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ONE

 

 

Spotlight Solutions had employed her for seven years. Seven years. Damn, that sounded like a lot. More than a lifetime for some people. And it had gone by fast. 

Rylee Hampton, Creative Consultant. Did that sound sufficient for seven years of graft? Working in the marketing department, as part of a large team, most of her time was spent sketching other people’s ideas. Her job was her job, not the be-all and end-all, but there was such a thing as professional pride. She didn’t want to be fired. Yet she could be facing exactly that, her and every other employee.

Being the end of the day, everyone was ready to go home, her included. They’d been ready until, less than an hour ago, an unexpected email hit the department’s inbox, scuppering any chance of getting out on time. The message summoned an array of employees to the biggest conference space on the first floor. Usually reserved for product launches, corporate events, or visiting speakers, it rarely got aired out. If the three hundred or so other people in the room were an accurate indication, other departments had got the same message at the last minute as well. 

What was the impromptu meeting about? God knew. Couldn’t be anything good. Still, she wasn’t worried. Nope. Why would she be? The corporation’s competent infrastructure had undergone a couple of facelifts throughout her tour. So far, she’d survived the layoffs. Loyalty bought her consideration, didn’t it? 

Rumors persisted about the direction of the company, more so recently, but she’d switched off to them. Without a reliable link to anyone close to the top, it was impossible to figure out what was truth and what was fiction. Theories changed, becoming more embellished every week. The tide always rose. In time, it would fall again. Riding the Spotlight rapids was part of everyday life.

Others weren’t so apathetic. Her marketing colleagues’ mumbles and the rumble of surrounding conversation conveyed confusion and intrigue. The crowd was alive with questions and speculation. When was the last time she’d been in that room? The Christmas party? Maybe the mock expo. Damn, she wanted to go home, but there they were, waiting for the CEO to show up for an unknown reason. 

There had to be some big announcement. Had to be. That would explain bringing so many people together and keeping the gathering hush-hush until the eleventh hour. The raucous conversation continued as groups predicted what might happen on the dais at the head of the room. 

People loved to gossip, yes, but there was a thread of fear in the swirling excitement. In the current economic climate, everyone wanted to hold on to their jobs. Didn’t everyone always want to hold on to their jobs? Big changes could mean big cuts. Redundancies, budgets, departments were already stretched thin.

Nichelle leaned in at her side to whisper, “Here comes Ted.” 

Their CEO. The sooner he got started, the closer she’d be to home.

Of her marketing colleagues, Nichelle was the closest thing she had to a friend. Though, in truth, her life outside of work was more important than her job. A social life, being “in” with her colleagues, was unimportant; she wasn’t particularly close to any of them. 

Polite and civil, she didn’t have deep relationships at Spotlight. She kept her head down, did her job, and went home to the life that she loved. 

From behind the dais, Ted ascended the stairs to the prominent spot at the central podium. Other members of the board shuffled onto the stage behind him. 

Showtime.

“Everyone!” Ted called. “Please settle down!”

Always jovial with a smile on his face, Ted was a good boss, though not the smartest of businessmen. Word among employees implied he was understanding and generous. He didn’t have the cutthroat spirit needed to close the deals that would ensure the corporation’s, thus the employees’, futures. Which was better? A superior who listened in the short term or one focused on the bigger picture?

She’d only met the man once, at a function in that very room. They’d spoken for a second. He wouldn’t remember her, but she’d got a good sense from him, a good energy. 

Ted tapped the microphone as the room quieted and the board seated themselves. 

“Thank you, all, for coming today,” Ted said, setting his hands on the podium. “I know this is spur-of-the-moment; you have jobs or homes you want to get to. It’s been a long day, so I’ll make this brief. I’m sure many of you have heard the rumors about Spotlight Solutions and our financial troubles.”

Redundancies.

Budget cuts.

The words rattled in her head. 

So much for not being worried.

Tension gripped the room. It clenched her guts too. If this news related to downsizing, she could be in big trouble. Her four-bedroom apartment was already more than she should be able to afford.

“Oh God,” Nichelle said and took her hand, eyes locked on the stage. 

“Please nobody panic,” Ted said and widened his grin. “We’ve been in secret negotiations for some time now and finally the day has come to say we have been rescued.” The room relaxed somewhat, but still held its breath. “Spotlight Solutions has been purchased. I know it’s unexpected, but the buyout secures everyone’s jobs and our future projects.” The room applauded. Ted held up his hands. “Please, save your applause for our savior, Mr. Jamison Dawes!”

Impact. Like a Mack truck.

What did he just say?

No. It couldn’t be.

People kept applauding when a new person jogged up the stairs at the back of the stage. The man unknown to the room held up his hands to silence the crowd, presumably intending to introduce himself. 

Oh, fuck. They needed no introduction. 

