? Today’s reality was, most rock bands were lucky to earn a middle-class income.

      Demigoddess Revival was worthy of so much more than that. He knew it. He could feel it.

      They just had to get there.

      “Me?” Daniel asked, pointing at his chest.

      Sam nodded. “And your sisters. Can you all do that for us?”

      Daniel darted a glance at Oz.

      “Abuelita will be here too,” Oz assured the boy.

      “What about you?” Daniel asked.

      “I’ll be here for a few days,” Oz said. “But then I have to head out to Missouri too. My band is playing at Sam and Holly’s reception.”

      “Are you getting paid?” Poor Daniel worried about making ends meet almost as much as Oz did.

      “Nope. It’s our wedding gift to the happy couple.” Oz nodded at Holly and Sam, who beamed like he was presenting them with the key to the city.

      He was more than happy to do it, despite having to take the time off all three of his jobs and worrying over whether his POS, older than dirt Civic would even make the drive. At least he didn’t have to worry about where he’d sleep while he was there. Holly and Sam had rented out some huge lodge for the wedding, and the guests had all been invited to stay there.

      Still, this trip would not be cheap, and Oz already worried on a daily basis about having enough money to feed and clothe his ready-made family.

      “Will we get paid?” Daniel asked slyly.

      Sam chuckled. “Sure.”

      That wasn’t part of the deal—Sam was doing them a favor, not the other way around—but Oz couldn’t say anything now. Damn it.

      Finally, Daniel nodded. “Okay, we’ll do it.”

      Oz nudged his shoulder. “How about a thank-you?”

      Daniel gave a sweeping glance at the massive, sunken living area with a wall of windows overlooking the patio, pool, the Hollywood sign, and the mountain behind it. “Thanks,” he said, and then he headed outside to tell his sisters the good news.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Oz thrust out his own hand. “Thanks, man. Seriously.”

      “It’s no trouble at all,” Sam assured him. “You’re doing us a favor. Oh, and we’re seriously considering looking at real estate in the Ozarks when we get back from our honeymoon, so we may extend our timeline. It’s cool if you stay here longer if we do.”

      Oz forced a laugh. Now they were getting into “I don’t take handouts” territory. “Maybe I’ll let them stay here and I’ll head to my mom’s house. The idea of hanging out there without a single other person around is really tempting.”

      “Fair point,” Sam said. “But this place has a weekly grocery delivery. And the fridge in the studio is stocked with beer.”

      Not cheap beer, either. Oz had practiced in their home studio enough times to know they didn’t keep Miller Lite down there.

      The screen on Sam’s phone lit up. “Our car’s here. Ready to go get married, babe?” He was grinning at Holly like a man head over heels in love. Lucky bastard.

      Oz had never felt that way about another person outside his own family, and usually, he was okay with that. Being in love was complicated as hell, whether you found your Mr. or Mrs. Right or you ended up with the worst kind of wrong. The complications were simply different.

      So yeah, he generally was content to stay away from any chance of falling in love. Every now and then, however, when he spent time with couples like Sam and Holly or Lacey and Parker from his own band, he felt a little pang, like maybe he would be open to the idea of love after all. The concept of having a partner by his side as he negotiated his way through life did have some appeal.

      Sometimes.

      Except he came with a whole lot of what a potential love interest would no doubt consider baggage—not to even get into the debt he’d managed to rack up since he took custody of his sister’s kids—and he wasn’t about to give them up for anything. Or anyone.

      As soon as Holly and Sam left, the kids all rushed inside, clamoring for their swimsuits. Oz pointed to each of their duffle bags, lined up in a row in the entry. “Grab your bags and let’s go upstairs so I can show you each your rooms.”

      “Wait a minute,” Elana said. “I don’t have to share with Isabel?”

      Oz laughed. “Nope. There are six bedrooms in this place. You don’t even have to be near Isabel.”

      “I may never leave,” Elana whispered as she followed him up the stairs.

      Oz had been living in a shitty one-bedroom apartment when he found out he was gaining custody of his nieces and nephew. So he and the kids moved in with his mother, which had the accidental benefit of helping her through the grief of losing her daughter, so ultimately it was a win.

      Still, her house had only three bedrooms, which meant she got one, Daniel got his own room, and the girls had to share. Oz claimed the couch as his bed. He’d thought Elana was cool with the arrangement, although he supposed a thirteen-year-old girl had a right to wish for her own room.

