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      “Aren’t you going to congratulate me?”

      As her lipstick-clad lips move, my eyes track from the new, three-carat rock on her ring finger to the cool, blue eyes I once found so appealing. There’s a hint of laughter in her expression, as though she’s savoring that she’s taken me by surprise this Monday morning.

      “I’ll congratulate him after the divorce,” I say, unable to resist.

      Adriana cocks her head coyly, with an expression remarkably similar to the one she used when she told me she was leaving me a few years ago. “Always ready with the sense of humor, Ryan.”

      I purposefully glance down at my watch. “And you’re interrupting my work day to tell me this, why, exactly?”

      “I thought you’d want to know. You and I do share a daughter, Ryan.”

      My smile is offered in challenge as I narrow my eyes on her. “I’m glad that I won’t have to remind you of that when I do a background check on the man you’re marrying. I won’t have Hannah living with him part-time if I turn up anything but a spotless reputation.”

      Her shoulders rise and fall in a melodramatic sigh. “Oh, please, Ryan. He’s squeaky clean. An orthodontist from a very well-heeled family I know through the country club. You don’t always need to be so extreme in things. You Sheridans were always such hardliners about everything. Besides, she won’t be spending much time with him, anyway.”

      “You have Hannah on the weekdays. That’s enough time to—”

      “I don’t want her on the weekdays anymore, Ryan,” she interrupts, her icy words giving me pause.

      I raise my eyebrows. “So you want her on the weekends instead?”

      “No.” Threading her fingers together, she rests her hands on her lap. “No, I don’t want her on weekends either.”

      Leaning back, I heave an aggravated breath. What new game is Adriana playing this time to try to bilk more of the Sheridan money? She’s always been bitter that she walked away from our brief marriage with less than she’d hoped, truly believing she deserved half of the housing development empire my father and grandfather built—a company I run now as CEO of JLS Heartland.

      But the divorce courts were less than amenable to her demands after I discovered she’d been cheating on me for a year. Since then, she’s used our daughter as some kind of bargaining chip so that she could continue living in the lifestyle to which she was accustomed.

      “I need a fresh start with my new husband, Ryan.”

      “A fresh start,” I deadpan.

      “Yes, God dammit.” Her once-cold eyes now flash with heat. “Hannah’s not exactly an easy child to deal with. I’m tired of the teacher meetings and doctor visits and interruptions every time she has the tiniest problem at school. The au pair I hired can barely speak English so can’t seem to help her with her homework, and I’m somehow expected to sit with her for hours to finish the work she should have gotten done during the school day. I can’t get any of my own work done.”

      My blood simmers. “Adriana, you don’t have a job.” She’s been loathe to find employment since the child support payments I send her are more than enough to cover her house in a gated community and the expenses that come with upgrading her BMW to the latest model every year.

      Tossing her hands up in the air, she blurts, “Of course I don’t. Being Hannah’s mother is a full-time job.”

      For any other mother, I might agree. But for Adriana… not so much.

      I lean back in my chair, finally seeing where this is headed. “Ahh. A full-time job that you need a paid vacation from, I’m betting. Let me guess. Four weeks in Tahiti for you and your new husband on the Sheridan tab?”

      “You just don’t get it, Ryan, do you? I. Don’t. Want. Her.” Her expression hostile, she bites out each word with resentment. “Colton and I—”

      “Colton?”

      “Yes. Colton. My fiancé. We want to have children together.”

      I can’t help the laugh that escapes me from the sheer absurdity of it. “You don’t want the child you have, so you want to give her up and have a new one?”

      “I can hardly handle a newborn with all the drama Hannah is always throwing my way.”

      “That’s not drama, Adriana. That’s parenthood. You think you’re going to pop out a child that’s more perfect than my Hannah?” The simmer in my veins turns to a rolling boil. Adriana has no clue that we hit the lottery when we had a child as wonderful as our daughter.

      “She’s got ADHD, Ryan.”

      “So the hell what? Half the kids in her class have ADHD. There are a lot of kids who have problems a hell of a lot worse than Hannah. She’s a great kid—a healthy, resilient kid—who struggles in school a little.”

      “A lot, Ryan. She struggles a lot. You don’t know half of what I deal with.”

      “Oh, no. Did the school call and interrupt your yoga class again?”

      She narrows her eyes on me, and I know I hit the nail on the head. “I’m done, Ryan. You take her. You see what it’s like being the full-time parent for a change, see how well you handle it. Maybe you won’t be so quick to judge me.”

      My brow furrows as I lean forward in my chair, the weight of what she’s saying finally sinking in. “You want me to take Hannah,” I repeat cautiously, and hold my breath for her reply.

      “Yes,” she practically hisses.

      Doubt still weighs on my shoulders. “He must be a hell of a find if you’re willing to give up child support for him.”

      She narrows her eyes on me. “Your puny payments can’t give me half of what I want in life.”

      And what she wants has nothing to do with my child’s happiness, I realize yet again, feeling the pressure of anger building in my chest.

      “Sole legal and physical custody.” I say the words with gravity.

      “Exactly.” She straightens up in the chair. “See how well you and your beloved JLS Heartland survive after your precious work schedule is interrupted by schools and doctors and temper tantrums.”

