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Dedication






When those we love disappoint us, we can stay trapped inside the hurt, or free ourselves through forgiveness. 

Daycare Dad is dedicated to everyone who has experienced heartbreak, yet still chooses to risk their heart again.
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Daycare Dad




When Lizette Winters' twin brothers beg her to hire their friend at her daycare, she reluctantly agrees. The only catch is that Shomari Marsh’s life is in disarray. On the plus side, his offer to prepare a proposal she urgently needs to expand her facility is a blessing she didn’t see coming. What Lizette does see, no matter how hard she tries to look away, is the spark of something magical between them. 

Reeling from a painful loss and desperate to rebuild after losing everything, Shomari is focused on being the steady, loving father his little girl deserves. But just when he believes he might be worthy of a woman as extraordinary as Lizette, a heartbreaking revelation unravels everything.

As holiday lights glow and second chances beckon, can Shomari trust in the love that’s taken him by surprise, or let the shadows of the past keep him from embracing the future they can have together?Perfect for fans of sweet romance and heartwarming holiday reads, Daycare Dad shows how life changes when we find the courage to move beyond heartache and love again.








  
  
Chapter 1




Ashriek and a poke to the back woke Shomari. 

“You can’t stay here,” a commanding voice ordered. 

He rolled over, forgetting he was in a hammock, and crashed to the floorboards. The red-eye flight hadn’t done him any justice, and he arrived too late, or rather, too early in the new day to disturb his hosts. The hammock had been an inviting temptation he couldn’t ignore, so he’d planned to crash there until morning or when someone showed up—whichever happened first.

He stumbled to his feet, yawning and clearing the sleep from his eyes. “I’m sorry.” 

The woman holding the offending umbrella that stuck him resembled the Winters twins, but was much smaller. She’d twisted her plaited hair together into a ponytail at the top of her head. Now, her plump lips pulled into a pucker. The umbrella wavered, as if she wasn’t sure whether she’d need it to prod him again. He’d be wary, too, if he found a stranger occupying space at any of his relatives’ homes. All his senses went on high alert when she raised her arm.   

“Lizette?” Her name erupted from his lips in a low rush. 

Eyes narrowed, she raised her chin. “Why do you know my name?”

The mixture of fear and slight contempt in her tone irritated him. Didn’t she know he was supposed to be here? Then again, considering Zack’s absentmindedness when he was deep in a project, maybe not.

She angled her head sideways, peering at him. Then her eyes widened. 

“Zack.”

They said his name simultaneously. 

“I’m sorry.” Shomari ran one hand over his hair and stepped back, knowing his size—compared with hers—might account for the anxiety flowing off her. “I should have arrived yesterday afternoon, but my flight was delayed.”

Dawn hadn’t yet made an appearance, so he wondered why Lizette had arrived this early. As if she read his mind, she said, “I thought you were coming on Friday.”

He rubbed his jaw and held in a sigh. So much had changed in his world during the past weeks, but now wasn’t the time to think about how and why he was in this situation, not of his own making. 

Shrugging, he offered, “Change in plans. But it is Thursday.”

“And I was supposed to get this place ready for you. Lord, this isn’t good.” Lizette reached for the tiny leather bag slanted across her body, then stopped with one hand halfway inside. “How do I know you’re who you say you are?”

He chuckled and folded both arms. “I don’t recall telling you who I am.”

After whipping out a phone, swiping the screen, and peering at it, Lizette thrust it in his face. “This is good enough for me. Shomari.”

Instinctively, he retreated, but gripped her wrist to see the screen. Either Zack or Eli had sent her a photo of the three of them together. He remembered the shot from last summer’s meet-up. Here he was, struggling a year later. 

A slight tug forced his gaze to settle on Lizette. Her eyes had popped wide again, and a flush darkened her smooth skin. When she bit her bottom lip, he released his hold and sucked in a breath. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to manhandle you.”

She nodded and tried to get past him, but he shifted in the same direction. Then they moved to the other side. When they slid to the right in tandem the third time, Lizette rolled her eyes.

“Let me get out of your way,” he said and eased out of reach. 

Lizette was uncomfortable with him touching her, and he didn’t want to make the situation worse, especially since he stood between her and the house where he was supposed to be staying. 

Once more, she dipped into the bag. This time, she pulled out a set of keys. Pointing to his luggage, she said, “You can bring everything inside.”

The moment she unlocked the door, a sudden urge to empty his bladder overtook Shomari, and he asked, “Uh, may I use the bathroom?”