      Soon, everybody had changed into swimsuits, and the kids were having a blast in the pool while Oz sat in a lounger, keeping an eye on them with an icy cold beer in hand.

      Okay, maybe the decision to house-sit wasn’t so terrible.

      The buzzer sounded from the front gate. Tugging his shirt over his head, he called out, “Everybody out of the pool while I go see who’s here.”

      The kids grumbled but complied, and he hurried through the house to answer the summons. He pressed the button on the console next to the front door.

      “Hello?”

      “Who’s this?” came the reply.

      “Uh, who’s this?”

      “You don’t sound like Sam.”

      “Probably because I’m not.”

      “Is Holly home?”

      “Not at the moment.”

      “When is she due back?”

      “Who’s asking?”

      “Her sister.”

      Holly had two sisters, one in Washington state and one in New York City. Given her wedding was next weekend in Missouri, it was odd that one of them was now at the door of her home in LA. Unless…

      “Were you supposed to fly out with them?” It still didn’t make a whole lot of sense, though. Why fly here and then to Missouri? Well, maybe it sort of, kind of could make sense for the one living in Washington.

      “Fly out with them? What are you talking about—oh crap. The wedding.” He could practically envision the woman, slapping her palm to her forehead. “I can’t believe I forgot.”

      “They haven’t been gone long,” he said helpfully. “Maybe you can still catch your flight.”

      “That’s not what I forgot. I forgot about the wedding. I thought she’d be here. I don’t know what to do now.”

      She sounded despondent, and Oz was a sucker for a helpless woman, apparently. “I’m going to open the gate. Why don’t you drive up so we can speak in person?”

      “I assume you’re safe since you’re at their house when they’re not.”

      He chuckled. “I’m the house sitter. Totally safe.”

      He watched a Cadillac XT6, sport model, in a shade somewhere between gray and black, roll into view.

      Nice ride.

      Holly wasn’t exactly chatty about her life before forming Panic Station, but gossip and rumors filtered through bands like they were a bunch of middle schoolers, so he knew she’d come from money but had been disowned when she came to LA and formed her band.

      This sister, he guessed, had not been disowned. Unless she was like Holly and had made her own fortune.

      The vehicle rolled to a stop in front of the steps The tinted window rolled down, and Oz got his first glimpse of the woman driving this fine ass car.

      She didn’t look very tall, although it was admittedly hard to judge, as she was seated. She was pretty, with smooth dark hair, understated makeup, and a strand of what he’d bet were real pearls around her neck.

      She looked like old money.

      Oz strode down the steps and started to lean on the open window, but he caught her flinch. He froze. Unbidden and yet unsurprising, he thought of his sister and the psychopath she’d married. If only any of them had realized that before the guy killed Raquel.

      Oz lifted his hands, palms facing out, and said, “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Her tawny eyes widened.

      “I’m Oz. Oz Garcia.” He gave a little wave and offered up an encouraging smile. “I’m a friend of Holly and Sam’s. Taking care of the house while they get married and go on their honeymoon.” Sort of. That he was leaving in a few days to actually go to the wedding seemed way too complicated to explain at the moment.

      “Close enough to watch the house but not close enough to attend the wedding?”

      “Actually, I was invited to the wedding,” he retorted.

      She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m so sorry. That was rude. I’m not having the greatest of days. Or weeks, for that matter.”

      “Damn. It’s only Sunday afternoon.”

      “Exactly.”

      Those protective instincts kicked up again. “Do you need help? A place to stay?”

      Her laugh was mirthless. “All of the above and then some. God, I should have called first.” She rubbed at her forehead. “I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted to leave. I didn’t plan like I normally do. I’ve been driving for two days, and I am completely fried.”

      “Do you have a name?”

      She blinked.

      He shrugged. “I figured maybe I should know your name before you unload any more personal info.”

      “Oh. Um, Maria, er, Bernard.”

      “Nice to meet you, Maria.”

      He caught a glimpse of movement from behind the passenger seat, and then a child’s voice said, “Mommy, are we there yet? Can I unbuckle?”

      Way too curious now, Oz leaned close enough to the vehicle to observe a toddler who was maybe three or four, buckled into a car seat. She had dark pigtails and big eyes like her mom. Flashing a smile, she waved at him; he automatically waved back.