Jamison Dawes wasn’t unknown to her. Yep, they definitely knew each other. Intimately. Shit. Her mouth dried as it fell open. What the hell was he doing there? What did he think he was doing? 

The applause died down.

JD went to the podium to shake Ted’s hand. All very posed and perfect, like politicians accepting the nomination for something. Steam should be coming out of her ears. Despite being such a prominent feature of her life, it had been a while since they’d laid eyes on each other. The last place she’d expected to see him was at her workplace.

Ted backed away to take a seat with the other board members. And she couldn’t snap out of it. 

Wearing a dashing smile, JD settled the room. Been a long time since she’d seen that smile. The damn smile that tipped the first domino; they’d been falling ever since. Crashing into each other, one after another, with an inevitability she’d almost come to rely on. 

With that smile, he charmed every person in the place. Like lambs to the slaughter.

“Thank you,” he declared. “Thank you, everyone.”

Known as a shrewd businessman, personable and generous, Jamison Dawes—JD to her—was a good man, and extremely successful in his field. Good at lots of things, he was a philanthropist, a mentor, and making headlines gobbling up corporations around not only the country but the world.

Whatever he was saying, she heard none of it over the ringing in her ears. He could’ve recited War and Peace and there still wouldn’t have been time to snap out of her daze. 

A rushing of air overtook the ringing. A storm was coming. Seeing him up there, in front of her colleagues, her colleagues, talking, commanding attention, it was too much to take in.

Surreal was a better word. Too surreal to absorb. 

The father of her children, that was his category in her life. A category that had nothing to do with her career. Their sparse direct contact happened through phone conversations and emails. Most communication was done by way of his mother, the conduit for his relationship with their twins. Marjorie Dawes satisfied formal visitation; JD showed up at his mom’s to see the kids when he could.

Dumbfounded, she couldn’t place him there, in her professional life, in her workplace. Spotlight had been hers, and only hers, and now he was there. 

Why?

Why was he there?

Shit. Sitting only half a dozen rows from the front of the room had been a mistake, though not one she could’ve avoided without first knowing this was going to happen. JD finished his speech and stepped back to accept the adoring applause. Waving, he scanned the space. Damnit. Damnit. His gaze went right past her. Thank God. Relief. A reprieve. He’d missed her. 

She’d breathed out too soon. 

His attention stopped and returned to seek out… In a sea of faces, shouldn’t she be invisible? What was she worrying about? He wouldn’t—

Nope, he fixated right on her. Embarrassing that he seemed to try to place her, like he couldn’t quite figure out her identity. The longer it took, the smaller she got. 

It probably only took a few seconds; she shouldn’t be offended. Given the unfamiliar environment, and that they hadn’t seen each other for so long, it was no big deal. Right? Shouldn’t she forgive him his second of hesitation? Definitely not her finest moment. 

Eventually, he caught on and tilted his head like he was asking why she was there. So sorry for existing. Owner of the damn world, he didn’t have to be so cocky. She was where she was supposed to be; he was the one encroaching on her turf. And what the hell could she do about it? Bupkis. 

The father of her children bought the company that employed her, and she’d been oblivious. This was going to take some adjustment… and she’d have to call her lawyer before speaking to anyone about it. Her lips were sealed. Officially.

Ted approached JD’s other side and put an arm around him. The men shook hands again. Their current CEO said another few words. Ted thanked the room for their time and promised further information in due course, whatever that meant. Everyone was dismissed like her world hadn’t just rocked on its axis. 

Time to skate. When the first people stood, and the conversation level rose again, she leaped to her feet. No hanging around for her.

“I have to go,” she said, shuffling past Nichelle.

The other marketing employees happily gossiped, speculating on the direction of the company now that this savvy hotshot had bought them. 

Nichelle bent down to grab her own purse. “Wait, Rylee, I’ll walk out with you. Wait for me.”

At the end of the row, she didn’t even care that her hasty pushing pissed others off. Nichelle tried to follow, further irritating their loitering colleagues. Winning friends wasn’t on her priority list. If they wanted to be pissed off, they could be pissed off, let them crank up their blood pressures.

“It’s okay, Nichelle. I really have to go. I’m already late,” she said. “See you tomorrow.”

Hurrying out before the masses corked the bottleneck at the doors, she needed to escape in case JD thought to corner her. As far as she was concerned, he could keep his distance forever. 

Their rhythm worked for everyone, except him, apparently. Why did he screw with the status quo? The years hadn’t dampened his arrogance that was for sure. It might have been attractive when they met, now, it was just annoying.

Damnit, she didn’t like surprises. 


 

 

TWO

 

 

Dread over the unwelcome surprise chased her home and through dinner. At her kitchen island, chopping carrots into sticks, her mind kept working. What would JD’s next move be? Was this a game? What did he want?

