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Chapter 1


          

          
            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      “Vanessa, you can’t do this right now.” I paced back and forth in the hall. One hand held my phone while my other made a mess of my hair. My wife—no.

      My ex-wife was a master professional at giving me horrific headaches at the absolute worst time.

      “I know, Logan, but this is a trip of a lifetime. How am I supposed to say no?”

      “You’re supposed to say no because you’re in charge of our child. Not sure why that’s so hard for you to understand.”

      She scoffed.

      My damn wife. Ex. My damn ex-wife. We had this all worked out. She had full custody of Amelia during the season. I saw her on holidays and my bye week. The occasional home game weekend, which was going to be hard enough. Hell, it was hard enough not knowing when I was going to see her again, but this?

      “It’s only for three months!”

      “That’s half of my damn season!”

      I shouted back at her. Clenched my jaw. Inhaled a breath that did very little to settle my anger and frustration. She planned on leaving the country for three months so she could travel across the Mediterranean with her new boyfriend. Her new boyfriend she moved in almost as soon as I moved out.

      Okay, so it was two months later. Whatever. The point was, this was my first season head coaching. I left everything in California, fought a decent if not still completely sucky custody plan with Vanessa over Amelia, but it was what was best for our daughter. I barely had the time to brush my teeth these days, much less become a full-time single parent.

      “You just don’t understand. You never did. Anything I ever wanted—”

      Not this again. “Enough. You can’t guilt me on this, and we’re both already clear on my failings. I don’t need to rehash them.” I hadn’t been a good husband. Not in the last few years. I completely acknowledged it and took full responsibility for my part in my marriage failing. I couldn’t even deny it, so when I got this coaching job—the dream of a lifetime for me—I hadn’t hesitated to accept. I’d just been overly confident in the idea Vanessa would come with me.

      “My first game is next week, Ness. Can’t you guys push this off? Until January?”

      “Italy in January and February? Come on, Logan. It’ll be freezing and miserable then.”

      My eye twitched. Of course. The weather was more important than her daughter. She hadn’t always been this selfish or thoughtless. Apparently, a lot had changed for both of us in the last seven months.

      “What am I supposed to do with Amelia? I’m working all day and now traveling.”

      “Hire a nanny.”

      “Right.” I scrubbed my hand through my hair again and scoffed. “Because I can go hire a fucking nanny so easily and quickly.”

      “I can have her go to your parents then.”

      They’d love that. But they weren’t Amelia’s parents. They were mine.

      Why was I even arguing about this? I hated only getting to see Amelia on FaceTime. Since that was the only contact I had with her until she was able to fly out here during our bye week in October, I was dying for one of her ultra-healing and extra-calming hugs. I’d figure this out. Just like I’d always had to figure things out.

      I spun on my heels, intent on taking another lap back and forth across the hall, and came to a stop.

      Our kicker, Jassen Moore, stood there, glancing at me, then in the other direction he must have come from like he should probably hightail it out of here. His discomfort couldn’t be more obvious.

      I sighed and held up a finger for Jassen to wait a second. He wouldn’t have come searching for me if he didn’t need something. As far as players went, he was pretty chill and didn’t require a lot. “When do you leave?”

      “Monday.” She had to be smiling. She sounded way too peppy. I wanted to throttle her through the phone.

      Monday was five days away. Four days to figure out how to win our last preseason game. Five days to find a nanny and get a room ready for my daughter.

      “Send her out here. I’ll figure things out.” I’d do anything for Amelia, even if it meant she needed to spend the days with me on the field for a while. Hell, she was four. She wouldn’t mind. She’d probably have a blast.

      “Her plane lands at six.”

      “You’ve already scheduled her flight.” I shouldn’t have been surprised. Of course she did. She knew I wouldn’t say no.

      “I’ll text you her flight information, and don’t worry, her flight leaves before ours, so we’ll be with her until she boards the plane. A flight attendant is supposed to sit next to her on the trip and then wait for you to come and get her at the gate. I already bought your ticket to get there, too.”

      How very thoughtful of her.

      “Bye, Vanessa.”

      I hung up before I could do more screaming. It wouldn’t help anything. She’d had this all planned and scheduled before she called to ask, “Hey… would you be mad if…” which was exactly how she started that conversation.

      “I can come back,” Jassen said as soon as I dropped my phone to my side. “Sounds like now isn’t a good time.”

      Now was the worst time to be a country away from my daughter and my ex-wife, and it wasn’t the first time I’d wondered if I’d done the right thing in taking this job.

      A team on the heels of winning the Super Bowl, veteran players who were more like brothers and some excellent rookies and trade deals over the summer, I thought we’d show up for our first preseason game looking like the champions they were.

      That hadn’t happened and now the final preseason game was this coming weekend, and they still weren’t playing like champions.

      Everyone was frustrated. Me most of all. As much as I loved Amelia and missed her and wanted her in my arms every single day, her coming right now was the worst possible time.

      Hell, I hadn’t even had time to decorate a room for her in the house I’d bought.

      “It’s fine. What’s up?”

      “Cole’s sprained his ankle. Trainer sent me to get you.”

      “Shit. PT room?” I was already headed in that direction.

      “Yeah.” Jassen hurried next to me, gave me a quick look, and cringed. Looked away. “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation, which I’m not seeking details about, but it sounds like you need a nanny?”

      “Quickly. Yeah.” I gave him the brief rundown. He had two small kids and a pregnant wife, so we’d spent some time talking about our kids this summer and early fall.

      “I, um…I have a sister.”

      My feet froze to the cement. “She’s a nanny?”