      “Hang on, Riley,” Maria said. “Aunt Holly isn’t here. I need to figure out what to do.”

      She pressed a button on the vehicle’s dash, and Holly’s name flashed onto the screen.

      “Hey, Maria, what’s up?” Holly’s voice cut through the speakers a moment later.

      “Aunt Holly,” the little girl piped up.

      “Riley? Is that you? Are you guys in the car?”

      “Yes,” Maria said. “We’re parked in front of your house right now.”

      “My hou—are you in LA?”

      “We are.”

      “What in the world are you doing there?”

      Maria glanced up at Oz. “It’s a long story. And I’ve just found out you aren’t here.”

      “Hey, Holly,” Oz called out, because he hated for people not to know who was listening in on their conversations.

      “Oh, hey, Oz. I take it you’ve met my sister?”

      “Yeah.” He paused and then asked, “Do you want to come inside?”

      “Yes, please. Holly, I’m going to use the facilities and get Riley settled, then I’ll call you back.”

      “Sounds good. Talk to you later. Oz, take care of her.”

      “Will do,” he promised automatically. That was what he did. He took care of people.

      Maria killed the engine. Oz stepped back instead of assisting Riley out of her car seat, since he didn’t want to spook mother or child.

      From this vantage point, he was able to confirm that Maria wasn’t particularly tall, maybe five-five at most. He also noted that she filled out a pair of black leggings like the style had been designed specifically for her body. Holy shit.

      The woman was fire.

      Which was a thought he planned to keep to himself. Besides very obviously being way outside his financial zip code, she was clearly running from something, and if he had to guess, he’d say it was a man. Which meant the last thing she needed was some guy she didn’t know fawning all over her like she was the hottest thing he’d seen since, well, quite possibly ever.

      She deftly unbuckled the toddler, lifting her out of the seat and placing her on her feet next to the vehicle. Riley stood next to her mom’s leg and stared at Oz.

      “Do you have a dog?” the little girl finally asked.

      He chuckled. “Nope.” There had been times in the last couple years when he wasn’t even sure how he was going to feed the kids and himself, so yeah, a dog had never been a consideration.

      “She’s currently obsessed with getting a pet,” Maria said as she pulled a gigantic purse out of the car and swung it over her shoulder. “And it’s, like, the worst possible time in our lives.”

      “I get it,” he said. “Come on in.” He led them up the steps to the house. “I assume you’ve been here before?”

      Maria nodded. “I was here when Holly and Sam got engaged. They threw a New Year’s Eve party, and Sam popped the question right after midnight. It was so romantic.”

      Ho boy, did she ever sound wistful. He bit back the urge to assure her that there were plenty of romantic guys out there in the world, and once she was over whatever the hell was going on with her current situation, she’d find one of her own.

      Was it weird that he suddenly wished he were more romantic?

      Yeah, it was totally weird.
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      Holly’s house sitter was hot. It did not escape Maria’s notice that this was the first time she’d noticed a guy in this way since… God, college, maybe?

      The guys she’d chosen to date in high school had been curated, selected as a means to attempt to win her mother’s approval. She’d spent her life until this last year trying (unsuccessfully) to please her mother.

      College had opened up her options somewhat. Mom wasn’t there to judge, so Maria actually tried to date men outside her norm. But it hadn’t been comfortable.

      Vic had been comfortable. Dating Vic had felt like living the exact life she’d grown up in. While he was a good-looking guy, that hadn’t really come into play when they met. Instead, she’d thought, my mother would finally approve of this one.

      Watching Oz as he led her and Riley up the front steps of Holly’s house, Maria did not even think about her mother’s approval. She admired his thick, dark hair, gelled to stand up all over his head. Chocolaty brown eyes framed by thick lashes. Full lips with a thin silver hoop. The man wore earrings and a lip ring, and she wasn’t running the other way.

      Her mother would be so-o-o-o appalled.

      He had a heavy brow and a thick coating of scruff on his face. His skin was bronze—and not tanning bed bronze. She’d bet it was his natural skin tone.

      Her gaze trailed down the back of his basic white T-shirt and landed on a firm, rounded butt. The kind that should be on those charity firefighter calendars that always popped up for sale on Facebook during the holidays.
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