The twins would like it if Daddy started working in town. How long would it last? His corporate MO: buy a company, spend some time shaping it, then move onto the next one, put an expiration date on her children’s happiness. Always expanding his portfolio, JD often spliced companies into parts, keeping some and selling others. For him, it was all about growth… at least that’s what his mother told her.

At some point, she’d have to talk to him. Damn. What would she say? Close though she was to Marjorie Dawes, his mother, she didn’t want to put the woman in the middle. His sister, Brenna, on the other hand… she’d put herself right smack in the middle and would dare anyone to move her. After the kids, her friendship with Brenna was the most important in her life. 

It had been anyway. How would that change with him in town?

He’d come in, mix things up, and then ride off into the sunset.

A storm front leaving carnage in its wake. And just like a storm, JD wouldn’t notice or care about collateral damage.

Going through the motions, preparing for the following day, her other eye was on her twins seated at the long dinner table to the left of the kitchen island.

“But, Mommy, I eated lots of it,” Kye complained. 

“You eated less than me,” Sky said. 

Her four-year-old twins poked at each other’s plates, comparing what remained of their dinner portions. Typical siblings, they each had a lot of love for the other and liked to show that by riling each other at every opportunity.

Switching to mommy mode, she cleared her mind. “Ate,” she said. “The word you’re both looking for is ‘ate.’ You’ll keep on eating until you can both say you ate it all.”

Someone knocked on the front door.

“Is that Grama?” Sky asked, bouncing up high on her knees, desperate to bolt from her chair. 

She raised a hand to stall her children, signaling they shouldn’t scurry to the door. 

“No,” she said, rinsing her hands and grabbing a towel. “You’ll see Grama tomorrow. It’s probably Auntie Brenna.”

Both kids deflated with disappointment. Hilarious. Grama would take their side on the finishing their dinner debate, Brenna wouldn’t. Their grandmother doted on her grandchildren. Their aunt enjoyed playing with people too much to give anyone an easy out.

Still smiling, she tossed the towel over her shoulder and went across the apartment to open the front door, expecting to see Brenna. 

Instead, JD stood on her threshold. “You have an employee file,” he said, which she guessed cleared up the question of how he’d got her address.

Astute, or arrogant, he answered the question before she’d asked it. Brenna and Marjorie had her address. If he’d gone through the employee files rather than asking his relatives, she’d bet that meant his family didn’t know he was in town. At least she wasn’t the only one blindsided.

Catching her breath, there wasn’t much time to gather her wits. “At Spotlight Solutions? Yes, I have an employee file. Know why? Because I work there. And this is not there. This is home, not work. What are you doing here?”

He skipped over the last question. “You work there,” he said, but it wasn’t really a question. Good, he was supposed to be smart, and they’d clarified her position of employment already. “I had no idea.”

Really? Sarcasm drawled through her brain. Spotlight Solutions was a prominent software firm. If he’d wanted something local, it would be the most attractive candidate for purchase. Not that she’d known it was for sale exactly. Given the company struggles, she’d bet he got it at a good price. 

He couldn’t have expected to buy Spotlight and keep it secret forever. It wasn’t like he’d taken an anonymous position in the mailroom; he would take over as CEO. The person at the top of the pyramid was usually the most recognizable. Had she thought of him as smart?

Somehow, it fell to her to point out the obvious. “We met at a software expo,” she said. “It never occurred to you that maybe I worked for a software company?”

JD looked almost baffled. “It never occurred to me to look.”

“Of course not.”

Speaking fast and matching his pace was a necessity. Talking before thinking things through was typical of them. Stubbornness, and their back-and-forth banter, had drawn them to each other in the first place. Old habits and all that.

They brought out a need in each other to get in the last word, to match each other quip for quip. Mature? No. It was what it was. Honestly, she hated how exciting baiting him could be and how easily she confused their repartee for having fun.

She was supposed to be mad at him, or at least demanding answers. Her heart rate kicking up was nothing more than an increase in adrenaline caused by him aggravating her. That was the reason. The only reason.

A little hand grabbed her knee and pulled at her until a tiny body squeezed around her leg.

“Mommy, I want to see,” Sky said, blinking upward. 

“You’re not supposed to—”

Sky squealed. “Daddy!”

JD bent to scoop her up. “Hello, Sproutette.”

Putting her arms around him, Sky glowed, then grabbed his face in both hands. “Did you be missing me?”

“Of course I missed you, sweetheart. You’re my angel.”

JD kissed the end of their daughter’s nose. Though she rolled her eyes and folded her arms, it was kind of cute to see them together. These interactions weren’t something she usually got to witness. 

“Did you come to see my bedroom?” Sky asked but didn’t wait for the inconvenience of an answer. “Mommy, Daddy wants to see my bedroom.”

The kids were his ticket to getting inside. Not that she was keeping him outside exactly, but he’d tickled her suspicion by avoiding the question of why he’d shown up. 