      “No. Art history major in college, but she’s just moved in with me and Molly to help with the kids. She’s taking some time off school to pay off her loans before going to grad school. But Molly will be feeling better in a couple of weeks, and she’s great with them… if you need some help…”

      It couldn’t be this easy. There was no way. The opportunity to have someone I trusted—well, a family member of someone I trusted—be there to help me? Way too coincidental or simple.

      “Give me the day to think about it. And thanks.”

      “No problem. Just let me know.”

      “Why don’t you just pay off her loans?”

      Jassen rolled his eyes. Chuckled. “You meet Ruby and you’ll understand. She’d be living in a box on the street before she took my help like that. Letting her live in my guest house to save her rent money was as much as she was willing to take.”

      “Stubborn then.”

      “Independent, but yeah. But she loves Luke and Brittney, and they love her, so…”

      “Right. I’ll let you know.”

      We reached the PT room, and I shoved the door open.

      My worst fear hit me straight in the solar plexus when I caught sight of Cole. Up until that moment, I’d hoped Jassen was wrong. Once again, that was me.

      Cole’s dark hair was a sweaty mess from practice, and his scowl had to be as large as mine when I was talking to Vanessa.

      “Tell me how bad it is,” I barked, making both him and our trainer jump.

      This season was starting off as a shitshow and if our quarterback, one of the best in the league, was out?

      We were fucked.

      Everything in my life was suddenly becoming absolutely fucked.
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      “Go home. Rest and ice and do everything Morgan and you discussed. We’ll figure this out.”

      “Eden’s going to kick my ass. She made me swear not to get injured, and here I am… fucking hobbling around like a toddler.”

      “Yeah, because Eden’s the concern here.”

      Shit. I wasn’t this big of a jerk. Rarely anyway.

      Cole flinched. “Yeah. Shit, sorry. I’m as pissed as you are, I swear. But it’s only a couple of weeks. I’ll be okay by game one.”

      Three to six weeks’ maximum rest according to the physical therapist, and Cole was already knocking it down to two. I didn’t blame him. As far as injuries went, he got lucky, and if he weren’t so thick-headed and if I weren’t so distracted earlier at practice, I would have seen the way he was limping. As it was, I’d put him back on the field after he got hurt, a complete fluke when he rolled his ankle trying to escape the pocket and our defensive pressure. Which was about the only thing the team was doing right these days.

      God. Was all this upheaval my fault? I’d shown up, respected the veterans, let them know I was there to work with them. I’d barely made adjustments to the plays they were used to. Nothing was new on the team except for me, a new kicking coach, and a handful of new players.

      This last month should have been a cakewalk. Instead, we were all floundering. Cole Buchanan getting hurt was the absolute last thing this team needed.

      “I’ll talk to Damien. See if I can watch some film with him over the next few days, point out where he’s been less than stellar.”

      We’d lost Sam Crawford in the off-season, the former backup QB, but who could blame the guy? He’d gone to Detroit and was getting his chance at being a starter. That meant we’d drafted a rookie quarterback in the first round, and since I’d banked on Cole’s health, possibly the dumbest thing I could do, I’d spent most of our cap on defense.

      Damien Hopper was good. But his nerves were getting the best of him, and the speed of the pro versus college was something he simply wasn’t adjusting to. He needed to get faster. Fast.

      “That sounds good. And rest, Cole. Even if it kills you.”

      We said our goodbyes and I headed to my office. I didn’t have time to spend watching more film, nor go over my notes of what we needed to work on tomorrow. I didn’t have time to meet with the other coaches to rant, again, at how we looked like a bunch of rusty rec league players trying to play a pick-up game twenty years past high school.

      I needed to get a plan in place for Amelia.

      She’d always come first, even before football.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Ruby

          

        

      

    

    
      “Aunny Ruby! Aunny Ruby! I a pirate! Grrr!”

      A pint-sized, bubbly-legged pirate attacked me as soon as I stepped out of my Civic. Luke ran at me, foam sword in one hand, eye patch covering one eye. His platinum head of hair shone in the sunshine and his pirate growl made me bite my tongue to stop laughing.

      “You certainly are!” I crouched down and swept him into my arms. I waited to stand until I was steady in my heels.

      I’d had a hell of a day job hunting. Who knew interviews for cocktail waitressing positions in Nashville, where there were bars on every corner, would be so depressing and difficult. Fortunately, my nephew Luke could wipe it all away with his bare belly and sticky fingers. I lifted him above my head and blew a raspberry as he squealed.

      “Stop! Stop!” A foam sword smacked my temple and I feigned a cry of pain.

      “Oh. You got me.” I set him on the ground and rubbed my head. “I thought we were friends, Lukey.”

      “We’re not friends.”

      “We’re not?” My hand went to my chest. Ouch. “I thought we were besties.”

      “I only friends if you have a sword.” His dusty blue eyes narrowed on me, daring me.

      Dare accepted. “All right, pirate. How about you give Aunt Ruby a few minutes to get into proper pirate gear and you go hunt me down a sword so we can steal some jewels?”

      “Jewels?”

      I ruffled the mop of hair on his head he got from his mom. “You got it. I’ll be back, okay?”

      “Kay. Mommy says sissy is sleepin’, though, so we hafta be quiet.”

      “I can be quiet. Can you?”

      “Sure!” he shouted.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. Luke was never quiet.

      “Sneak into that castle right there.” I pointed to his house. “Hunt me down a sword, and if you can find one, meet me back by the front door in a few minutes. But you need to listen to your mommy, okay? And be super quiet. Like a ninja.”