Lizette inclined her head toward the passage on the left. “First door on the right.”

“Thanks.”

He did his business in a tight space clearly meant for visitors, then washed his hands and face and dabbed them dry with facial tissue. In the mirror, his shoulders rose and fell while he rubbed his beard and avoided his gaze. He had no business in the Winters’ house and had to deal with that pressing issue. 

One thing at a time. 

Lizette wasn’t in the living room, but he heard her sneakers in the distance. He sat to wait until she finished whatever she was doing, and pulled out his phone when it buzzed. 

Now what? Only one person, make that two, would be texting him at this hour of the morning: Christy or his mother. The message was from his ex-partner, the mother of his daughter.

Can you watch Natanya on Saturday?

Shomari massaged his forehead, counted to five, then typed, How am I supposed to keep her when I don’t have a place to stay?

Her response came in an instant. I’m sure you won’t have to sleep on the street. 

Yeah, no thanks to you, he thought.

Why can’t you stay with her? What about your mother? 

He watched the three dots on the screen until her response appeared. She and Ingrid will be out of town for the weekend. 

Ingrid was Christy’s sister.

The back of his neck tightened in sync with his chest as he typed, I can’t commit. 

Her response was quick. This is your daughter. 

“I’m well aware of that,” he grumbled while sending another message.  

So, you’ll pick her up on Saturday morning?

As if she were a package. Wanting to use words that would make a sailor cringe, Shomari stabbed the screen as he typed, I’ll see what I can do.

The cable knit sweater he wore shot his temperature into the stratosphere, and he wanted to drag it over his head, but couldn’t. Not with Lizette still in the house. A reluctant smile pulled at his lips as he pictured her reaction to finding him half-naked in the living room. His amusement faded, and he rose to pace in front of the sofa, then checked the phone when it pinged. 

You have to do better than that. 

Christy’s tone grated on his nerves, and he shot off another message. What would u have done if I weren’t on the island? 

Mere seconds passed before she texted back. That’s none of ur business. 

This was what irritated him. Always. Their inability to communicate without insults being thrown on either side. Everything had been good until he discovered she’d been playing him, and his world collapsed.

Lizette’s footsteps slowed his movements, and he sank onto the nearest sofa, pinching the bridge of his nose. 

“Is something wrong?” she asked, stopping a foot away. 

“Nothing you can help with, thanks.”

He noticed she’d lost the umbrella, which he counted as a good thing in what was turning out to be another crappy day. 

One of her eyebrows arched higher, but she said nothing. 

He wanted to apologize for his terse words, but didn’t have it in him to make nice when his life was in disarray. Nothing he was going through had anything to do with her. Christy, though, could make him lose his cool without trying. Aside from this caper with Natanya, she was the reason he didn’t have a place to lay his head. That, he’d deal with later. For now, he needed rest. 

Afterward, he’d figure out how to navigate coming home to Kingston, Jamaica, with no housing or money to his name, other than what was in his current account and what he’d invested. Those funds were locked in, and he’d lose big time if he cashed in on them.

Standing taller, Lizette drew his attention back to her. 

“I’m sorry I can’t assist you, but I sure hope you can help me fix the issue in the room where you’re supposed to sleep.” 

Her request wasn’t exactly rude, but her tone was not pleasant either, which made him pause. 

Since he was the one who’d soured the air between them, he offered a weak smile. Raising one hand, he waved in a sweeping gesture. “Ladies first. Let’s see what’s what.”

She swept past him, leaving the scent of almonds, peaches, and something citrusy. The subtle aroma forced him to inhale deeply. He swallowed hard and averted his gaze from her swaying hips. He’d be courting disaster to think about Lizette as anything more than his friends’ baby sister. 

Inside the bedroom, she moved to the window and pulled aside the curtain. “There. I shoved it too hard and wrecked the handle.”

He moved in close to examine the damage. When he looked up, Lizette hovered so close, her scent surrounded him. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’ll need a screwdriver to fix this.”

“Awesome.” Her smile was brilliant, as though he’d given her a valuable gift. 

“Don’t go anywhere.” She backed away. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Hey, wait.” He ran his fingers on the edge of the wood. “I may need a few more items.”

“So, follow me.”

He went with her to the other side of the house, where she opened a door and flicked the light switch. The small room was lined with tools and machinery of all shapes and sizes. 

“There’s a tool pan somewhere around here,” she said, more to herself than him. 

“Let me help you look.”

After a couple of minutes, he found it near the back of the room on a low shelf. When he straightened and turned, Lizette stood inches away, but too close for comfort in the compact space.