“No, he doesn’t,” she said and kept going before JD could correct her. “Daddy wants you to sit at the table with Kye to finish your dinner.” Sky blinked at her father, giving her mother the chance to glare at him. “Because Daddy would never dare undermine Mommy’s authority on something as important as feeding you.”

His smirk stayed on their daughter, though it was for her, not the little one. “What are you having for dinner, Sproutette?”

“Pasta,” Sky said, screwing up her face. 

He gasped. “Oh, wow! Pasta? I love pasta!” he said with more enthusiasm than he would if talking to an adult.

The act worked like a dream with Sky. 

The grumpy little one quickly reverted to her bubbling joy. “You want some of mines?”

Her kids might think they were smart, but watching out for their tricks was her full-time job. 

Still, Sky had seen her father; it would be unfair to keep him from Kye. Sky also wouldn’t give her parents peace, meaning she wouldn’t get to the bottom of why JD showed up until they appeased their daughter. 

Inevitable was inevitable. 

“Uh, no,” she said, entering the apartment, leaving the door open for JD to bring Sky inside. “If Daddy wants to eat with you, Mommy will fix him his own plate. You have to clear yours.”

The scrape of her son’s chair legs on the slate floor came before the front door even had a chance to close. 

“Daddy!” Kye called out.

In a few weeks, their babies would turn five. Their little bodies needed the help of booster seats to reach the table, but both were professionals at climbing up and down either to get up or to get away. 

Returning to her place on the other side of the kitchen island, she hung up the towel but faltered. The vision of JD standing at the foot of the dining table, holding both children, sent her mind back to the hospital on the day the kids were born. That was probably the last time she’d seen him holding them both together. Babies then, both considerably smaller, JD didn’t make it look any more difficult now than it had all those years ago.

Shaking off the moment of sentiment, she cleared her throat. What had she been doing before he showed up to disrupt their lives? 

“You had to come at dinnertime when I’m trying to get them both to eat, didn’t you?”

Their inability to give each other a break was mutual. She didn’t expect him to prostrate himself, and he didn’t disappoint.

Haughty, JD was unapologetic. “That’s why Daddy’s here, to help you eat dinner,” he said, moseying up the length of the table. 

Putting each of the kids back in their chairs, he pushed them in at their places, then kept going to seat himself at the head of the table, in pride of place. 

Typical that he should take the most eminent position in the room without invitation. 

“Comfortable?” she asked, propping a hand on her hip. 

JD tossed her a quick, impudent wink, then leaned toward the kids who were poking at their food again. “Is it good, buddy?”

“It was,” Kye grumbled.

Sighing, if JD wanted the responsibility of getting them to eat, she wouldn’t take it away from him. 

“Kye spent so much time irritating his sister that I think it’s almost cold,” she said, returning to her chopping. “But they have to finish it.”

“Can Daddy have some?” Sky asked.

Trust her children to take advantage of every situation, just like their father. The twins were wily. Whatever her daughter’s ultimate goal, she’d guess it had something to do with a particular movie. 

“You know how busy Daddy is,” she said. “He doesn’t want to eat dinner here. He probably has other places to be.”

“Not tonight.” When she scowled at him, JD just bobbed his brows. “I’d love some pasta… thank you.”

The food would still be warm. Going to the pot on the stove, she scooped a meager portion into a bowl and took it to him with a fork, dumping it onto the table.

“This is all quite domesticated, isn’t it?” JD said, wearing a smile as he picked up the fork. “Civilized.”

Oh, he was so proud of himself and loving every minute. 

“It’s novel for you,” she said. “The rest of us call it life.”

He popped a piece of pasta between his lips and surprised her by closing his eyes on a groan of bliss. “Oh my God, this is incredible,” he said, forking up more to fill his mouth.

The pasta wasn’t that good. She never worried about poisoning her kids, but her cooking skills weren’t exactly of the highest order. The food she made was edible, though not as edible as their grandmother’s, as she’d been told, many times, without subtlety. Four-year-olds were rarely subtle.

But he wasn’t mocking her. It was a ploy. JD wasn’t ignorant of the sway he had with their children and was using that influence for her benefit. Their twins idolized their father. Utterly idolized him. There was no other word for it. He could do no wrong.

So although she sighed at his melodramatic reaction to the meal, inside, she was grateful. Their beautiful babies gazed at their father, eyes wide in wonder as he gobbled up the pasta like it was the most incredible thing he’d ever tasted. 

She hid a smile. 

“You two better hurry…” JD said, his mouth full, “or I’ll be moving on to yours next.” 

So uncouth for a man known for his manners. It took all her energy not to laugh when both kids suddenly copied their father’s exuberance for the pasta. He glanced over his shoulder and winked at her again.

Okay, so that got a small smile, but she shook her head too. “Wow, look at you three go. I must be in the wrong trade,” she said. “I should open my own five-star restaurant.”

“Maybe you should,” JD said. 