      “But I a pirate.”

      “Pirates are sneaky and silent, too. Can you do that?”

      His lips pushed out, and he nodded. Then, in the loudest whisper, declared with confidence, “I can do that.”

      I waited while he snuck toward the house, tiptoeing on his sneaker-clad feet, and when he was at the front door, I headed toward my brother and wife’s guest apartment above the garage.

      There, I dropped my purse on the couch, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, and in less than the five minutes I’d promised, I slipped out of my heels and Kelly green summer dress I’d worn to interviews and was back into my preferred summer attire of black athletic Lululemon shorts and a racerback tank to beat the wretched Nashville heat.

      By the time I came back outside, pulling my dark hair into a ponytail to keep it off my neck and shoulders and turning into a sweat pile in forty seconds flat, Luke was waiting for me on the front porch. No swords. No eye patch, and he’d changed out of his khaki shorts and sneakers to now wearing only swim trunks.

      “Will you swim with me, Aunny Ruby?”

      Considering Luke changed his activities and desires with the snap of his fingers, I’d planned ahead and already had my bikini on beneath my outfit. “What happened to the pirate gear?”

      “Sword is in sissy’s room.”

      Ah. “Sure thing. Let me check with your mom first, okay?”

      “She said yes if you said yes.”

      Of course she did. Molly was the sweetest, most wholesome and gentle woman I could have ever envisioned waltzing into my brother’s life. They’d met when he was a kicker at Oregon State. Not the most glamorous of football positions, but he was also the first one to take a beating if his team lost the game and he’d missed a kick. That hadn’t changed since he’d gone pro and now played for the Nashville Steel, but I’d long since stopped following every single game of my brother’s career. Not because I didn’t love him, but because for him, it was a job he loved, not something that defined him.

      His family, both me and the one he created with Molly, defined him.

      “All right. Let’s go find her then.” I held out my hand and he plopped his sticky fingers, probably from a peanut butter and jelly sandwich from lunch, into mine. And we headed into their home.

      Molly was in the kitchen, hair pulled up. She probably hadn’t yet showered. Purple half-moons rimmed her lower eyes, and she was wearing cut-off flannel shorts and an oversized T-shirt. Probably a shirt that was Jassen’s back in college due to how faded it was.

      “Still not feeling well?” I asked as she munched on a Saltine cracker with a can of ginger ale in front of her.

      “Are you suggesting I look like I’m half dead?”

      “Kinda?” She was too sweet to lie to.

      Molly laughed and chucked the cracker at me. “I don’t get it. I never got sick with Luke and only had an aversion to chicken when I was pregnant with Brittney, but this little one is sucking the life right out of me.” Her hand went to her small, barely distended bump, and she rubbed it as if she felt the need to apologize for saying something unkind about the baby inside of her.

      “What do you need help with?”

      With a three-year-old, a one-year-old, and Molly being ten weeks pregnant and my brother’s season starting soon, my life had hit rock bottom at the exact perfect time for my brother and sister-in-law. They’d all but begged me to move in with them while I worked on getting my finances back together. Since they were the only family I had, I’d agreed, but taking their guest apartment above the garage was the only help I’d been willing to take.

      Jassen and I fought about it for weeks. The envelopes of cash shoved beneath my door finally stopped when I stomped into his house one night, stack of hundreds in one hand and a lighter in the other. I held them both above the kitchen sink and threatened to light them all on fire if he gave me any more money.

      “Fine.” He’d thrown his hands up in exasperation and Molly had hidden her laugh behind her slim fingers. “Have it your way, but you’re the most stubborn, stupid person I’ve ever met in my life.”

      “Yeah, well, you’ve known me my whole life, so it’s not a surprise, is it?”

      He’d scowled at me, kissed my cheek, and whispered, “I’m worried about you,” before leaving the room.

      Molly’s gaze had followed his departure with a worried look she didn’t wipe away nearly fast enough for me to see. “You can tell us what happened, you know.”

      “Nothing happened. I want to pay off my loans and save some money before starting grad school so I don’t live in debt forever. It’s as simple as that.”

      It wasn’t the first lie I’d ever told my brother, but if he found out what really happened, he wouldn’t think I was stupid and stubborn. He’d hand me the Biggest Idiot Ever Award.

      “It’s all right if Luke and I go swim?” I asked her.

      “Please. And thank you.” She sipped her ginger ale. “I swear, once I’m feeling better, we really won’t rely on you so much.”

      “It’s no problem.” I gave her a quick hug. “Truly. You’ve all given me everything I already need. And I’m happy to be here helping, especially with Jassen busier now.”

      “You know we love you, right?”

      “I love you all too.”

      She gave me that same worried look Jassen wore in my presence these days. I kicked the guilt of everything I was hiding to the back of my mind.

      I had a swim date in my near future. The rest of my future could wait a while.
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      Jassen came home while I was feeding Brittney and Luke hot dogs and macaroni and cheese. They might have had a shit ton of money these days but were still the simplest people on the planet. You could take the kids out of the run-down apartment in the poorest neighborhood in Omaha, but you could never take away their love of cheap hot dogs and box  mac’n’cheese.

      Molly, now feeling better, had gotten in a shower and was able to eat her own small bowl of mac’n’cheese. Color was back on her face and it only brightened further when the door to the garage opened.

      Brittney woke up cranky from her nap and the only way to keep her quiet was to hold her. Not a sacrifice, but after hours of hearing her whimpering, I was ready to head to a quiet home, spend the night with a glass of wine, and trying—again—to stop thinking about how much I’d screwed myself over in the last couple of years.