“Sorry. Let me get out of your way.” She bumped her foot against a portable vacuum on the floor. “I’m never this clumsy.”

“Careful.” He reached out to help her, but changed his mind when she steadied herself. “You okay?” he asked.

“I-I’m fine.” She hurried out of the room faster than she’d entered, leaving him to stare after her.








  
  
Chapter 2




“This is awkward.” Lizette’s smile faded and turned into a grimace she hoped wasn’t obvious to the man across the desk. 

“Tell me about it.” Shomari wore the same pained expression, which somehow offended her. 

She pulled in a lung-filling breath and picked up his résumé off the desk. He was overqualified for the position she was offering, but in that moment, he was giving terrible-twos toddler vibes. 

Since yesterday, when he helped her repair the bedroom window, he’d turned into someone else. She noticed the shift when she walked back into the living room and found him glaring at his phone. 

Shomari opened the tool pan they brought out from the storage room, wielded a set of screwdrivers like an expert, and relieved her fears of being accused of vandalizing Eli and Zack’s house. If the damage were permanent, they wouldn’t have let her forget it. Her brothers could be merciless when it came to teasing her. 

She left him to unpack and moved on to neaten the rest of the house. After she finished tidying up, she checked the refrigerator and the cupboards to see if Shomari had enough food to carry him through the weekend. She decided he’d been fine and left him to settle in, but curiosity kept her thoughts wandering back to him. Her brothers hadn’t mentioned him more than a few times before, so his sudden appearance had her antenna searching for information. 

Overnight, Zack emailed and asked her to consider hiring Shomari since she had an opening. Rosie, one of her employees, was off on maternity leave for three months. He’d fit in perfectly, since she’d been toying with adding information technology to their syllabus. Neither of her two brothers had time to help her provide that additional subject. 

Wintertime was a daycare facility, but the range of activities and the care provided were the reasons for its waiting list. That combination fueled the expansion she’d set her heart on achieving. 

Shomari’s gaze strayed to the cartoon characters on the walls, and a slight smile softened his features. 

“You like?”

He nodded and returned his focus to her. “I bet the kids love it, too. It gives Wintertime a distinctive atmosphere.”

“That’s part of the reason our children are happy here.” She flicked the sheet she held with one finger. “How long do you anticipate being at Wintertime, if I give you this job?”

“I won’t lie to you. It’s likely I won’t stick around if I find something else.” He opened both hands, which were large and had clean nails. “I didn’t spend years learning about computers and technology to end up in a daycare.”

There’s nothing wrong with a little humility, since you don’t have a pot to pee in. 

Although she didn’t say the words, she was sure he read her thoughts. His smile disappeared, and his gaze hardened as she laid the papers inside the file jacket and forced a smile. “Life sometimes puts us in places we don’t fit. The important thing is working your way out.” She tipped her head to one side. “With some style and a little grace, I might add.”

A reddish tide flooded his yellow-brown skin. Shomari worked his jaw and swallowed, then lowered his head. A tide of emotions crossed his face, and when his chin lifted, he wore a blank expression, and the color ebbed from his cheeks and neck.

She wanted to apologize, but shuffled the already neat papers instead. Her intent wasn’t to embarrass him, but he needed a reality check. Especially if he’d be in this environment. Maybe he wasn’t right for the job, despite what Zack said—too much testosterone and pride. Even if Zack wanted to do a favor for a friend, she was running a business, not a daycare for rescues who didn’t have a grateful bone in their body. The thought filled her with shame, and she shot a glance at him, as if he could hear her thoughts. 

Praying for the right words, she sat back and laid both hands on the desk. “Let’s start over. I don’t know your specific circumstances, but I’m willing to assist if this job is what you need. And you’ll be helping me out, too, so we’ll be even.”

“Thank you. I suppose that works.” He paused, then shifted in the seat. “And for the record, I’m grateful, even—”

A tap at the door interrupted him. 

Lizette held up a finger and called, “Come in.”

“G’morning, Auntie, and you too, Mister.” Luca, one of the older children, poked his head inside. Cheerful Christmas music followed him into the room on the airwaves. “Is Uncle Zack back as yet?”

“Hey, Luca. Wasn’t it yesterday that I reminded you he’d be back in a week or two?”

“I was checking, just in case. Mommy told me, too, but I miss my computer time.”

Turning her attention to Shomari, Lizette explained, “Zack comes in a couple of days each week and does some lessons with the children.”

“Nice. I bet they like it.”