He’d done what was needed, the kids were eating. He slowed until they weren’t looking anymore and tried to rise from his chair. 


 

 

THREE

 

 

Their daughter was faster than him.

Sky leaped to her knees on her seat and grabbed JD’s wrist before he could stand up. “Daddy!”

Lowering back into his seat, the caught JD surrendered to his fate. “Yes, Sproutette?” he asked, opening his mouth to pop the ear Sky had attempted to deafen.

Their daughter was arranging her remaining pasta into a row, not letting any pieces touch, and then eating them in order. “Are mermaids good?”

“Are mermaids good?” JD asked and glanced at her for direction; she gave a discreet nod. “Uh, yes, Sproutette. Mermaids are excellent. I love mermaids.”

Kye blew a raspberry. 

“Kye,” Rylee warned. “We don’t mock each other’s interests. Your sister doesn’t make fun of your mural, does she?”

Each of the children had chosen murals for their bedroom walls based on things they loved. 

“Mermaids are for girls,” Kye said.

JD’s head tilted. What was he thinking about? His children’s reactions to each other or the seashell bikinis? 

It was left to her to play parent. “If Daddy likes mermaids, that should be proof enough for you, son, that mermaids are not only for girls. Daddy’s not a girl, is he?” Perfect opportunity to have a little fun. “I tell you what, sweetpea,” she said. “If everyone clears their plates, Daddy will watch all The Little Mermaid with you, Sky. How does that sound?”

Her daughter gasped, glittering with excitement. “Really, Daddy? In my bedroom? You’ll watch the mermaids?”

JD took his turn to glare at her, but she just plastered a grin on her face. She always wished he’d spend more quality time with the kids and wouldn’t snub the opportunity to encourage him. 

“He’ll watch the mermaids,” she said, blinking at him with innocence. “You did say you were free tonight, right? And you want to embrace your daughter’s passions.”

“Maybe I could take Kye to the park, toss the ball around and—”

“It’s too late for that,” she said. “Kye will watch the movie with you.”

Though her son would bluster and gripe, it wasn’t such a hardship for the little guy. He sang the songs and quoted the dialogue just as well, if not better, than Sky. Whenever she noticed him singing along, she’d never point it out or make him self-conscious, it was too sweet to interrupt. 

Seeing their children happy and enjoying themselves was the greatest pleasure for any parent. As it should be for JD too. He’d stood up to presidents, met monarchs, and been locked in merciless negotiations with some of the most ruthless executives. He’d face any of those situations and come out on top. Yet thinking about watching animated movies with a pair of four-year-olds made him tug at his collar.

Rinsing her hands, she dried them again and went to stand next to where he was sitting, facing him. 

Propping her ass against the table, she bent over to loosen his tie. “The Great Mr. Jamison Dawes,” she murmured. Sliding the tie free of his collar to toss it over her shoulder, she unfastened the top two buttons of his shirt. “Afraid of bedtime?”

“Me? Afraid? No, I’m not afraid. I do this all the time.”

Had he forgotten how well she knew her children and their routines? All their routines, even those that didn’t happen under her roof. 

“Your mom doesn’t let them watch movies at bedtime. Usually, I don’t either, but since you’re here, I’ll allow you to rebel with them.” She leaned forward to whisper. “I won’t tell your momma, I promise.”

Sky climbed off her chair, drawing the parents’ attention from each other. Their little one reached up to take her empty plate from the table and went past them into the kitchen to put it into the open dishwasher. Amazing.

“Can we have popcorn, Mommy?” she asked.

So much for their little bellies being full. 

“Yes,” she said, going to her daughter to crouch to her level and kiss her. “Sky, sweetpea, you’re a good girl for putting your plate away. Are you trying to impress Daddy?”

“Daddy need to know the plate washer,” Sky said, touching Rylee’s hair. Her tresses always fascinated her daughter. “He didn’t know.”

“And Daddy will need to know where it is, so he can put his dirty bowl in the dishwasher, that’s true. Good thinking, Sky,” she said. Standing to smile at him, she ran a hand down their daughter’s hair. “When was the last time Daddy did any kind of chore?”

JD didn’t answer and probably didn’t appreciate her smirk, though he didn’t let it show. Funny how they kept locking eyes in a battle to maintain their poker faces in front of their children. 

“Grama makes him,” Kye said. 

Ha! She snorted a laugh. “Your mom?” she asked. “Your momma makes you do chores? Oh, and I thought I couldn’t love that woman more.”

“I’m housebroken, Ry,” JD said, rising to take his empty bowl to the dishwasher.

She twirled a strand of Sky’s hair around her finger. “I wouldn’t know.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” he said, meeting her body with his as she turned toward him. Their little one’s soft hair drifted from her digit. Up close to JD was just an extension of the staring. Neither would break and back away. “I’m surprised, it’s a turn on to hear you call me Daddy. Where are we on that fetish these days?”