      “Daddy!” Luke jumped down from his chair and raced toward his dad.

      As soon as Jassen came around the corner, Luke was draped over his back. Arms practically strangling my brother, feet tucked in tight around his stomach.

      Molly’s face lit up, and that pinch of regret and pain at how naïve I’d been to think my ex actually loved me hit me hard and fast. He couldn’t have, when it was so obvious the way these two stared at each other was real love. Paulie never came close to looking at me the way my brother smiled at his wife.

      I buried my face in Brittney’s shoulder, blowing a raspberry against her to hide the emotions. Over my dead body would Jassen ever find out what Paulie did to me.

      “Hey there, sweetie.” Jassen walked straight to Molly, almost like he didn’t even see me, and kissed his wife. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. Thank you. How was your day?”

      “Mine was great. The team…” He made a face and shrugged it off before turning to me. “Are you going to let me hold my daughter, or are you taking her home with you?”

      After the day I’d had with her? He didn’t have to ask. I handed her over. She smiled and squealed—happily, not grumpily—as soon as Daddy had her in his arms. “Just wanted to wait so she didn’t get covered in all that kissy slobbery stuff you and Molly do.”

      “Ruby!” Molly slapped my shoulder.

      Jassen rolled his eyes. “I might have found a job for you today. If you’re interested.”

      “Waitressing? How’d that happen?”

      “Not waitressing. But my coach might be in need of a new nanny.”

      “A nanny?” My lip curled. It couldn’t be helped. Yeah, I liked Luke and Brittney, but they were blood. My niece and nephew. The laws of nature demanded I think they were the cutest souls to walk the planet.

      Jassen chuckled. “Think about it tonight. He called me in after practice was over and asked.” He scratched his jaw and kissed Brittney’s forehead. “He’s recently divorced, and Amelia was supposed to stay with her mom during the year, but something changed, and now she’s coming in a few days. He’s stressed, and now his daughter…”

      He gave me a pleading look. One I hated because my heart was weakest toward my brother. It couldn’t be helped. He’d protected me and taken care of me my entire life. Outside of him offering to hand me however much money I needed, I wasn’t sure I’d ever said no to him.

      “I’ll think about it,” I muttered.

      “That’s all I ask. Thanks, Rubes.”

      “Yeah. Yeah. I’m going to head back to my place. You all enjoy your night.”

      I gave them all cheek kisses and laughed as Luke followed me to the front door. He did it every night I left. Said he stayed on the stoop to make sure I was safe.

      “Night, Aunny Ruby!”

      “Night, buddy!” I waved back at him once I hit the top of my stairs and waited at the doorway until he went back inside.

      Cute damn kid. And my brother was raising him well. It wasn’t a huge surprise because Jassen was incredible, but considering we had never had a decent man in our lives growing up, well… I was damn proud to call him my brother.

      It was later, after I’d taken a quick shower to wash off the chlorine, after I’d started a load of laundry, and after I’d poured myself a drink when I finally considered the potential job.

      A nanny. Jassen had only mentioned one girl, a daughter.

      One kid. Maybe I could bring her here so I could keep helping Molly.

      Well, damn.

      I could probably do that. Wasn’t like I had other job offers blowing up my phone.

      Nannying for one little girl.

      How hard could it be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Ruby

          

        

      

    

    
      Hard.

      Nannying for the new coach of the Nashville Steel was going to be hard, and Amelia wasn’t even in the same time zone yet. But hard was all I thought as soon as Logan Caldwell appeared in his doorway after I rang his doorbell, showing up three days after my brother floated this idea to me. After getting three more rejections at bars I’d interviewed for as a cocktail waitress, it’d taken me a full twenty-four hours to agree to meet with Logan. I had questions. I had a full list of them to ask to make sure this would work, but right then, staring up at him from two steps down on his front porch, I couldn’t remember a single one of them. Thank God I’d remembered to type them up on my phone.

      Logan’s face was granite. His eyes were iron. His entire body was hard from all those muscles he couldn’t hide beneath his T-shirt and athletic shorts.

      “Ruby, I take it?”

      “Uh. Um. Yeah.” My head was a bobblehead on someone’s car dashboard but damn… At least a decade older than me, this man was fine. His wavy, thick hair was tousled on top, short on the sides, and I couldn’t quite tell if he was trying to grow a beard, liked to keep it cut short, or just didn’t give a damn about shaving. Regardless, Jassen had in no way prepared me for who I was about to meet. “That’s me. Mr. Caldwell?”

      A deep furrow dipped between his thick brows before he stepped backward. “Please. Logan will work. Come in. Thanks for agreeing to meet with me today. I know it was short notice.”

      “No problem.” I tore my eyes off his face. It was too stunning. Unfortunately, my gaze just fell to the rest of his body as he led me toward his living room. Shoulder muscles. A trim waist, that ass… those calves. What was it about a guy with sexy calves that did something to me? I wiped away drool forming at the corner of my lips and focused.

      This was a job. One I might need if I ever wanted to get back on the path I’d dreamed of since fourth grade.

      No eye-fucking the boss allowed, even if he was the most delicious piece of man candy I’d ever seen.

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      It was nine in the morning. A mimosa had never sounded like a better idea.

      Probably not the best thing to request during an interview. “I’ll take a water. Thank you.”

      Maybe some hydration would cool me down.

      Logan stared at me. One beat. Then two. A third to make it extra awkward between us before he finally nodded. “Right. Have a seat, or look around, or whatever…” He swung out an arm. Whatever what? I could see most of his main floor from where we were standing, awkwardly staring at each other. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting all this, and it came so quick. I’m making this weird.”