      I raise my eyebrows, tempted to point out that after being married to her for three years, I’m immune to temper tantrums. But I don’t dare say a word. Instead, I’m already drafting in my head the iron-clad agreement that I’ll have my lawyer write up today.

      Adriana has just handed me what I’ve always wanted—what I’ve always regretted I hadn’t fought harder for in court a few years ago.

      And if she had any idea how happy she just made me, she’d reverse her decision and keep Hannah just to spite me.
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      The steam from my coffee singes the tip of my nose as I raise my traveling mug to my lips and stare out into the haze. It’s warm for early October, and a thick fog has settled over the parking lot of Orchard Acres Elementary School.

      I managed to snag a pretty good spot in the carpool line this morning on the steep slope that leads to the school’s back entrance where the kids are let out of their cars by the teachers. I can’t see a thing in front of me on account of the fog, but every time a phone lights up with a new text message in one of the cars ahead of me, the light cuts through the murkiness. I think I count about twelve phones. Twelve phones means twelve cars, which means I’ll be out of this line in time to meet my friends for a quick coffee this morning.

      My own phone lights up and lets out a ringtone—it’s the Imperial March from Star Wars. I know it pretty much announces to the world that I’m a sci-fi geek, but I don’t care. I’ve lost enough of my identity sitting in this carpool line along with all the other moms in our nonspecific SUVs, minivans, and hatchbacks. So I cling to what makes me unique, even if my friends tell me I’m a complete nerd.

      “You got a text, Mom,” Connor announces, glancing up from the comics I gave him from yesterday’s Sunday paper. He likes to pretend he’s reading them, but at four years old, he really can only make out some of the words. I love the sound of him giggling endlessly over the pictures.

      “Thanks, honey,” I respond, spotting the top half of his face in my rear-view mirror as he peers over the paper.

      Glancing at my phone, I see Bridget’s text. “R U in line?” she’s written.

      “Yep. By the flagpole,” I tap in and hit send. I think I see Bridget’s phone light up at the base of the steep slope.

      “Beat you,” she replies. “I’m second in line.”

      “Yeah, I think I saw your phone light up. Well done.” I see an illuminated phone in the distance, now waving at me.

      “Has Natalie cornered you yet for clean-up committee?”

      I can’t help the smile that inches up my face as I type, “Nope.” Natalie is our PTO president and at this time of year she’s trying to get everyone to volunteer to help with the Orchard Acres Elementary School Fall Fundraiser. Last year was Connor’s first year here, and I didn’t last five seconds around Natalie before she beat me into submission, putting me on three different committees, one of which was responsible for cleaning up the gym after the event.

      I’m determined to avoid that this year. I don’t see the logic in paying $50 for a ticket to a fundraiser if I have to clean up afterward.

      Everyone hates Natalie Brimswall at this time of year, but it’s a job none of us are signing up for either. So every year, she runs for PTO president unchallenged. And in October, we cower in our cars and scurry away from her sight in the halls.

      It’s pathetic, I know. But the woman is ruthless.

      “Good for you. She snagged me in yesterday’s carpool line. I’m stuck on clean-up committee,” Bridget texts back, adding a frowning emoticon, the one with the tears. “Think she’s getting desperate, so watch out.”

      I nod to myself and look at the clock on my dash. I’m vulnerable now, trapped in the line, unable to flee if I see Natalie’s face appear through the fog. This is when she’s most likely to strike, tapping on the windows of cars and guilting us into volunteering.

      I’ve got just two minutes till the teachers emerge from the back of the school and signal the start of the carpool line. Two minutes of being a sitting duck out here. I glance around me, but can’t see her through the fog. She’s out there someone, though. I can feel it.

      I’m already on the silent auction committee, I practice. I don’t have time for any more committees this year, Natalie. And it’s the God’s truth. Just a month ago, I started a new job at JLS Heartland, the big housing development company based here in Newton’s Creek and the area’s sought-after employer. I have benefits that include… drum roll, please… medical and dental insurance for Connor and me, and a 401K match plan that might just allow me to retire when I hit 65 (or 75 if Connor doesn’t manage to get a college scholarship).

      I applied for my job ages ago, but it wasn’t until my friend Allie started dating Logan Sheridan, the brother of JLS Heartland’s CEO, that my résumé magically got moved up to the top of the pile in their Human Resources department. I know this for a fact, because now that desk is mine. I work in HR, fielding calls from people like me and filing away résumés we might never get a chance to use.

      It’s an entry-level job, and as boring as watching paint dry. But it’s the best job I’ve had in my 24 years of life.

      Now is not the time for me to burden myself with more responsibilities here at the school. Besides, I’m already on the silent auction committee, I remind myself again.

      I’m already doing my part.

      I’m already doing my part, I repeat in my head, staring at the string of glowing brake lights in front of me and willing the line to start moving.

      The Imperial March sounds again and I look at my phone, still in my hand.

      “Heads up. RIGHT NOW!!!” the text from Bridget commands.

      My eyes roll upward knowing that Natalie Brimswall is headed in my direction. I glance beyond my windshield, summoning my resolve.

      No. No, Natalie, I have a new job that requires too much time. No, I’m already on a committee. No, I did three committees last year and I can only do one this year. No, No—

      Ohhhh.