If he thought flirting or talking sex would rattle her, he’d misjudged his audience. “That’s what you are to my babies,” she stated. “That’s why I call you it.”

“You gave birth to my children,” he said. “That’s why it’s a turn on.”

Much as she’d love to push this to its limit just to triumph, and she would triumph, she chose to be critical instead. 

“Said babies are in the room, JD. One day you should read a book about responsible parenting. You get them on audio now, so you don’t have to tax yourself. Do you talk like this when your mom’s around?”

He smiled. Sky’s little fingers moved into her hand and JD’s at the same time. Their daughter swung each parent’s arm. 

“What’s a turn on?” Sky asked. 

Her lips curled in triumphant satisfaction. “Daddy will explain it to you, sweetpea. Why don’t you get the movie set up and Daddy will bring the popcorn?”

Sky kissed each of their hands and then spun around to run to her room. 

“I’ll explain it?”

“Just be happy she didn’t pick up on ‘fetish.’ By the time you go through with the popcorn, she’ll have forgotten about it. She will have a list of a thousand things to tell you in her room. Be careful what you say around them.”

“Usually I’m worried about what I say in front of my mom, so I don’t have to worry about them.” 

She retrieved the popcorn and put it in the microwave to cook. “She’ll love showing you her room,” she said. “The mural isn’t fully painted, but the outline is there.”

“They both have murals? If the guy’s slacking, I’ll call him and—”

She laughed and went over to bag the carrot sticks in individual portions. “I’m doing it myself,” she said, taking the baggies across to the other side of the room. 

“Momma, I don’t want the carrots!” Kye whined when he saw her putting them in the fridge. 

“I know, baby. Sky likes carrots. Mommy made apple snacks for you and you’ll both share the grapes.”

“I like the grapes.”

“So does Sky,” she said, going back toward the island. “You have to share. Besides, why are you whining about tomorrow’s snack when you haven’t even finished dinner? Sky’s all done, and you’re still at the table, little prince.”

“Daddy sat with Sky,” Kye whimpered. 

She prodded JD in the ribs. “Go sit with your boy.”

“We have to talk about work,” he murmured. 

Stepping back, she met his eye, landing a scowl of disapproval on him. “That’s why you came here? Work? Not to see your children?”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re judging me.”

“Always,” she said and prodded him again. Judging? Yes. Surprised? No. JD was the way he was. That was that. Getting upset or starting a fight wouldn’t change anything. With most people, JD got away with a lot. Money did that. While she wouldn’t necessarily start a war with him, she would never be one of those sycophants. If she was unhappy or questioning, she wouldn’t hesitate to let him know. “Help Kye finish so he can watch the movie with you. Otherwise we’ll be here all night.”

“Will you be watching with us?”

Laughing, she moved the last of the daycare snacks to the fridge. “No, I have a ball-buster of a boss. I have work to do.”

He propped himself on the counter beside her. “Want me to talk to him?”

She rearranged a few things in the fridge. “Ha! Yeah, right.”

“Daddy!” Sky shouted from her room.

“We don’t shout, Sky!” she called, closing the fridge to lean back and yell toward the mouth of the hallway beyond the end of the table. “Daddy is helping Kye with his food. They’ll come to your room when he’s done.”

“I’m done,” Kye said, pouncing out of his chair. “Let’s go, Daddy.”

“Uh, if your sister can do her plate, you can too. Come on,” she said and went to take the popcorn from the microwave to put it in a bowl. 

Kye put his plate away. “I pick the next one.” 

Smiling at their son, she bent to kiss his head. “Of course, little prince.” Straightening to take her amusement to JD, she handed him the popcorn. “Enjoy, Daddy. Between the two of them, they have almost every kid’s movie ever released. You’re in for a treat.”

Kye took his daddy’s hand to lead him toward Sky’s room. JD looked back as though seeking escape, but he was only playing. 

She’d known how her children felt about that man all their lives, while she’d spent most of that time judging him for his lack of involvement. 

Her family had a routine. Her family and his. Why had JD suddenly decided he wanted to be a new cog in a machine that didn’t need any spare parts? Their lives had been working just fine without him for years. Why was he choosing now to mix it up?

 

***

 

Noise from the movie quickly faded into the background as she got lost in her sketches.

She needed to pee and—eleven p.m. With an inhaled shriek, she leaped from her desk to dart through the apartment into Sky’s bedroom and came to an abrupt stop.

JD was asleep on Sky’s bed with their drooling daughter sprawled on his chest. Kye was tucked under his father’s arm, against his side, as dead to the world as the other two. 

Her heart slowed as it swelled. They were adorable. There was love there; she could feel it thick in the air. She’d never seen this, had never seen her children share such an intimate moment with their father. 

Maybe JD wasn’t playing and had been telling the truth when he said bedtime was familiar. Though, from what she’d been told, he only showed up for half his scheduled visits, and his mother dealt with most of the parenting during that time. The children didn’t mind because they had a great time with his family.