      “Better you than me.” I grinned, shrugging my shoulders.

      “Right.” That earned me a smile, a breathtaking, knock-me-off-my-ass kind of smile I’d think about for days, and he walked away, taking it with him.

      I hadn’t decided if I even wanted to do this, but I had to be blowing it already.

      “Your home is nice and your backyard is gorgeous.”

      “Thanks,” he called out. The fridge opened and slammed shut, but I was stuck on that backyard view. Beyond the infinity pool, the backyard sloped down and, in the distance, past rows of what probably used to be raised garden beds but were now only filled with dirt, was a small lake. It was private, had to be considering I’d pulled into a gated neighborhood complete with a security guard. But the view… I loved water. Freshwater. The ocean was angry. Loud. It was exciting and enticing.

      But freshwater?

      Calm. Peace. Even now, the water was practically glass it was so calm. I could have a cup of coffee every morning in one of those black metal chairs facing the water, watch the sunrise and the day awaken, and be satisfied with anything I was doing.

      “You like the water.”

      He’d walked up next to me, visible in the window’s reflections, and handed me my water.

      I twisted the top off. “That obvious?”

      He was standing next to me, and he suddenly reminded me of campfires and s’mores and burning oak and cedar. Damn… he smelled like the perfect fall night with leaves changing colors, crunching beneath my feet.

      I stepped away and caught the way his jaw tensed as he looked down at me before he went back to the backyard. “I need to baby-proof the pool for Amelia. I thought I’d have more time.”

      He was right. There was a fence around the perimeter of his yard, but nothing between the sliding glass door and the pool. One misstep, one moment of distraction, and that could end badly for a little girl.

      I doubted he was even talking to me like a potential employee, just rattling off a list of things he needed to do.

      “Jassen and Molly have one. I’m used to keeping an eye on Luke and Brittney. How old is Amelia?”

      He grinned down at me this time. His sparkling white teeth were visible in the window’s reflection, and I chugged my water.

      It might be impossible to work for this man if I wanted to see that smile on his face all the time.

      It made my knees weak and my belly flop.

      “She’s four,” he said, with all the love only a father had for his daughter. Jassen used that voice a lot. “Come on. Let’s go sit and talk.”

      Where I’d have to actually look at that face.

      Damn. I might have just walked into a whole pile of trouble, but whatever. I needed the money.
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      We took seats in his massive living room. Two full-sized couches made an L-shape and on the opposite side from where I was sitting were two chairs. A large, square coffee table filled the space between all the furniture. It was all warm, creams and pale blues, and nothing at all what I figured a guy like Logan would have in his house.

      He’d gotten his own water from the kitchen and after he swallowed a large gulp, set it down on the side table between the two chairs.

      “How much did Jassen tell you about what I’m looking for?”

      “He said you’re recently divorced, and your daughter has to come stay with you earlier than expected.”

      “That’s it?” His brows tugged in again, and I wasn’t sure if he didn’t believe me or if he was surprised. But there was definitely more to the story.

      “Should there be more?”

      He huffed. Not quite amused, more irritated. It was definitely not humor that made him reach up and scrub a hand through his hair. One chunk of wavy hair made the perfect curl at the center of his forehead.

      “My wife and I got divorced last spring. She decided not to follow me out here when I was offered the coaching job.”

      “Oh… well, that’s…” Rude? Horrible? I wasn’t sure how to respond.

      “Not all her fault. To be honest, I wasn’t a great husband the last couple of years, but I guess I’d figured since we had Amelia, that she wouldn’t want the family to be separated. That was my bad.”

      A man who took responsibility was weird. A man who knew he didn’t have a good marriage but assumed the woman would always stay with him? I couldn’t say that was all too surprising. My thoughts must have been printed across my face in bold, large font because Logan smirked.

      “Yeah, trust me. That was a pretty dumbass thing to think. Anyway, Vanessa and I had a custody agreement, a plan. She got Amelia during the season, I got her on holidays and, in the off-season, I’ll move back to California to be closer so we can share as much equal time as possible. Last week, she decided to change that.”

      “She doesn’t want her daughter?” I couldn’t help the judgment that seeped through my tone. It was too close to home, a dagger to the heart.

      Logan scowled. “She’s decided to go on an extended European vacation. Last-minute offer she can’t refuse.”

      “Oh.” I sat back on the couch, trying to wipe away the total judgmental thoughts I was having. What kind of mother left her children for months on end… I mean, outside my own.

      “Obviously, it’s a surprise to me. She’ll be here Monday, and I’m starting the season. With coaching and it being my first year, I’m under a ton of stress. But I love Amelia, so obviously I’ll do whatever I can, but, well, you know how hectic our schedules can be during the season.”

      He said it like I should. And yeah, obviously I knew they traveled and were busy. But hectic? Molly had always seemed to take it in stride, and Jassen never complained. “Sure.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Um… Jassen doesn’t really talk about work when he’s at home.” It was probably the worst thing to say, and Logan’s brows rose. “I mean, it’s just… he likes to come home and be with his family, and I’ve only recently moved in with him, so I guess I don’t know… we don’t talk about games and stuff.”

      That time, it was definitely amusement that made Logan chuckle. “You don’t pay much attention to his games, do you?”

      “Honestly?”

      The humor in his eyes returned to the original iron when he opened the door. “Always.”

      Damn. Okay. Despite the swirling in my stomach that looked incited, I could be honest. “Not really. I love my brother, and he loves what he does, but I guess to him, it’s never been the only thing that was important to him, or even the most important thing, so it never really became mine.”