      An image reveals itself through the fog as it approaches, and I swear I hear the angels sing. If my life was a movie, this scene would be in slow motion. He looks like a fantasy, a Highlander stalking through the mist of the Scottish landscape, eyes piercing, focused, as he aims to claim his mate.

      Except that he’s wearing jeans and not a kilt. Ass-hugging jeans just tight enough that I can see the bulge of his quads as he takes each step closer to my car. A snug Henley showcases a set of shoulders and thick arms that are more apropos in an MMA cage, poised for a fight, rather than arousing every mom in the carpool line. My eyes feast on his body, and my hormones buzz in my veins despite the four-year-old strapped into his car seat behind me.

      I’m only human.

      And apparently, I’m not the only mom whose world has been rocked by the sight of him, because at least eight cell phones light up at once, slicing through the fog in front of me.

      My eyes dart toward him again, eager to soak in the sight of him before he disappears into the mist. Single, harried moms like me don’t get out much. Except for Allie’s boyfriend, Logan, who in no uncertain terms is hotter than hell, I don’t get the chance to ogle a man like I am now.

      I’m 24. It’s what I’m supposed to do at my age, right?

      My eyes journey downward. His jeans hang low on his hips, with the Henley haphazardly tucked into the front. He stops a moment and reaches his hand out toward the fog behind him. I see his beefy forearms as he does and it makes the neglected parts of me shiver in awareness. He stands there a moment until another image emerges from the fog—a girl, maybe about six or seven at my guess. She darts him a look and says something to him, which I’d bet my last dollar is something like, “Dad, I’m too old to hold your hand.” But she takes it anyway.

      They are only steps from my car when I’m finally able to catch a good, long look at his eyes.

      Holy shit.

      My heart stops for at least a beat or two. I’m almost certain it does. And my reaction has nothing to do with the fact that his eyes are as blue as sapphires, the kind of eyes that can tear a soul in two as they bring a girl to her knees.

      My phone lights up again with a text from Bridget. “See him? Who the hell is the hottie?” she’s asking.

      I crack a smile. Bridget is happily married, but she’s definitely not dead. And a girl would have to be dead to not notice this guy. I glance back at his face to be certain. He looks different with a couple days worth of stubble on his jawline and in a shirt that makes him look like a bad-ass sex god.

      But those eyes. There’s no mistaking them. I picture him clean-shaven in a suit and confirm my suspicion.

      I ignore Bridget’s question for the moment because I’m sure if I told her that the “hottie” she speaks of is also a billionaire, word would fly fast enough through the carpool line to cause at least three fender benders. Best to let that news spread after the kids are safely let out for school.

      My phone sounds again. I don’t glance at it because the carpool line is finally moving ahead of me. Putting my car in drive, I take a last glance at Ryan Sheridan as he escorts the little girl down the walkway toward the front entrance of the school.

      As he exits my view, I feel my heart rate normalize.

      “The line’s moving,” Connor says.

      “Sure is, honey.” I try to make my voice sound normal, and not like Mommy is trying to claw her way out of a really tawdry sex fantasy involving her boss. “Got your backpack?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I packed a cream cheese and jelly sandwich for you today, okay?” Our school has a nut-free policy, so peanut butter has disappeared from our cabinets.

      “Aw, that’s gross. All the jelly oozes out and gets on my fingers.”

      “Well, that’s what’s for lunch,” I say with a sigh. I love how he shares his one-star reviews of my lunch choices after I’ve already packed his lunchbox. “And that’s what napkins are for. Please eat the sandwich this time. I don’t want you just eating the cheese puffs.”

      “Okay. Can I unbuckle now?”

      “Nope. Still a couple cars ahead of us, champ.”

      I ease my way through the line until Mrs. Schumacher opens the back door of our car. I swear her cheeks look a little more flushed than normal, and I’m betting she was just as affected by the presence of Ryan Sheridan as I was. “Morning, Mrs. Schumacher,” I greet her. “I’ll pick you up at aftercare at 5:30, honey.” My son nods in response and I blow him a kiss.

      Firing me an exuberant smile over his shoulder, he climbs out of the car and my heart nearly bursts, like always. I don’t know when I’ll reach that point in motherhood when my kid’s smile doesn’t completely undo me. I’ll probably never be at that point. My kid is my world.

      Mrs. Schumacher wishes me a good day as she slams my door.

      I like starting my day off like this. I like watching my son in my rear-view mirror as I pull away, his excited gait showing that he’s still at that age when he loves school. I’m going to enjoy him at this age, because I know from experience, it won’t last forever.

      I turn at the basketball hoop and slowly make my way back up the hill toward the main road. The fog still hasn’t lifted, and I figure it’s a good thing. If Natalie tries to flag me down and nail me for some more fundraiser duties, I can just keep driving and act like I don’t see her through the haze.

      I’m barely going two miles an hour when I spot Ryan Sheridan again, standing next to a convertible Jag that, while gorgeous, doesn’t hold a candle to its owner. The little girl is gone now. He must have walked her into the building.

      But he’s not alone.

      Natalie Brimswall is with him.

      Oh, shit.

      I see the look on her face—the look she gets when she’s identified fresh blood. And since he’s hotter than a bacon-wrapped Carolina Reaper, she’s probably imagining him on every committee just so she can hang around him and soak up his pheromones.

      Who could blame her?