Could be this was their ritual in the times he did show up. Not knowing something about her kids’ lives was disconcerting, but she’d always been happy with her and JD’s limited contact. She never saw him, it never occurred to her to want to, yet there he was, sleeping in their daughter’s bed with their babies in his arms. 

Shirking the ridiculous sentimentality, she crept over to the TV and turned the movie off. When the light from the screen faded, the nightlight came on automatically.

Retreating without making a sound, she took JD’s crumpled jacket from Sky’s armchair and backed out of the room slowly, closing the door behind her. It didn’t usually get closed, but she trusted JD to deal with the kids if they woke up afraid. 

He’d come to talk work, and she’d roped him into being Dad for the night. If nothing else, he’d have learned his lesson about randomly showing up at her apartment. Kids had a way of hijacking anyone’s agendas; her children were particularly good at it. There were times, like that night, she didn’t mind giving them a helping hand. Maybe they didn’t get all their wiles from their father.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

Chores waited for no one. With her schedule full at work, early morning was the best time to get things done. After her workout, she did a load of laundry. A second tumbled in the dryer while she updated her accounts spreadsheets.

Breakfast took no time at all to rustle up, though it lacked the required diners. The trio in Sky’s bed stayed sleeping even after she turned up the radio and set the table. 

The scent of bacon drifting down the hallway to the bedroom did its job and roused the first sign of life.

Kye appeared, bleary-eyed, yawning. “Momma,” he mumbled. 

Her gorgeous boy was always cuddly when he was sleepy. Going over to scoop him up, she tucked his face against her neck and returned to the kitchen to tidy up. Murmuring the words of a song she’d sung to them since they were babies, Sky’s shrieking laughter interrupted the chorus. 

Turning around, JD emerged from the end of the hallway holding Sky on his back with one arm while he tickled her. 

Kye lifted his head and wriggled from her arms; Sky leaped from her father’s. The pair raced each other to the table, trying to get first pick of the food she’d laid out. 

JD scrubbed both hands back and forth through his hair. “You didn’t wake me,” he said, his voice gruff. “Is my jacket around?”

“Yes,” she said and nodded toward the hooks by the front door. 

He went over to dip his hands in each of the pockets. She carried juice in a pitcher to the table. Both kids drank from their cups and were disappointed to taste milk. 

“I want juice,” Kye said. 

“The juice is for Daddy,” she said and put a hand on the back of the same chair JD had sat in last night. “Join us for breakfast, Daddy.”

Jacket in hand, he returned to them. “My phone isn’t here.”

“That’s what happens in a house with four-year-olds,” she said. “Things go walkabout.”

Narrowing his eyes, he wasn’t buying the innocent explanation. “Except the kids were with me.” 

She bent over the table to pick up his plate, filling it with bacon and pancakes. “Your children eat breakfast like it’s the only meal they get in a day. If you don’t eat fast, you don’t eat.”

“Daddy, do you like bacon?” Sky asked. 

After putting JD’s plate down at his place, she went around to help Sky cut her pancakes with the little one’s plastic flatware. 

“I hope so,” Rylee said. “Or Kye will have a sore tummy from all the leftovers he’ll have to eat.” She glanced up at JD. “Kye’s addicted to bacon. That’s why we limit his exposure.”

“I get bacon ‘cause Daddy’s here,” Kye said, picking up a piece of bacon with his fingers.

“Yes, you do,” she said and went around her daughter to get to her son. “Use your knife and fork, baby.”

Whether he’d heard or was too preoccupied, JD didn’t respond to the table conversation.

Something else bothered him. “My phone, Ry?”

Hmm, being out of contact with the world brought out his prickly side. Interesting to know. 

“No alarm went off,” she said, continuing her mommy duties. She wasn’t going to drop everything for him when the kids needed help. “If I’d heard it make a noise, I would have woken you.”

“The hotel calls my room to wake me up, that’s my alarm. I should’ve been up hours ago.”

After cutting up Kye’s food and putting his fork in his hand, she licked her fingers.

JD sat at the head of the table. 

“Well, this isn’t a hotel, JD.”

“Grama wakes Daddy ups,” Sky said. “Like momma wakeses me.”

JD picked up Sky’s little hand and bowed to kiss it. “Daddy’s not staying with Grama.”

That piqued her curiosity… and her concern. 

“Why not?” she asked, pouring juice for JD. “She didn’t say anything about a falling out.”

Examining the spread for the first time, JD got interested. “It’s nothing that dramatic. I just haven’t gotten around to looking at apartments yet and she only has two bedrooms. Usually, I sleep in the den when I’m there with the kids. I keep saying I’ll buy her a new place, but she doesn’t like to move.”