      “Huh.” He leaned back in his chair, scrubbing his hand against that stupid curl that did its little floppity-flop thing again, and my stomach copied it.

      Goddamn. There was no way I could nanny for this man. I’d have to spend time with him. Talk to him.

      And every time I looked at him, my mouth watered and my fingers wanted to fix that little curl. Maybe play with those waves.

      Trouble. This was trouble and I’d recently resolved to stay far away from it.

      “I know you just moved in with your brother to save some money and stuff, but with all the travel I’ll be doing, would you be willing to move in here instead?”

      Oh… What a cruel freaking joke this life was turning out to be.
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      My week had been entirely upended. For the last two days, when I wasn’t running plays, watching practice film, or chewing out the guys on the field for the constant, ridiculous, and rookie mistakes, I was glued to my phone, scouring online shopping sites and forking out an arm and a leg for Amelia’s new bedroom furniture. Hell if she’d get here on Monday and not have a room that felt like hers. Lucky for me, she had no hesitation in talking about all the things she loved the most, which was why her bedroom would soon be decorated with gerbera daisy bedding and curtains and unicorn pillows and rugs. Shopping for it all made my head spin, but while I might have been a great football coach, I was an even better dad.

      I was dying to get my arms around her, and up until I answered the door earlier, I was so damn thankful for Jassen for talking to his sister and getting her to agree to at least meet with me.

      But now? Goddamn, she was beautiful. Young. So damn young for me I shouldn’t have been thinking about her that way at all, but her beauty was undeniable. Long, tan legs that rose to thick hips, a trim waist, and gorgeous breasts. She was wearing leggings and a simple T-shirt, and I didn’t mind at all the casualness of her clothing. This wasn’t a professional job interview. It was for a full-time babysitter.

      Bonus, the T-shirt clung to her breasts, more than a handful, and her ebony hair had waves and a shine to it that only made me crave the beach more.

      And I’d just invited this young woman to move in with me.

      “Will that be a problem? I know you moved down here to help Jassen and Molly, but they’re only ten minutes away.”

      Fifteen with traffic, but close enough she could still help her niece and nephew if that wasn’t too much for her.

      “I didn’t actually.”

      As she spoke, my eyes were drawn to the elegant cross of her legs, one thrown over the other. Her slip-on Converse dangled from her toes as she swung her foot back and forth.

      She was dressed like a high schooler. Maybe a college student. I shouldn’t be thinking about how she was dressed at all.

      “Jassen said—”

      “I know. The timing worked out at a time when I needed to take a step back, reevaluate what I want.” As she spoke, her lips pursed together. They formed the perfect pout, but there was something to the look on her face. Something sad.

      It was none of my damn business.

      “Anyway, yeah, I guess, sure. If you need me here, that makes total sense. Molly’s ten weeks pregnant and should be feeling more like herself soon, or at least that’s what she keeps hoping and telling me. But being here, especially when you’re out of town or working late, makes the most sense.”

      Late nights. Coming home to a house that had life and noise in it instead of what I’d endured the last six months since moving. Quiet drove me insane, and now I could envision it.

      Amelia’s laughter. Her hugs when I walked into the door and the way she used to crawl into our bed when she had a bad dream.

      Yeah, I was no longer all that mad at Vanessa for her trip. She handed me everything I was missing.

      “Are there expectations or duties you have for me, specifically?”

      Right. She was here for a job, not for me to leer at her like some creep who was way too damn old for her.

      “Amelia’s four. I haven’t been able to find a preschool for her to go to yet, so if you could help with that, that’d be great. She was set to go back in California and was looking forward to it, and that’ll give you a couple hours to yourself. Mostly, though, I need someone to take care of her. Hang out with her during the day. Take her to the park, swim with her. If there’s a way she can meet kids that you know of, that’d be great too.”

      “What about if I take her to Jassen’s? Would that be okay? Luke is three. They might get along.”

      “Yeah, of course. I don’t know if I want you driving all over Nashville or anything yet with her, but if there are places nearby you two can go, that’s great.”

      “What about chores? Laundry? Cooking? That kind of thing.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not my housekeeper. I don’t expect that. Clean up after Amelia during the day and you might have to give her simple meals and stuff. I usually leave here at eight-thirty, and I can have her up and ready for the day by then and stuff, but lunches. Some dinners. And then, well, the weekends when I’m gone, obviously, might require more work.”

      Ruby rubbed her lips together, thinking. Her lips were full, a light pink, and plump when she pushed them out and to the side.

      I couldn’t have her say no to this. I needed this possibly way more than she needed it. “I’ll pay you eighty grand, through Christmas. Even if Amelia leaves earlier.” But I was already planning on talking to my lawyer.

      If Vanessa was so willing to leave Amelia for three months shortly after our custody agreement was set, what would she do in the future?

      “What? Why? That’s… that’s twice as much as the average salary and you’re not hiring me for a year…”

      Her stammer was adorable. So was her indignation, the shaking of her head.

      My hands curled into fists. I wanted to run my fingers through those long locks of hers, inhale the coconut and beachy air perfume or shampoo she used…

      I choked down the thought, thinking of my ninety-year-old grandmother in her kaftan dress instead. I brought up every image of the wrinkled, leather-skinned woman who was not at all conducive to the hard-on I was definitely not going to be sporting right then.

      Do not fuck the nanny. Do not flirt with the nanny. Do not lust after the nanny. Hell, never be attracted to a teammate’s sister, and if you were, never ever act on it. Cardinal rules every man and player knew. And I wasn’t just a player—I was their coach. Their leader.