      My car creeps closer, and I get a better look. He’s unreadable, with the same stoic expression that he has on the portrait that hangs in the main lobby of JLS Heartland, right alongside one of his father, and one of his grandfather. I see his mouth open, likely poised to excuse himself from her ambush, but then her expression changes.

      Oh, God, no! Not the guilt face. I remember it so well. It’s what did me in last year. She’s about to unleash her “For the good of the children” speech. It’s 99.9% effective.

      I should just drive on. He doesn’t see me here. He wouldn’t even recognize me if he did. I really like my job at JLS, and I don’t want to mess it up by looking the wrong way at the boss man. Maybe he wants to be on a committee or two. Maybe he wants to serve up pigs-in-a-blanket in the buffet line or show up at the event an hour early to blow up balloons and fold paper napkins around plastic utensils. Maybe he wants to wipe sticky sauces off of the fold-out tables and fill up the dumpster with trash for two hours after the event.

      Like hell he does.

      I can’t witness this. I can’t throw him under the truck like this while I make a fast getaway onto Bendale Boulevard.

      I slow my car to a stop alongside them. Rolling down my window, I’m still construing my plan and hoping he won’t think I’m completely insane.

      “Um, Mr. Sheridan,” I call in his direction. “You really better go now if you’re going to make that 9:00 meeting.”

      My voice trembles slightly. I’ve been told I’m a quick thinker under duress, but I’m not very good at bluffs, which is why my friends Allie and Cass won twenty bucks from me in poker this summer. (And that’s a lot when you’re playing penny poker.) Ryan Sheridan might not have a clue what I’m trying to do here—rescue him the same way his company has rescued me from a dead-end job with no benefits.

      But the moment his eyes meet mine, I know we’re on the same page.

      “Thanks.” His voice is low and seductive, and makes my spine tingle. His eyes are locked on mine and I feel an awareness of every cell in my body right now.

      “I better get going now,” he finishes, breaking free from Natalie’s invisible clutches and climbing into his Jag.

      “Morning, Natalie,” I say, flashing a brief smile as I quickly roll up my window and drive off before I end up being her next victim.

      My heart slams behind my ribcage. That was more excitement than a dull mom like me usually gets in the morning. As I turn onto the main road, I can’t resist looking for his car in my rear-view mirror, but there are two minivans and one SUV blocking my view.

      I press my eyelids shut momentarily at a stop sign, determined to wipe from my mind the image of my boss with a Henley clinging to his ripped body.

      After driving for a few minutes, I confirm the time on my clock before I wedge myself into a parking space at Pop’s Donuts on Anders Street in downtown Newton’s Creek.

      The chimes jingle as I open the door to the smell of fresh-made donuts. Pop’s has been around since I was a kid. Even though I grew up two towns over from Newton’s Creek, my brother and I used to ride here on our bikes from our house to pick up a dozen donuts every Saturday morning.

      “Hi, Pops! Hey, Cass!” I call out when I arrive at the cash register. It’s the old fashioned kind that goes cha-ching every time a sale is rung up.

      Cass grins when she sees me. “Hey. Got your coffee ready for you.”

      I plunk down my money for her as she calls out over her shoulder, “Pops, mind if I take my break?”

      “Go right ahead, Cass.”

      Cass started working weekdays at Pop’s for a little extra money when her job playing Princess Buckeye started winding down for the season. On weekends she’s still working at Buckeye Land, our region’s Disneyworld knock-off, until she makes her final appearance as their reigning princess at the Newton’s Creek Annual Buckeye Festival in a couple weeks. After that, Cass will return to New York City where she has a modeling agent. She tells me that at twenty-three, she’s over-the-hill for her industry, but I still say that with her looks she’s destined for supermodel status.

      I only have about five minutes to chat with Cass in the morning before I need to head to work, but I relish the time with her. These five minutes are the only time in my day when I feel like a normal 24-year-old, rather than a single mom scraping by.

      “Allie should be here any minute. She just texted me,” she tells me. “How’s your morning?”

      “Good. You?”

      “Crazy busy. With that commuter bus picking up at seven and eight now on Anders Street, we get such a rush of customers.” She presses her index fingers into her temples.

      “Aw, I’m sorry, hon.” I take a sip of coffee. “Do I dare ask how your date was last night?” I add eagerly. I love to live vicariously through my childless single friends. There’s a whole world out there that I’ve never really experienced except through hearsay.

      “Horrible. Seriously, is it even possible to go on a date around here and not have to look up to see the menu?”

      I laugh. “Where’d you go?”

      “Bob’s Burgers.”

      “Well, at least it wasn’t a chain.”

      “The only reason it’s not a chain is because opening another one would be a crime against humanity.”

      “Was the guy nice, anyway?”

      She curls up her lip, and my next five minutes is spent listening to Cass lament about her date—and the lack of men here in Newton’s Creek. Much as I want nothing but happiness for Cass, I do find some comfort in hearing that dating life is not all it’s cracked up to be.

      The chimes ring out, announcing Allie’s arrival. “Hi, guys,” she greets us. She doesn’t even bother picking up her coffee at the counter before sitting to talk with us. She knows I only have a couple minutes left before I have to dash out the door. Even though I see her every evening since she lives in the townhome next to me, we enjoy our ritual chat in the morning.