“I know that, and she likes her neighbors too. Your mom has a community around her that she loves,” she said, trying to figure out the situation. Why would he want to look at apartments if he wasn’t buying one for his mom? “Why would…? Wait, does that mean you’re staying?”

Sky cheered. “Yay! Daddy, live with us!”

“Daddy, stay here!” Kye exclaimed, sitting up fast.

“Oh no, honey,” she said. “I meant in the city, not in our apartment.” Wouldn’t that be a hilarious recipe for disaster? “Daddy doesn’t want to stay here.”

Except… interest lit his expression. “It’s not a bad idea.”

“JD,” she objected, filled with dread. 

But he didn’t get it, or at least he played dumb. “What? You have an extra bedroom, and I can pay my way. It will just be for a few weeks ‘til I find a permanent base… I can help with the kids.”

As he smiled at their excited faces, she stood stunned. Was this really happening? In front of their kids and… She and JD had a one-night stand, not a relationship. They’d never lived together. As of yesterday, they didn’t even have to look at each other at all. Now he was suggesting exposure therapy or something?

Not a good idea.

“Daddy can have my unicorn pillow,” Sky said, moving her plate to push some of her bacon onto her father’s. 

Judging by the angle of his fork, JD intended to push it back. With a quiet cough, she drew his attention to her shaking head. Sky said she liked bacon because Kye loved it so much. Their daughter admired her brother more than she let on. But the little one wasn’t actually that wild about it, she preferred the pancakes. 

Her son was busy shoveling bacon into his mouth. “Daddy can share my room.” 

“Daddy can have his own room,” she said.

Shit, did that sound like…? 

“Great!” Had she just invited him to stay? “I’ll have the hotel send over my things later,” he said and picked up a piece of bacon. “You guys want to go to the movies today?”

“Yeah!”

“You want to spend the day with them?” she asked. “I’ll have to call the daycare and—”

“Oh no, I can’t take them myself. I can have an assistant…” Glaring, she spun to stalk to the kitchen. Breathe through the irritation, count to ten before reacting with outrage. Didn’t matter, he’d got the message. “What?”

“They don’t want to spend the day with a random assistant. They want to spend the day with their father.”

“I have to work,” he said. “Daddy has to bring home the bacon.”

“I love bacon,” Kye said. “Daddy like bacon?”

“He does,” JD said. 

“Mommy brings home bacon too,” she said, packing their daycare snacks and drinks. 

“Mommy doesn’t have to. Daddy offered ten times as much child support as she accepted.”

Oh, he was hitting all the wrong markers. “Mommy enjoys working,” she said. They were heading into passive aggressive territory. 

“And Daddy has to work on buying himself an apartment before he drives Mommy mad… Maybe you could use that extra money to speed up the sale.”

“You want to come apartment hunting with me?”

“I do!” Sky exclaimed. “Can I have a bedroom?”

“Of course, Little Sproutette,” he said. “You can have your own living room too. Your own pool, anything you want.”

Sky pushed some pancake into her mouth, too much pancake. Didn’t slow their lovely down though. “Can I have a unicorn?”

She laughed and finished packing the snacks. “See, this is why we don’t spoil our babies,” she said. “Grama wouldn’t appreciate you segregating them. If you give them their own suites, you’ll never see them, and they need supervision.”

“We’ll get somewhere open plan,” he said. “Right, guys? And Grama will come stay when you’re over.”

God forbid he be alone with his babies. Despite the irritation, what she felt wasn’t anger, it was closer to pity. He’d never fully embrace how incredible their children were as individuals if he didn’t immerse himself in quality time with them. Although, she had to admit, last night was a good start.

Kye reached for more bacon. 

She flipped around and held up a hand. “Ah, ah! Kye!”

JD intercepted the dish to pull it from Kye’s reach. “I think you’ve had enough, buddy.”

“It’s time to wash up,” she said, carrying the daycare bag over to hang it on the hook by the front door. “Mommy will clean up breakfast. Show Daddy where your bathroom is and he’ll help you.”

Sky took his hand to tug him from the table. 

“Daddy doesn’t know how to—”

“They’ll show you,” she said to what might have been mild panic. “Don’t let them drown or get scalded. Just be an adult, JD.” The trio disappeared down the hall. “Everyone, brush your teeth!”

Hoping they’d get along okay, the extra half hour she’d allowed should be enough, even if JD took his time with them. It would be a baptism of fire, but she wasn’t Grama and wouldn’t swoop in to save him. Unless she smelled smoke or saw blood, she was staying out of there. If he wanted to move in and be Daddy for a while, that was exactly what she’d expect of him. 

 

***

 

Forty minutes went by and still she waited for them to emerge. What were they doing in there? Something that wrought lots of movement and hilarity. The bathroom door had opened a while ago and she’d thought they were done and ready. Before she’d got there, little footsteps disappeared back into the room and the door closed again. 

Checking her watch, worry rose. Time was getting tighter by the second. 
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