      I’d stop being attracted to Ruby as soon as I took care of my needs.

      I gathered my self-control and reminded her. “This is totally last minute. I’m desperate for the help, and I have no idea when Vanessa will actually be home again. I need to secure help at least through Christmas.”

      “And if she leaves earlier?”

      “I’m agreeing to pay you eighty grand through December. Regardless.”

      “That’s a lot of money, Logan, and I’m not sure—”

      “And for the next twelve to fourteen weeks, you’ll be doing half of the weekends alone. You said you moved to Nashville to get your finances in order, right? Won’t this help?”

      I wasn’t above manipulating her. Jassen had told me the same thing and she had too. I prepared to see what Jassen called her independence rise to the surface as she inhaled deeply, but my gaze was drawn to her breasts as they rose and fell.

      My hands were itching to squeeze them, and my mouth watered at wondering how she’d taste.

      Shit. It’d been way too long since I had sex. That was the problem.

      She was going to be my daughter’s nanny—hopefully.

      “It would help, for sure,” she muttered, looking uncertain. Unwilling.

      “It’s what I would offer anyone in this scenario, but you’d really be helping me out. I don’t like the idea of leaving Amelia with a stranger when I’m going to be gone so much.”

      “I am a stranger.”

      “You’re Jassen’s sister. That tells me all I need to know.”

      He was straitlaced, solid, and loyal. He loved his wife and his kids and was always an encouragement on the field. His position kept him separated from the majority of the fold, and it could have made him isolated, but he wasn’t. When our team was on the sidelines, he was always walking up and down, encouraging everyone. Constantly praising them and getting them fired up.

      “Yeah, well, Jassen’s a saint,” she huffed again. Chuckled a little bit. “Perfect, really.”

      She seemed pretty damn perfect to me. I kept my mouth shut. Gave her time to think, but with every passing second, fear swirled.

      If she said no, I had no idea what I’d do. I’d called a nanny service, but I was hesitant to hire any of them. All the older women wore pinched expressions like they’d be irritated too easily and the thought of a younger woman in my home, someone I didn’t know at all, was an immediate no. I didn’t care if the person the service management found for me to call was used to catering to wealthy people or celebrities, or if some traveled with music stars while on tour with their families.

      The thought of leaving Amelia in this home? In a new state I was barely getting comfortable in and then leaving her with a stranger… someone who could do anything with her… hard pass. Which reminded me I needed to get security cameras set up.

      I couldn’t be too cautious, even if Ruby agreed.

      I leaned forward and settled my forearms on my thighs. Attraction to this young woman aside—I could avoid that—I needed her too much in other ways.

      Ruby glanced around the house. I’d had a designer order basic furniture, enough to get me started. I told her I wanted it warm and comfortable, so everything was a shade of cream or other neutrals. Personally, it was boring as hell and bland, but I didn’t really care what I sat my ass on to watch television alone, late at night.

      I’d put up pictures of Amelia, though, and even a couple with her and Vanessa so she could see her mom when she came to visit. There were photos of her with my parents too, who were itching to get their claws in Vanessa for doing this to me.

      My parents already had a vacation planned to check in on me next month, make sure I was doing okay with Amelia. They would have rushed right out if I’d asked. It didn’t matter I was thirty-six. My mom was always there if I needed her.

      It’d taken me hours to convince them it’d be fine, that I had things handled. I was a grown man capable of taking care of my own kid and life, but I was still looking forward to their visit.

      And it’d give Ruby some time off if she wanted it.

      I had no idea what Ruby saw when she kept looking around, sucking her bottom lip into her teeth and nibbling on it before she refocused on me.

      “What do you think?” I asked. My palms were sweaty. My heart was racing.

      If she said no….

      She grinned, and goddamn, it was a beautiful smile. “I think you should give me a tour so I can start getting comfortable here.”
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      “Yes! That is how we do this!” I was flapping my arms, throwing fist pumps into the air while I practically jumped onto every offensive player jogging off the field.

      We were winning, and it was an incredible feeling.

      “Whatever you did with Damien this week worked a miracle,” I said to Cole. He was standing next to me, ankle booted, but he was still positive he’d be back by week one.

      “He’s a quick learner and intent on being the best he can be. He’ll be great once the rest of his jitters wear off, that’s all. He needs the confidence.”

      He was certainly getting it now, with a twenty-yard pass under heavy coverage that fell perfectly into Dawson Butler’s hands in the end zone.

      The team looked almost entirely like a different team when I arrived at the stadium last Thursday. I was hours late, after giving the tour to Ruby that took three times longer than it should have. It hadn’t been her fault. It’d been all mine. The more questions she asked about Amelia, the more she laughed and talked to me about what she did with Luke and Brittney… I’d been having so much fun talking with her, I’d almost forgotten I had practice at all until she’d gotten a notification on her Apple watch and asked me, “Don’t you need to get going?”

      And then I’d arrived at the practice facility. The team was running plays, practicing, like they didn’t miss me for a second, and they’d looked perfect.

      Not great for my ego. Because maybe the problem was me. But our early morning practice was the same, and we were winning this afternoon’s game easily. It was the last preseason game, and after struggling to win one and lost two others, this was what was going to have people thinking we could take another Super Bowl.

      It was also the first time most of our starters were playing the majority of the game instead of the backups and the guys who’d still been competing for a roster spot. That only made it more impressive, though, because that meant Damien had thrown that pass against a D-line full of starters, and he wasn’t croaking like he’d done last week.