      “Hey, did you know that Mr. Sheridan put his daughter in Orchard Acres?” Normally, I’d give her a warmer greeting, but my body still feels like it’s been assaulted by the sight of him this morning. And I can’t help wishing my friend would have warned me.

      She looks at me quizzically. “You mean Ryan?”

      I sigh. He might be “Ryan” to her, but he’s definitely “Mr. Sheridan” to me since his name is on my paycheck. “Of course. Ryan Sheridan,” I say with diminishing patience.

      “Hannah’s starting at Orchard Acres?” Allie’s eyes are wide with surprise.

      Taking a long sip of my coffee, I shrug. “I guess so. I spotted him this morning taking a little girl into the front entrance of the school. She was six or seven-ish. Pigtails. Really cute.”

      Allie nods. “That’s her. Ryan mentioned a few times that she wasn’t settling well in public school. The classes are huge this year and she just can’t stay focused. But he never mentioned he was switching to private school.”

      “Well, I think he did. Practically put the entire carpool line into cardiac arrest.”

      “What do you mean?” Allie looks at me blankly, as though she never noticed that Ryan Sheridan has the body of an underwear model. The poor girl is so enraptured by her boyfriend that she really wouldn’t notice if Chris Hemsworth walked into Pop’s right now in his Thor costume.

      “Get your head out of the clouds, Allie. Ryan is hot,” Cass pipes in.

      Allie darts a look at Cass. “You’re interested in Ryan?”

      “Hell, yes,” she answers.

      I’m surprised to notice that Cass’s reply stings me ever-so-slightly. Not that I’m interested in Mr. Sheridan, of course—except in the way that keeps me on his payroll. But I couldn’t help feeling the spark when our eyes met this morning as I freed him from Natalie’s talons. I felt a connection—one that made me feel slightly buzzed—like those nights when Cass and Allie bring over a box of wine after Connor’s gone to bed and we have a girls’ night in.

      But that’s all it was. A little spark. Nothing of significance. Hell, every mom in the carpool line was feeling it.

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?” Allie asks her.

      “Oh, please. I would have gone for any of those Sheridan boys. But I only have a couple weeks left in this town before I get to head back to New York. And they’re the kind of men that might start me thinking about sticking around Ohio.” Her eyes rest on me. “Now, Kim here is a different story.”

      I nearly spit out the mouthful of coffee as I scoff, “I hardly think I’m his type.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, for one thing, I’m not a supermodel.”

      Allie shakes her head. “You’ve got the wrong brother. Dylan’s the one who dates supermodels. Ryan usually goes more for type A women. Brainy. You know, like that woman George Clooney married.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “I rest my case. That woman looks like she could be a supermodel. Meanwhile, I’m a 24-year-old single mom who’s working an entry level job. There’s nothing type A about me. Geez, my son and I had to live with my parents till your hero boyfriend offered to sell me one of the townhomes he renovated for dirt cheap. I’m a type P. Pathetic.”

      “You’re not pathetic. And you are brainy.”

      I shrug at that, not going to comment that I must not be that brainy if I managed to find myself pregnant in college, and having to drop out because I couldn’t keep my grades up with a newborn. “Besides, I can’t date my boss.”

      “Who says?”

      “I say. This is the best job I’ve ever had. I’m not going to screw that up by messing with the boss, even if that was an option. A guy who looks like him could rip my heart out and stomp on it without even knowing he’s doing it. And won’t that screw up my work day?”

      Allie looks thoughtful. “I don’t know, Kim. I never thought about it before, but you two really might be good for each other. Both of you are committed parents.”

      “And both of you are single,” Cass chimes in. “That’s a rare thing in Newton’s Creek.”

      I frown. She doesn’t need to remind me. I shake my head as I sip my coffee. “Don’t even think it. It’ll be hard enough to have to go into work and see his portrait every day in that lobby, all the while remembering how nicely his chest fills out a Henley.”

      Cass grins. “He looks different out of a suit, doesn’t he?”

      Damn Cass. The words “out of a suit” have me immediately picturing him in the buff.

      “He wore a t-shirt that day he took Hannah to Buckeye Land when I met him,” she continues. “I swear my temperature topped a hundred and twenty from the sight of him. Of course, I was wearing a forty-pound princess costume at the time.”

      “Yeah, there’s that.” I sigh. “Guys, seriously. I’d love to sit here and chat about Ryan Sheridan’s pecs, but I have to get going. Allie, are we still on for a walk tonight with the dogs?”

      “Yep. Cass and I are going to the pound to pick up a new one for me since J-Lo got adopted.”

      “Great,” I comment, rising from my chair. Allie started a dog rescue organization a while back. I’ve volunteered for her for over a year, but this is the first time I’ve actually been able to have a foster dog since Connor and I were living with my parents till last month.

      At precisely 8:35, like clockwork, I step into sunshine peeking through the clouds over Anders Street, the rest of my extra large coffee still in my hand. Pop’s makes the highly caffeinated kind with plenty of flavored creamer, the kind I can sip at room temperature at my desk for the next two hours and still get a charge out of it.

      Suddenly remembering I owe Bridget a reply from the carpool line, I glance down at my phone before pulling out of my space.

      Smiling, I reply to her Who’s the hottie? text with, “Hot guy = MY BILLIONAIRE BOSS,” and hit send.