“Thanks. Correction, the kids love it. If you join the team, we can step that up.”

Luca stood next to Shomari and asked, “Does that mean you know about computers, too?”

Shomari nodded once. “I went to college with Uncle Zack.”

With one arm propped on his side, Luca announced, “That must have been a long time ago.”

Shomari chuckled. A rich and pleasant sound that drew another smile from Lizette. 

“It’s been a while, but I’m sure I can teach you a thing or two.”

“That sounds awesome.” Luca’s pitch was loud enough to penetrate the entire building. 

With a smile added to soften her next words, Lizette said, “If you don’t mind, Uncle and I have business to discuss, so I’ll see you in a bit. Is that okay?”

Luca bobbed his head and ran out of the room, leaving them with Donny Hathaway’s mellow rendition of This Christmas.

“Remember to close the door.”

He returned and pulled the handle. “Sorry.”

When they had the room to themselves, Lizette straightened in the seat. “Now, about compensation. Here’s what I can offer …” 

She’d considered what to pay him, given the scale on which she compensated her employees, and knowing she couldn’t offer him less than he was worth. It wasn’t in her nature to take advantage, but at the same time, she didn’t want to be overly generous. Especially with someone who planned to be out the door the minute he found another gig he liked better. 

The phone on the desk beeped, and she glanced at it when Shomari responded. She raised one finger to stop him and picked up the cellular. “Sorry about this. Once sec.”

She swiped the screen and read the message. Marion Worms, the consultant scheduled to discuss Wintertime's expansion plans with her, was unable to attend the meeting. The sigh Lizette released came from the depths of her soul. She’d been on this road for what felt like forever, but the journey began only four months ago. 

“What’s wrong?” Shomari asked, snapping her back to their reality. 

Nothing you can help to fix. She held back the words, remembering he’d said almost the same thing and how she felt. “Something I can deal with later. Now back to our discussion.”

“Yes, I’d be—”

His phone buzzed, and Lizette frowned. 

Shomari looked down, then said, “Sorry. I thought I’d turned it off.”

“No worries. You were saying?”

The phone she couldn’t see pulsed again, and his gaze shifted. 

“Yes, I’d be happy to …”

He chanced a look at the phone again, and she kept her tone light when she said, “Either answer or turn it off, okay?”

Massaging his forehead with one hand, Shomari said, “I’m sorry.”

He picked up the cell and scanned the screen. His eyes went wide, and he shot to his feet, which jolted her heart. She placed a hand over the logo on her chest as she watched him, hoping he hadn’t received bad news. 

Sliding the phone into his pocket, Shomari spoke over his shoulder. “I have to go.” 

Surely, she was in the middle of a dream, because this could not be her reality. How on earth could they finalize his employment with him running off to do only the Lord knew what? She frowned at the door, which had shut behind him. It jerked open again.

Shomari poked his head inside. “I’m sorry, but this is an emergency. I’ll call you.”

How? When he didn’t have her number. She slapped the file shut on the résumé he’d emailed her and put it aside. She hadn’t exactly promised Zack she’d hire Shomari, but his dramatic exit didn’t bode well for the future. Why should she hire a grumpy man who clearly had issues? She had more than enough challenges of her own. Shomari was another problem waiting to happen—one she could live without. 

She rose and walked across the office, intending to head out front to help welcome her little clients. It wasn’t necessary, but she liked being around the kids, and her specialty was helping first-timers feel at ease. As she walked into the front office, where only one parent was checking in a little girl, Lizette’s gaze swept the parking lot, and her mind jumped to Shomari and his mysterious issue. 

She pulled her shoulders back and shook her head. Too much drama, too soon. Knowing the way life worked, whatever he had brewing would likely escalate. She didn’t know anything about him other than that he currently had no place to stay and was brilliant—again, according to her brother. That, she could well believe since the twins were tech geniuses, in her mind, but this man was bad-tempered and had problems, for sure. 

And what did it say about him that he was homeless at the ripe old age of thirty-six?

While kneeling to accept a hug from one of her favorites, who insisted on bringing her a flower each day, Lizette’s mind continued whirling. On standing, she gripped the little girl’s hand and guided her to a seat in the communal activities area where one of the preschool teachers waited. 

Twirling the red bougainvillea bloom between her fingers, Lizette waved goodbye to Anissa and returned to her office. Her thoughts were still wrapped around the aborted interview. She sat and opened her laptop, letting their conversation play in her mind. Picturing his abrupt exit, she shook her head. 

No matter what Zack said, she wouldn’t hire Shomari. 
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