      “Looking good, Butler.” I slapped his helmet as he jogged off the field, yanking off his chin straps. “Great catch.”

      “Thanks. Team’s looking good today.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and readjusted the mouthpiece of my headset. “I suspect that has something to do with you?”

      He wasn’t sure of me when I got the job. Hell, he was only a few years younger than me, and he’d had a lot of respect for the coach who retired. This past summer, when I laid out my vision for what I felt my role was and what I believed him to be, I’d hoped had changed that. I hadn’t been entirely sure until yesterday, and that was mostly because Dawson kept his mouth shut a lot. Didn’t speak up. Showed up, put in the work, talked to the few guys he was close with, and then left.

      But the team talked, and I’d overheard more than one murmuring variations of, “Yo, Daws is right. This shit matters and we’re fucking it up…” or “I want Coach to be proud of us…”

      Dawson, eagle-eye focused on the defense taking the field and lining up, shrugged. “You told me I was a leader. Figured there was no better time than to begin being one.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      He was a hard nut to crack. The guys who goofed off and acted like clowns and like this was all fun and games were easier to relate to. They were playing a game they loved, and it showed. Dawson played football like he was out for revenge. It made it harder to know where his head was, what his goals and motivations were, other than winning.

      He smirked. “Don’t get a big head over it, Coach. I just didn’t want to look like a fool out there in a few weeks.”

      “Rest assured, no big heads here yet.”

      “Yeah, wait until the end of the season when everyone sees how miraculous we all are thanks to you.” He punched my shoulder and headed to the bench.

      From Dawson, it was the biggest compliment I could get.

      I refocused on the game and was thrilled when the rest of the game went smoothly. A couple dropped passes but no interceptions for Damien. No sacks. He finished the game looking like the rookie quarterback we’d need him to be if Cole’s ankle didn’t heal quickly, and by the time we got to the locker room, there were finally cheers and whoops and hollers full of praise instead of moaning.

      “All right, all right. Listen up!” I took my place in the center of the locker room and surveyed the team.

      My team.

      “Yo, yo, yo! Coach is talking!” That came from behind me, and soon the room quieted, all eyes on me, fifty-three men in all manner of undressing.

      “You all know the stress I feel this season, being one of the youngest coaches in the league and it being my first year head coaching. Gotta say, when I took this job, I thought the preseason would be a lot smoother than it has been. Maybe that’s my own cockiness and ignorance, but I think we can all agree it’s been a struggle, not what any of us have wanted to see or feel.”

      There were murmurs of agreement, some shoulder slaps, and encouragements thrown out, but I wasn’t done.

      “Until today. Today, every single one of you showed up, showed off the work you’ve been putting in, and I’m damn proud of you all. Damn proud not only to be your coach, but to be a part of this team.”

      “That’s right! Coach! You’re one of us now!” Mason Yeets was in the background, fist-pumping the air, bringing his usual excitement to the team.

      “Thanks, Yeets.” I chuckled. “Today’s game went exactly how I’m hoping the rest of them go. You were fantastic out there, and, Damien”—I pointed to our rookie QB—“proud of you most of all. You’re learning, listening, and it’s showing. Good job.”

      He dipped his chin and was shaken by several other players slapping his shoulders. The room burst into encouragement and the young guy’s face broke out in an ear-splitting grin, his cheeks turning fire engine red.

      “Go home and rest! Replay the good you did today, and we’ll be back here on Monday, proving once again that we’re the team to beat this season!”

      “Yes! Steel on three!” Cole shouted it, threw his fist in the air, and the entire team made the room shake as they joined in.

      As soon as the team broke out of their chant, the coaches and I left them to their space. Jacobi, the team’s offensive coordinator, was right on my heels. “You were right. We needed today.”

      “Now we just have to keep them focused. Meet in my office in a half hour?”

      “We’ll be there.”

      We’d taken to meeting after practices and preseason games immediately following. It helped keep us sharp, where we could all jot down what we saw, both good and bad, while it was fresh. Allowed us to spend more time on the opponents’ films, too. Picking apart their own offense and defense.

      I got to my office and tore off my game shirt, doused my face with water, and did a quick wipe down in my private bath before putting on a clean shirt. I’d have to do quick media interviews and be back to meet with the coaches.

      Grabbing my phone from my desk, where I always left it during games, I swiped to check for messages. There was sure to be media and texts from management. I always avoided them during the game, which meant my phone was nowhere near me, but today, there was another reason to check my phone.

      Ruby. She told me yesterday she’d let me know by tonight what she planned to do.

      My hand shook, making my phone wobble when I saw her name in the string of unread messages. Ignoring everything else, I clicked on hers first.

      I’ll accept if you lower the salary to $50k. Move in before Amelia gets there?

      We’d discussed both options of her being settled before Amelia got there or giving me time with her first.

      It was the money that tripped me up. What was her deal with money and taking it from people who offered? Especially if what she was doing was a hard damn job.

      Whatever. I needed her.

      She’d get a hefty Christmas bonus. I wasn’t going to argue about the money.

      Move in tomorrow night. Take Monday night off, though, so I can have the night alone with her.

      Her reply was almost immediate. Good thing since I needed to get to the media room. Sounds good. See you then.

      A smile broke out on my face. I quickly wiped it away.

      Yeah, I was smiling because I’d found someone to help with Amelia, but even I was too self-aware to lie to myself.

      I was going to see Ruby again, and that made me happy.

      I was so royally fucked.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/riskygame-ebook.jpg
BESTSELLING AUTHOR

STACEY LYNN