      I’m betting all the moms in the carpool line will have lipstick and mascara on tomorrow morning.

      Opening the window, I feel the early October breeze cool my face after a sip of coffee. I love this time of year, when the heat of the summer has given way to a nip in the air and the tips of the leaves are hinting of the fiery blaze I’ll see in the next few weeks. I smell the scent of burning leaves and it always puts me in a good mood, reminding me of the days when my brother and I would rake the yard and jump into piles of leaves.

      If I had a convertible, like my extraordinarily hot boss, I’d happily breeze down this poker-straight road with the top down this morning, especially now that the sun has burst through the fog. But I’m content to just open all my windows and stick my head halfway out like my foster dog does every time we go for a spin.

      JLS Heartland appears in the distance, with its sleek profile rising up out of the surrounding flatland. It’s big and intimidating, just like the CEO who runs the place. As much as others say that his father is the one who turned a small construction company into an unstoppable corporation, I’d argue that they’ve had more gains under his son’s reign than at any other time.

      According to the gossip at the water cooler, the man is ruthless, single-minded, and a business genius, by all accounts.

      He also looks hot as hell in a Henley. And that’s by my first-hand account.

      The parking at JLS is always tight at this hour in the morning. Most of its employees start the day earlier than I do, but my supervisor is really understanding about me having a kid to take to school. The only trouble is, that means I’m walking about a quarter mile from my parking space to the sleek building where I spend eight hours a day. I curse my heels as I walk across the damp pavement of the parking lot. In my last job working at a flower shop, I had gotten away with wearing flats every day. Even though there is no written rule that women must wear heels at JLS Heartland, I can’t remember the last time I saw someone wearing flats. It’s just one of those workplaces where people dress to the nines, and I feel like my wardrobe is still catching up.

      My hands press against the revolving door and my heels tap a rhythm on the marbled floors. I try to tame my hair, frizzy from the morning’s pea soup humidity, looping it into a short, tight ponytail. Keeping myself from glancing at the portrait of my boss in the lobby—it usually has a dizzying effect on me—I press the “up” button. But I feel the piercing eyes of his portrait searing into my core as I stand there, and I can’t resist giving him a glimpse.

      Logan once told me his brother Ryan is thirty-one. A little young, some might say, to be running a multi-billion dollar company. But he took over when his father was diagnosed with vascular dementia, and despite the change in command, the company has thrived. The senior Sheridan still has his hand in a few projects locally, but it’s definitely his son’s game now.

      When the elevator doors open, I’m forced to pull my eyes from the painting.

      Who would have known the guy was sporting pecs like that underneath his Italian-made suit?

      I give a slight frown as I step into the elevator, knowing I’ll have to trudge through my work day fantasizing about my boss in various states of undress.
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      My hand traces the stubble along my jawline as I approach my driveway. I’m late again, which has become the norm for me since Hannah started school last month. I had no idea just how much effort it took to get a seven-year-old out the door on a school day.

      I know I should hire a nanny; my brothers remind me of this daily. But I’m not ready for that yet. Hannah heard the words, “I can’t handle you,” enough from her mother. I refuse to let my daughter think I can’t handle her either.

      I can handle her. It’s the school system that has me baffled. Four weeks at the public elementary school where my brothers and I went at her age, and they’ve put me through the wringer of six teacher meetings, two with the principal, and four with the special ed counselor, all trying to get the accommodations listed on the “Individualized Education Program” it took me three doctor appointments to wrangle. Hell, before last month I didn’t even know what an IEP was. Now I’m having dreams about them.

      Correction: I’m having nightmares about them.

      Stick me with a fork. I’m done.

      Pulling my car into my garage, my stomach pinches with worry at the thought of her starting at a private school today, one with smaller classes. It’s the only other option in our town, but my brother Logan’s girlfriend Allie says she has a friend with a kid in there, and has only heard good things about it.

      Allie’s great, so that’s a solid enough recommendation for me.

      I pick up my pace as I step into my house. It seems so quiet in here now when Hannah’s not around, and I soak up the silence, hearing only my feet against the floor as I make a beeline for my master bath.

      The house is too big for Hannah and me. All we really need is a two-bedroom bungalow, or maybe three bedrooms so that I can have a home office. But whoever heard of a CEO living in a tiny bungalow?

      I glance at my watch as I reach for my shaver. I’ve learned not to arrange meetings in the morning anymore, despite what that pixie-faced mom in the carpool line said when she rescued me from the PTO president.

      Who the hell was she? She must work for JLS and recognized me. I’d write her a hell of a bonus check for getting me out of that conversation with Natalie… Brimswall, was it?... who was hell-bent on me volunteering for some fundraiser.

      I run a company that employs half the town, and just finished up my first month of being a full-time dad. I don’t have time to serve on some committee for some kind of Hawaiian luau-themed fundraiser.

      A luau? In October? In Ohio?

      And did she really say they were serving pigs-in-a-blanket? I’m not even sure what those are, but I’d bet my Jag that they’re not Hawaiian.

      Saying yes seemed like the only way I’d be able to get that woman out of my face short of dialing 911, and I was about to do it… say yes, that is. Not call the cops. But then that feisty little brunette saved me.

      Damn. Who is she? I know I haven’t seen her around JLS before because there’s no way I would have missed those doe eyes of hers.

      Since Hannah came to live with me, I’ve been too tired to even think about women. But when that brunette with the bobbed hair locked eyes on me, I felt a fire in my groin that reminded me it’s been ages since I’ve gotten laid.

      Fatherhood is a bitch on the libido.

      Still adjusting my tie, I jog back down the staircase and out to the garage. Glancing through the window as I pull out of my long driveway, I put the car back in park. It’s definitely a top-down day now that the fog is breaking, I decide, touching the button that will show me the blue sky I savor.

      If I didn’t have work, I’d escape the confines of this earth and spoil myself with a few hours in my Cessna TTx—or Amelia, as my daughter christened it after Amelia Earhart. Aside from being a dad, nothing brings me more joy than slicing through the clouds in Amelia as I soar in my single-engine aircraft toward the horizon tens of thousands of feet above the ground.

      But not today. It’s business meetings and conference calls on the agenda today, as well as a couple local site visits where I might be able to at least stretch my legs.

      When I arrive at JLS, I’m tempted to scope out the parking lot and find the car that belongs to that woman. How many silver Toyotas have a Starfleet Academy decal prominently displayed in their back window?

      But I don’t do it. Even if she happens to be single, I really shouldn’t date an employee.

      I slide my Jag into the reserved parking space that awaits me next to the building, one of the perks of being CEO, I guess. The other perk is that everyone always greets me with an efficient smile when I step into our lobby, even if they’re not in the mood.

      “Good morning, Mr. Sheridan,” the receptionist chirps the same way she does to me every morning.

      “Good morning, Maryanne,” I reply. My voice is devoid of emotion. I don’t show my temper here or, God forbid, my sense of humor. Here, I play a role that I’ve been taught since I was seventeen years old—the year I gave up my aspirations and became the heir to the empire.

      The people who walk these halls don’t know that I’ve got a punching bag in the back room of my office. They don’t know I fly sick people to hospitals in my Cessna in my spare time, or that I love sport fishing with my brothers in the Gulf every winter. And they sure as hell don’t know that every day, without fail, after I kiss my daughter good night, I spend the rest of my waking hours wondering if I’m the dad she needs me to be.

      No, they definitely wouldn’t guess that one.

      Here, I’m just the cold, decisive CEO. And I tell myself I don’t mind because I understand the importance of JLS in my family and in our town.

      I nod to the office manager on my floor when I arrive. I’m always tempted to ask her how her weekend was or whether she caught the Bengals playing the other night, because I overheard that she likes football. But I never do. My father and his father before him emphasized the importance of drawing a sharp line between business and personal life. According to Dad, being a leader means keeping yourself at enough distance from your employees so that you can fire any one of them without remorse if necessary.

      I guess it helped him sleep better at night.

      I almost smile at my assistant Deborah, when I first spot her. She’s practically family after having worked for my dad for eighteen years. I may be a heartless bastard at the negotiations table, but I’m a bastard who never forgets to get Deborah a birthday present.

      And, because she knows that appearances are everything here on the executive floor at JLS, she never tells a soul.

      “Morning, Mr. Sheridan,” she greets me. “Your brother Logan is waiting for you inside your office.”

      Shit. “Did we have a meeting?”

      “No. But he said he had something important to discuss with you. I let him sit in your office, as you told me to,” she adds. Logan just recently started working with me at JLS helping take some of the load off my desk and allowing me more time to be a dad. I like the idea of him making himself comfortable in my office, half because I fantasize about him wanting to take the reins of this company himself.

      It’ll never happen, though. Logan separated from the Navy just over a year ago and still has too much of his SEAL heritage coursing through his veins to ever accept the idea of being locked behind a desk ten or twelve hours a day.

      I take the coffee she hands me. It’s like mother’s milk to me. “Thanks, Deborah.”

      She nudges open my office door for me, and I step in to Logan’s grinning face. The guy looks way too happy to be working at JLS, in my opinion. And that’s 100% due to the woman in his life.

      “About time you showed up, bro.”

      I shoot him a look as I hear the door click shut behind me. “So, fire me. Please.”

      “Not bloody likely.”

      “We didn’t have a meeting.”

      “Nope. But I needed your input on something.”

      My stomach roils, and it has nothing to do with the fact that I haven’t had breakfast yet. “You talked to Anderson.”

      Logan raises his eyebrows questioningly. Obviously, I guessed wrong.

      “Anderson?” he asks.

      “Oh. Guess not.” I sit at my desk, the same desk my father sat at in the not-too-distant past. “Good. I’d be pissed if he did the runaround and came to you about it.”

      “About what?”

      “He’s been up my ass about the possibility of going public.”

      “Seriously? He wants JLS to be offered up in an IPO?”

      “Yes. It’s my fault, really. I had him contact some financial institutions back when I first got full custody of Hannah. I was desperate, you know? Thought it might be the only way to take some of the work off my hands.”

      “So I take it there was interest?”

      “Plenty. But now with you working here and taking over a few things, I’m reluctant to pursue it. It would kill Dad, Logan.”

      “You have to live your own life, Ryan.”

      My lips cinch tightly together. I wish he had told me that over a decade ago, back when he broke free from the family business to attend the U.S. Naval Academy, while I was stuck picking up the pieces.

      He leans back in his chair. “If you want to do it, I won’t stand in your way. You know Dylan won’t either. You’d walk away with enough cash to carry the next eight generations of your bloodline.”

      “We all would.” I shrug. I’m rich already. I have no need to get richer. “I can’t do that to Dad. Besides, what if Hannah wants to carry on the company name one day? I’d never pressure her into it like Dad did to us, but she might actually want it. Or your kids. Or Dylan’s.”

      Logan scoffs. “Dylan’s not going to have kids. Nothing will ever nail that guy down. And I need to get married first.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a small velvet box. “First step is taken care of.” He plunks it down, still firmly closed, on my desk.

      “Oh, shit. That’s what you wanted to talk to me about this morning?” I take the box and open it to see a rock that could choke a mule staring at me. I plop it back on my desk.

      Logan’s only been dating Allie a matter of months, and if he was asking any other woman, there’s no way I’d sit by silently and let him do it so quickly. If he were dating any other woman.

      “Hell, Logan. Allie will return that and make you buy something more practical,” I tell him, laughing. It’s the truth. Allie isn’t the type to be impressed by lavish diamonds. She’ll see that ring and calculate how much dog food she could buy with it for the dog rescue organization she runs. Her practicality is one of the things I like about her.

      One of the many things I like about her.

      “You think? I thought I should go big, or go home. You know the deal.”

      I shrug. “Well, she loves you, if that’s any merit. Think she’ll say yes?”

      “Pretty certain. Thought I’d ask her on Sunday. Dylan’s flying in Thursday to check out a couple locations for another one of his gyms. So the whole family will be at Mom and Dad’s for dinner.”

      I steeple my fingers and lay a firm gaze on my brother. “Wait a minute. You’re going to ask her to marry you at a Sunday dinner? With your family? Are you out of your mind?”

      “You have a better idea?”

      I lean back. “Anyone would have a better idea than that. It should be something romantic. Just the two of you. Take her to the BVI this weekend. Propose just as the sun sets over the Caribbean.”

      “I don’t think she has her passport.”

      I roll my eyes. “Then take her to St. John. Or St. Croix. You don’t need a passport for the U.S. Virgin Islands. Hell, a trip to Florida would be better than asking her at a family dinner. Mom’s making meatloaf, for God’s sake.”

      “I thought it would be nice. Family is important to Allie.”

      My lungs fill in a sigh. “Allie’s going to look back on this moment for the rest of her life. This is a story she’ll be telling her children and grandchildren. You don’t get a second shot at this. Make it memorable for her. Make it romantic. She deserves it.” My throat knots slightly at my words. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I am jealous of the love I see between Logan and Allie. It’s something I never had with my ex-wife, even when we were first married. I might have thought I had it briefly, before I realized her eyes lit up more when she saw the numbers on our joint bank account than when she looked at me.

      I jot down the names of a couple resorts where I had taken Adriana when we were married. “Here. Try these for starters. But for God’s sake, make sure she gets her passport soon. The world is a big place.”

      “She won’t want to leave the dogs.”

      “Mom will take the dogs. She lives to help. You know the deal. And if she can’t, I can, so long as Allie’s latest fosters are kid-friendly.”

      Logan stares at the piece of paper I just handed him and gives a slight nod. “So what about you, Ryan?”

      “What about me?”

      “I mean, jump in. The water’s warm.”

      I hate it when people talk in metaphors. It’s something they only do when they’re eating chocolate, watching a sunset, or madly in love and it grates on my nerves. “Get off my case, Logan.”

      He raises his hands in mock surrender. “Hey, I’m just saying I seem to remember you mentioning that you needed a wife around to help out with Hannah.”

      “And you told me that what I needed was a nanny. I won’t say this often, but you were right.”

      “You haven’t had a date since Hannah moved in.”

      His tone is accusatory. I think I liked the metaphors more.

      “No, I haven’t,” I reply sharply. “I don’t have the time. You’ve picked up maybe twenty-five percent of my load here at JLS, but I still am running this company. And getting her settled into school has been a little harder than I thought it would be.” To say the least.

      “I’m just saying that Allie’s not the only single woman in Newton’s Creek.”

      “Yeah, I think there are nine or ten more,” I grunt. It’s not even an exaggeration.

      My mind drifts to the woman in the carpool line again. I know it’s dangerous to judge someone on a fifteen second encounter, but I was impressed by her shameless bluff. Besides that, I’ve never known anyone who had a Starfleet Academy decal in her rear window of her car.

      The woman intrigued me, and it’s been a long time since I’ve been intrigued.

      Logan eyes me. “What?”

      “What do you mean, what?”

      “That look on your face. Did you meet someone or something?”

      “No,” I deny. And it’s the truth. I haven’t met her. She only saved my ass from that Natalie Brimswall woman and then drove off.

      Reaching for the ring, he leans back in his chair. After staring at the sparkling rock for a moment, he asks, “Does Hannah still want a dog?”

      I’m not sure where the change of topic came from, but I’ll happily take it if it will stop the conversation from drifting towards my sorry dating life. “Hell, yes. Want to sell me yours?” Kosmo is a chocolate lab mix that Logan got from Allie’s dog rescue. My daughter is completely in love with him.
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